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The OPEX MENA 2022 Advisory Board Meeting gathered key regional end-users to
discuss Operational Excellence and Safety issues in light of the past 24 months with the
Covid-19 pandemic – the challenges, the opportunities and the way forward post Covid.

The meeting started with a brief overview presented by Solomon Associates (Solomon)
known for benchmarking studies for the Refining and Petrochemicals Sector. Solomon is
preparing to release their Refining Study for the Year 2020 and kindly shared a few key
observations with the Advisory Board to set the scene for the discussion. 
 
Over the past year Solomon analysed utilisation rate of various refinery process units
and noticed that the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic was even stronger than that of
the 2008 Financial Crisis – 2008 was a tough year but people still drove to work, flew for
leisure and business, and sent shipments. 

In 2020 the industry saw a drastic drop in profits and utilisation rates were impacted by
an average of 10%, with certain companies reaching 20 – 30% drops in comparison to
2018 levels. 
 
Solomon asked the producers present if they had implemented any operational changes
– over 50% shared that they managed to maintain usual shifts and relief schedules,
some adopted mitigation measures such as restricted access to control rooms, limited
number of staff on shifts, isolation of central control etc. Some had to adjust shift
schedules to allow for child-care during lockdowns, stagger reporting time, focus on only
critical activities etc. 

INDUSTRY OVERVIEW
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Despite the Covid pandemic, a
number of turnarounds were
maintained in 2020. Solomon
noticed a significant extension
in turnaround time for some
companies, but not all – other
companies managed to perform
the operation within ‘standard’
schedules. This shows that
efficient execution remained
possible during the pandemic
through good planning. 



Where we are

TODAY

Contractor management was impacted by the pandemic as well - two-thirds of
participants reduced their contractor staffing levels due to a reduction in base
maintenance activities and lack of contractor availability. Staffing schedules were
adjusted to mirror company maintenance resources. Costs increased due to
disinfection, idle/waiting times, PPE.
 
Based on the shared observations, Solomon suggested that companies would likely
update response plans to include HSE measures for future pandemics, as no one knows
when such or a similar situation might happen again.

Risk mitigation examples should include measures such as employee self-screening
temperature checks at the site entrance, using temporary buildings and structures to
enable social distancing, wearing masks, stagger lunchtimes, quarantine measures and
tests upon return from travel, increasing IT resources to support online communications,
ensuring that contractors submit their own pandemic response plan etc.
 
The Advisory Board Members concluded that difficulties to execute turnarounds during
Covid (postponement, longer schedules, etc.), as well as limited availability of resources
and supply chain efficiency, would probably affect the industry in the long run and what
we observe now may only be the tip of the post-COVID iceberg.

INDUSTRY OVERVIEW
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After the insightful overview all participants agreed that if some companies managed to
do turnarounds with limited resources and within the regular time – it proves that
efficiency can always be improved.

The COVID period has encouraged producers to look at day to day operation in a
different light and seek ways of learning from this experience. If during COVID, the same
work could be done with fewer resources – a lot of learning can come from this exercise
and we should do our best to use these exceptional circumstances for understanding
our capacities, improving our strategies, and learning how to manage the situation
instead of being reactive to it.
 
Innovations implemented during the COVID period should be reviewed to see which of
them should continue and which should only be applied in exceptional cases, as each
achievement comes at a cost.
From an Operational Excellence point of view, we all worked in difficult conditions with
limited resources, adjusted procedures, new time frames and it even could have been
seen working well to have fewer shifts, fewer people on-site and less supervision.

But we should not forget that these were trying times, putting a lot of strain on people.
This all had an impact on productivity, human reliability and the psychological health of
people. Some employees couldn’t take holidays or simply spend time with their families,
some were locked in their home countries and lost jobs, others worked 16 months with
no proper break. This created a huge impact and should not be forgotten when PSM,
productivity and efficiency of COVID times are analysed. Such pace and manner of
operation is not sustainable and comes at the expense of human beings, asset integrity
and human psychology, so it should not be abused. It is important to remember that
human beings are at the heart of all our operations. 
 
Many innovative success stories were mentioned during the discussion: from smart re-
organising of human resources, when people not involved in the operation of the site
are used for administrative work at home (such as KPI, Training and SOP reviews) while
being on standby and ready to report to the site, to production of sanitisers in the
refinery laboratories, which was very much appreciated during the first weeks of the
pandemic, when such items were in high demand. 

Technology played a great role in adapting to the new conditions – digitalised PSM
processes, drone inspections, smart helmet technologies, teleconferences and trainings
done in the VR environment – these are only a few examples that were shared by the
Board Members.
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TRYING TIMES ARE THE TIMES FOR TRYING
 



For companies with a large business footprint, benchmarking can also be done
internally, amongst various business units. Companies should also look for ways to
incorporate OE mindset into their people through programmes that enhance leadership
engagement and interactions. 

