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Pembroke Refinery is one of Western Europe’s largest and most complex refineries with the capacity to produce 270,000 barrels per day. As a top tier COMAH site, operating a 24-hour refining process, the Refinery must adhere to strict minimum manning levels to operate safely and in compliance with Health and Safety Executive regulations. 

On Wednesday 29th January it was reported that the first two individuals from the UK had tested positive for coronavirus (covid-19). By the 4th March “cases of Covid-19 begin to surge in the UK” (Embury-Dennis, 2020) with confirmed cases reaching 87, and the first death reported just a day later. 

The World Health Organisation officially declared a pandemic on Wednesday 11th March,  acknowledging a time of crisis, with such uncertainty that is “generating stress throughout the population” (WHO, 2020) and subsequently publishing guidance to help organisations “support mental and psychosocial well-being”. (WHO, 2020) during the outbreak

On Monday 16th March, Prime Minister Boris Johnson announced that all schools and social venues were to close by Friday 20th March and urged those who could work from home to do so until further notice. On Monday 23rd March lockdown rules were reinforced with a clear instruction - “you must stay at home”. (Coyne, 2020)

Pembroke Refinery formed a covid-19 response team that was responsible for the planning and execution of covid-19 measures. With over 500 employees and hundreds of term contractors, plans were introduced to reduce the workforce on site to minimum safe manning levels. 

The Operations team consists of 230 unionised employees, who work a rolling 30-day 5 shift system across 3 complex areas. In order to manage the impact of covid-19, while maintaining safe operation of plant, negotiations were held with the Union to introduce a temporary rolling 28-day 4 shift system, meaning increased manning per shift per complex area, thus allowing necessary cover in the event that employees were affected by covid-19. The temporary shift pattern came into effect on 1st April.

The Valero maintenance department was split into two teams that worked a rolling 4-day shift system. Pembroke Refinery is a Blue Book site so nationally agreed terms and conditions of employment apply to the contract workforce. Negotiations were held with Union representatives to align the contract workforce to the maintenance department. An initial 8-week rotation, effective 23rd March was agreed, with further 8-week rotations re-negotiated in May, July and September.

As per government guidance, those employees deemed ‘not critical’ to the refinery process were requested to work remotely from home and those with underlying health conditions were advised to ‘shield’. 

The information available during the pandemic was overwhelming and a McKinsey report encouraged employers to “keep messages simple, to the point, and actionable” (Mendy, et al., 2020) 
Pembroke Refinery ensured the workforce were kept informed with regular communications and updates, via site announcements, the intranet, email and posters.







The covid-19 response team implemented measures to contain and control the virus, including:
· hand sanitizer stations installed at entry/exit points, bathrooms, kitchens and high traffic areas
· increased frequency of deep cleaning
· temperature testing
· two metre social distancing measures across site
· restrictions on entering buildings and numbers permitted in vehicles, meeting rooms and communal areas
· staggered break and lunch times
· a strict site access policy, allowing only essential workers access to undertake critical works.

Personal covid-19 hygiene packs which included face coverings, hand sanitizer and antibacterial wipes were gifted to the workforce.

The “Covid-19 pandemic will permanently alter the energy industry” (Chapman, 2020) and Jeff Currie, Economist at Goldman Sachs warned that “oil, and energy more broadly, must be contained within infrastructure like pipelines tankers and refineries, you can’t run a surplus indefinitely”. (Chapman, 2020) The nature of the pandemic meant that worldwide travel ground to a halt, impacting the demand for petroleum products and subsequently affecting the refinery operations process, eventually resulting in a planned shutdown of the alkylation unit at Pembroke Refinery.

No Valero employees were furloughed, but the reduced demand for product, along with capital projects being placed on hold temporarily meant that some contract companies furloughed employees to safeguard jobs on a long-term basis.

The CIPD reported that “the impact of the lockdown and ongoing restrictions such as social distancing and self-isolation” is currently unknown, (CIPD, 2020) with Mind declaring the pandemic a mental health emergency that will “leave a deep and lasting scar on the mental health of millions in this country”. (MIND, 2020) Pembroke Refinery is committed to the health and well-being of its workforce and promotes their Employee Assistance Programme Unum Lifeworks to its workforce and their families. 

In a message to their stakeholders, Valero reinforced their commitment to “the safety and well-being of our employees, their families, and the communities where we operate” and went on to thank their employees and contractor workforce for “demonstrating incredible dedication to our operations during this extraordinary time” and urged them to “do everything possible to keep yourself and your family healthy and safe” (VALERO, 2020)













References
Chapman, B., 2020. Could the coronavirus crisis be the beginning of the end for the oil industry?. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/analysis-and-features/coronavirus-oil-gas-industry-climate-change-renewable-energy-a9453756.html
[Accessed 04 10 2020].
CIPD, 2020. Coronavirus (COVID-19): Mental health support for employees. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/culture/well-being/supporting-mental-health-workplace-return
[Accessed 05 10 2020].
Coyne, M., 2020. Boris Johnson Announces Unprecedented 3-Week Lockdown Of The Entire United Kingdom. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.forbes.com/sites/marleycoyne/2020/03/23/boris-johnson-announces-unprecedented-3-week-lockdown-of-the-entire-united-kingdom/#6317605d1ed5
[Accessed 30 09 2020].
Embury-Dennis, T., 2020. Coronavirus: A timeline of how Britain went from ‘low risk’ to an unprecedented national shutdown. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/coronavirus-uk-timeline-deaths-cases-covid-19-nhs-social-distancing-a9416331.html
[Accessed 01 10 2020].
Mendy, A., Lass Stewart, M. & VanAkin, K., 2020. A leader’s guide: Communicating with teams, stakeholders, and communities during COVID-19. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/a-leaders-guide-communicating-with-teams-stakeholders-and-communities-during-covid-19
[Accessed 30 09 2020].
MIND, 2020. The mental health emergency: How the coronavirus pandemic impacted our mental health. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.mind.org.uk/media-a/5929/the-mental-health-emergency_a4_final.pdf
[Accessed 30 09 2020].
VALERO, 2020. COVID-19 News and Information. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.valero.com/en-us/Pages/COVID-19-News-and-Information.aspx
[Accessed 30 09 2020].
WHO, 2020. Mental health and psychosocial considerations during the COVID-19 outbreak. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/WHO-2019-nCoV-MentalHealth-2020.1
[Accessed 30 9 2020].

