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Chevron Oil Refinery Fire 

A case study in crisis management 

he recent fire at the Chevron 

Refinery in Richmond CA offers 

some interesting lessons in crisis 

management. The fire has sparked 

community outrage and raised 

concern over Chevron’s safety 

practices. Despite a slow start, 

though, Chevron is clearly taking the 

incident seriously and is doing quite a 

lot to diffuse the situation. 

At the time of this writing, the 

investigation into the cause of the fire 

is just getting under way and only an 

initial accident report is publicly 

available, so this case study should be 

considered preliminary. 

The Incident 
At approximately 6:15 PM on Monday 

August 6th, workers at the Chevron 

refinery in Richmond CA found a leak 

in a pipe leading from #4 Crude Unit. 

The pipe carries heated hydrocarbons 

to other processing units.  

The repair crew opted to leave the 

unit in service and began repairs on 

the pipe. As the insulation was 

removed, the leak increased and 

spilled boiling hydrocarbons that 

created a vapor cloud, forcing the 

crew to evacuate the area. 

While the exact cause of the fire is yet 

to be determined, there is speculation 

that the vapor cloud then encountered 

the idling engine of a fire truck parked 

in front of the facility and ignited at 

about 6:30. The resultant fire burned 

for four hours and released a large 

plume of hydrocarbons over the Bay 

Area. 

A county warning system was activated 

at approximately 6:35 to notify 

Richmond residents to shelter in place 

but took three hours to complete 

20,000 calls. 

Employees suffered minor injuries 

related to the fire but no deaths 

occurred. Some 9,000 citizens were 

seen in emergency rooms, primarily for 

breathing problems (Richmond has a 

higher than average rate of asthma). 

Monitoring teams reported non-

detectible concentrations of 

hydrocarbons both during and the day 

following the fire. 

Initial Response 
Chevron maintains a highly-

professional fire fighting unit and they 

were on-scene at the time of the 

incident. In addition, other resources 

were provided under mutual aid from 

T 



Emergency Management Solutions  August 2012 
 

 
2 | P a g e   ©Lucien G. Canton August 2012 

 

local fire departments and other oil refineries in 

the area. 

As noted above, the county warning system was 

activated with mixed results. However, Chevron 

failed to follow this up with information to the 

media and the public.  

Because the incident occurred after normal 

business hours, Chevron representatives were 

not immediately available and had no 

information on the incident. For over an hour, 

reporters were unable to contact anyone at 

Chevron and had to rely on aerial observation, 

on-scene reporters, and interviews with local 

citizens. When Chevron representatives were 

available, they had little information and could 

not even confirm the explosions that many 

citizens were reporting. 

Controversies 
Chevron is receiving criticism in two main areas. 

First, there is concern over decision not to shut 

down the crude unit immediately upon finding 

the leak. The impression is that management’s 

concern over lost revenue if the unit was shut 

down overrode any concerns for worker safety. 

Secondly, the pipe that was leaking was over 40 

years old according to some reports. When a 

similar pipe was replaced last year, the pipe 

that would later leak was inspected and 

recertified for another five years. Again, the 

implication is that the time and cost of 

replacement outweighed potential risks. 

Although it has not yet become a major 

controversy, there is growing concern over the 

failure of the notification system. Similar 

problems occurred during a fire in 2007 and 

residents were assured at that time that the 

system would be fixed. 

Crisis Management 
Although it got off to a slow start, Chevron has 

bounced back. On Tuesday, the day after the 

fire, Chevron hosted a community meeting, 

knowing full well that they would be facing 

considerable anger from the community. The 

first thing that the facility manager, Nigel 

Hearne, did was to apologize to the community 

for the incident and accept full responsibility. 

While this did little to quell the anger at the 

meeting, it was a good start that put a human 

face on Chevron and set a conciliatory tone. 

Hearne also stressed Chevron’s continued 

commitment to the safety of the community. 

The refinery actually predates the city of 

Richmond and Chevron is both the principal 

employer and the main source of tax revenue 

for the city. 

Hearne also promised that Chevron would pay 

all medical and property costs incurred by 

citizens during the incident. Chevron has 

established both a hotline and a store front 

operation to accept claims. Rapidly paying 

claims is both good for the community and a 

way for Chevron to stave off future liability in 

future civil suits, the first of which was filed on 

August 15th. 

Chevron has also made it a point to refrain from 

being drawn into controversy by responding to 

attacks on its safety record. The company is 

deferring any comments until the investigation 

is completed and the facts are available.  

The Lessons 
Chevron’s actions to immediately address 

public concerns, accept responsibility, and 

refrain from feeding speculation are classic 

crisis management. Chevron is not out of the 

woods yet but it has made a good start.  