An example of such a programme is Saudi Aramco’s LEAP - Leadership, Engagement,
Assessment Process. Such programmes are especially important during times, when
leadership engagement on the field is limited, as many leaders worked remotely, and
this affected people’s morale. It’s important for Management to look at new ways to keep
in close contact with staff. 
 
The committee highlighted that it is especially interesting to analyse data from the last
couple of years, as usually when HAZOP and other type of studies are performed,
normal operation is taken as a basis, not start up, shut down or downtime when plants
are run not at optimised levels.

OPERATIONAL EXCELLENCE
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What is Operational Excellence? One of the participants summarised it as a tool that
enables business continuity and ensures the organisation is fit, resilient and can
withstand market changes and harsh environment.
Even in stressful times when all aspects of operation are impacted, work on Operation
Excellence doesn’t stop - on the contrary, continuous improvement is demanded at each
level and in every department. OE improvement can start with benchmarking oneself
against other industry players to understand the position in the market and to learn
from the experience of others through close cooperation and knowledge sharing.



SAFETY
 

Culture of Psychological Safety when employees are not afraid to speak to management,
whether to highlight a procedure or process that doesn’t work well or accept a mistake,
was also mentioned as an integral part of a Safe Working Environment. 

Studies show that the very best of us can make mistakes and with the pressure of COVID
(or any other critical situation) on people, the tendency for errors increased.
Organisations should try to eliminate such errors through improving interaction
amongst individuals and developing abilities to recognise and eliminate the situations
during which personnel is more likely to make mistakes.

No matter the circumstances, staff should know that there is always time and
opportunity to do their job right and in a safe manner, in spite of deadlines, production
goals and other factors. 
 
It was also pointed out that sometimes Training instructions and Operational Procedures
have inherent error traps and organisations should strive to eliminate them. An example
of it could be an SOP saying ‘turn the valve slowly’. ‘Slowly’ is a very subjective description
and people might interpret it differently. Such details should be improved to ensure that
a clear message is sent to the teams.
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The past 24 months have shown us if companies were optimised for lower throughputs
– important to look at operational flexibility, network of traders, suppliers, contractors,
evaluate strategic decisions that were taken at that time. It is very important to
understand the impact of process safety elements including management of change,
asset integrity, training, digitalisation etc. 

We can analyse and reassess procedures and this will make us more prepared for the
future. Now we have real observations that we can work with and we need to use
quantitative and qualitative data from the managers, supervisors and staff to try to
understand what challenges they faced and what solutions they found.

When talking about the Safety aspect, the
Board agreed that one of the benefits of
COVID was an opportunity to review HSE
procedures and emphasise the health and
psychological wellbeing of people and we all
learnt to be more aware of this important
aspect.



Another important Safety Aspect is ‘Contractor and Subcontractor Management’. 
All members agreed that during the prequalification process, an organisation should
focus on subcontractors as much as on the main contractors and do the same due
diligence.

Assessments showed that subcontractor qualification is not always robust and problems
can arise from compromised relations between the subcontractor and contractor and
the overall performance will be impacted at the end. 

Advisors agreed that it is the responsibility of the Company to work with all contractors
and help them to create system response plans, assist with communication between the
management and the contractors and even facilitate with negotiating working and living
conditions, as the whole Operational Chain is only as strong as its weakest link. 
 
Management of Change was also discussed during the meeting, as many companies
went through mergers and acquisitions during the past couple of years. Integration of
different operations, teams and values is never easy and usually requires a group effort
in aligning procedures and cultures of both companies and adopting new KPIs,
procedures and rules. 

This is a big work that should be introduced to all departments and personnel and
though challenging, it usually allows an opportunity for creating new effective ways of
managing the newly formed company and discarding the outdated practices and habits
that no longer prove to be productive.
 
The meeting agreed that, though challenging, the experience of 2020 – 2021 has made
us all more agile and resilient, open to new horizons and taught us about our own
capabilities and limits.

Such experience should not be neglected, and we should apply maximum effort to learn
from this experience - the upcoming edition of the OPEX MENA conference will highlight
and share the best examples of successful OE & Safety practices and discuss our
industry will evolve for the better now and in the future.
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See you at #OPEXMENA in March 2022 in Bahrain!
 

If you or your company would like to give a presentation at
OPEX MENA 2022, please submit your abstract here or
contact Svetlana Kudasheva, Conference Director via 
email: svetlana@europetro-me.com, T: +971 4 421 4642

https://europetro.com/event/382
https://europetro.com/events/abstracts/382

