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Chemical emergency helpline services are designed to support four business objectives.  

 To protect people, environment, assets and reputation (PEAR) from the effects of an incident  

 To reduce the scale and cost of incidents and prevent operational disruption 

 To comply with international regulations demanding telephone emergency response 

 To demonstrate commitments to Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and Responsible Care 

This document explains why the UK’s National Chemical Emergency Centre (NCEC) is the most effective emergency 

response provider for delivery of these core requirements, while offering a potential return on investment of 15 to 1. A 

real world case study is presented to demonstrate the economic comparison between in-house, mid-range and NCEC 

emergency response. NCEC’s economic data is drawn from more than 40 years providing public and private sector 

organisations emergency response support. The data has been independently audited and confirmed by third party 

authors, including the UK Department for Transport.  

The business case for professional emergency response 

QUANTIFYING THE VALUE OF HIGH PERFORMANCE EMERGENCY RESPONSE 
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In the event of a chemical incident, a 24-hour emergency response number is one of the first and most immediate lines of 

protection for people, environment, assets and reputation (PEAR). It provides employees or stakeholders on the ground immediate 

access to technical guidance, and helps them to resolve an incident as quickly and as safely as possible.  

Rapid chemical emergency response is often the difference between a minor event with limited impact and a high cost incident that 

causes serious damage to stakeholder welfare and corporate reputation. Even for companies transporting relatively low-hazard 

products or materials, the operational disruption caused by a small incident can result in a significant cost. 

Chemical companies are also driven to invest in emergency response as a way to achieve regulatory compliance, fulfil their CSR 

and demonstrate that they meet the chemical industry’s rigorous standards for Responsible Care. For companies transporting, 

distributing or supplying hazardous materials internationally, 24-hour multi-lingual response is an essential component of 

Responsible Care. For those operating in China and other regions around the world, this service is a regulatory requirement.  

This document breaks down the technical capacity that an emergency response system must provide to fulfil its purpose. This 

includes delivering robust 24-hour response, providing expert advice on chemical handling and clean up and demonstrating 

the level of quality required to meet industry standards. NCEC emergency response is compared directly to an in-house service 

and a typical mid-level external emergency response provider. An economic comparison is also provided on how these features 

can be quantified as direct return on investment for a typical chemical incident.   

 

The role of emergency response  

“To work with customers, carriers, suppliers, distributors and contractors to foster the safe and secure use, 

transport and disposal of chemicals and provide hazard and risk information that can be accessed and 

applied in their operations and products.” 

Responsible Care guiding principle 



  

In-house service Mid-level emergency response provider 
National Chemical Emergency Centre 

(NCEC) 
 

Protecting people, environment, assets and reputation (PEAR) 

24-hour telephone response X Typically a duty manager with office hours access only  Available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year   Available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year  

Delivers incident specific advice to minimise damage and 

harm 

X May have technical or operational know-how but likely to be 

situationally limited 

X Unable to provide chemical advice beyond reading from the 

SDS, without consulting the manufacturer whose employees may 

not answer every call (see below ) 

 Degree level chemists trained to provide scientific,  evidence 

based guidance and familiar with a wide range of emergency 

situations 

 

Provides rapid access to SDS and chemical information 
X Unlikely to have instant out of hours access to SDS  

information 
 Will have immediate access to SDS 

 Will have immediate access to product SDS alongside 

NCEC’s own world leading Chemdata® emergency response 

database 

 

Has the resilience to ensure that every call is answered 
X Normally a mobile phone, creating risk of no reception, loss 

of battery, or mobile not being with the responsible person 

 An operator is available to answer every call but may rely on 

fixed lines, outdated technology or the use of mobiles out of hours  

 A trained chemist and emergency responder answers every 

call using a phone system offering 99.999% uptime 
 

Trains responders to deliver essential advice in highly 

stressful situations 

X Unlikely to be trained or experienced in providing guidance in 

stressful situations and high profile emergencies 

X May not be dedicated to the role of emergency responder or 

have the necessary breadth of experience 

 Emergency responders are dedicated to this role, and are 

trained and experienced in delivering practical advice in highly 

stressful situations 

 

