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"Simply put, Responsible Care is good manufacturing practice," says David R. Drummond, manufacturing manager/polymer production chemicals at Akzo Chemicals (Chicago). In has improved community relations, he says, and has provided a focus for employee involvement. "The hardest thing is not doing it but documenting it."

Akzo has incorporated Responsible Care into its existing ISO 9000 and quality programs. Generally, Drummond says, the implementation of Responsible Care has been reasonably straightforward, although progress has been at different speeds at different sites.

"We are averaging a four for the codes, so far. It really depends on the particular site--at Deer Park, TX we are part of a major petrochemical area, and the CAER code is well in place. At smaller sites like Burt, NY--which is not part of a chemical area--we are not as far advanced."

PLANT PERFORMANCE. Drummond notes that many of the requirements of the codes--such as distribution--had already been handled by previous corporate rules and regulations. "Most of the codes are centered on performance of the plant. In the case of product stewardship, it will bring in the marketing people. Now, we have to make sure the products themselves are acceptable."

Like many U.S. subsidiaries of European majors, Chicago-based Akzo has been a testing ground for its Dutch parent. "Responsible Care has been slow taking hold in Europe. The initial European attitude was, 'It's no one's business but ours what we do,'" says Drummond. "That's now changing, and there is strong support coming from Europe. They realize they are not far enough involved with the communities." However, he concedes that the industry in Europe is being forced to change by legislation such as the German packaging law.

"The chemical industry was once regarded as progress, but we seem to have reversed that view," Drummond adds. "As the industry comes of age in the U.S., we need the benefit of good community relations. As the environmental groups get more power, it pays to have the community on your side. That's also going to be the case for Europe."

Cost has not been a major factor in implementing Responsible Care, Drummond says. "Initially, when we looked at the Responsible Care codes, people said we didn't have the resources. But we have mostly made use of existing resources and combining our programs."

There is an "inherent cost," Drummond notes, in Responsible Care, including longer training, more emphasis on process engineering and safety--this is the first year the company has included the program as a line item. "It's just the cost involved in good manufacturing practice," he says.

Whatever the cost, Drummond says, it is bringing benefits. "I think we have a better image from a marketing point of view by being part of Responsible Care. I can't say it gives you more dollars, but it does bring a lot of pluses, particularly in better relations with the community."

He cites the case at Burt, NY, where Akzo produces organic peroxide, which got some bad press. "The public distrusted us--they thought we were making bombs," Drummond says. "Part of the problem was an audible alarm at the site that the community was fearful of. After our open house got the community in, we ended up getting a favorable review in the local newspaper, and we changed the siren."

Although local communities may now be better informed about Responsible Care, Drummond acknowledges problems in internal communications.

"The communities now know something about us--admittedly not as much as we'd like them to," he says. We now have to make sure all our employees are better informed--a lot of our corporate staff still don't have any idea what the (Responsible Care program is) all about."