Complying with global requirements 

Multiple languages X Very unlikely to provide multilingual support 

 Provide some multilingual services but likely to be limited by 

extent of international track record or by breaking the incoming call 

before connection 

 Capable of providing support in practically all modern 

languages 
 

Local phone numbers where demanded by regulations 
X Unlikely to have the full range of local phone numbers for 

every country of sale 

X  Unlikely to have the full range of local phone numbers for every 

country of sale 

 Provides local number and local language options where 

demanded by regulations or cultural expectations 
 

Regulatory updates 
X Unlikely to have the capacity for continuous horizon scanning 

of emergency response regulations 

X Unlikely to provide regulatory updates or training for staff or 

customers 

 Emergency response customers benefit from NCEC’s 

regulatory consultancy, which shares continuous updates on 

global regulatory requirements 

 

Chinese requirement to use the National Registration Centre 

for Chemicals (NRCC) 

X Highly unlikely to comply with Chinese regulations unless 

through direct contract with Chinese NRCC 

X Highly unlikely to offer compliance with Chinese            

regulations 

 Partnership with NRCC allows compliance with China 

requirements through a single contract with NCEC,    avoiding 

“two strikes and out” and other severe penalties 

 

Adding value as part of long term business plan 

Training programme X Unlikely to provide in depth training on emergency  response 
 Will provide some call handling training with commercial and 

technical elements 

 Continuous training in emergency response and hazardous 

material handling, including 6-month initial programme with 

600+ Learning Objectives 

 

Liability insurance X Does not offer any protection for corporate liability X Unlikely to be insured to provide liability cover 
 Extensively insured to provide liability cover of 5x the contract 

value with unlimited liability in certain cases 
 

Return on investment 
X Likely to be obscured by hidden costs of maintaining 

employee availability and competence 

X Lack of context specific, incident handling advice will minimise 

return on investment 

 Has been proven to provide a 15 to 1 return by reducing the 

time and cost of incident response and has been extensively 

audited for value 

 

Demonstrate Responsible Care X Unlikely to meet the standards for Responsible Care 
X Unlikely to meet Responsible Care guiding principle of 

continuous improvement  

 Promoted by major chemical companies around the world to 

demonstrate commitment to meeting Responsible Care guiding 

principles 

 

Demonstrate Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

  

X Will not help to demonstrate CSR 

  

X Low quality incident handling system reflects poorly on 

companies’ CSR 

 Premium service can be used to actively demonstrate CSR 

objectives 
 

Options for implementing emergency response  

Figure 1: Comparison of technical capabilities  between in-house, mid-range and NCEC emergency response 
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How to calculate the cost of an incident avoided 

Illustrative case study 
 

NCEC received a call from a client after a drum of toxic agrochemicals spilt during loading. To calculate the risk based cost of this 
incident it is necessary to consider the potential impacts on people, environment, assets and reputation (PEAR), and the probability 
of them occurring.  

In this incident, the issues might be identified as: 

 injury to staff responding to the spill  

 environmental contamination  

 damage to assets and property, including leaching of hazardous materials into ground soil   

 reputational damage 

 the need for a professional contractor to clean the spill  

 downtime waiting for shipment to resume its journey  

 

The direct potential cost of this incident with no emergency response support could be calculated as £83,450 (methodology 
presented overleaf). In quantifying the value of an emergency response service, it is necessary to determine the probability of these 
events happening and the extent to which the emergency response system mitigates and reduces the likelihood or severity of each 
of these outcomes.  

For example, when the limitations in resilience, speed, reliability and effectiveness of an in-house emergency response service are 

taken into account (figure 2) the unmitigated risk may be up to 50%. 

For a mid-level emergency response advisor that has guaranteed access to a safety data sheet for the chemical, but is 

unable to provide situational or site specific advice during the incident the unmitigated risk might be 30%.  

High performance NCEC emergency response will quickly provide employees on the site expert guidance on the correct 
protective equipment and precautions required when attending the spill and how to mitigate damage to the environment, property 
and business reputation. The probability of serious personal injury in this incident, assuming employees follow this advice, is 

therefore negligible, well below 1% 

The table below demonstrates these estimated risks on the incident costs associated with personal injury, environmental damage 
and damage to property.  

NCEC receives more than 8,000 calls per year. Of these, approximately 10% are categorised as medium sized  incidents with risk 

to people, environment, assets and reputation (PEAR). Up to 1% are categorised as severe, high consequence incidents. 

Over a two-year period, a company is almost certain to experience at least one medium sized incident during the lifecycle of its 

products (on site, during transport or in use). 

Companies experience different types of incidents according to the nature of their business and sector, the type of materials they 

handle or the primary mode of transport. The following case study illustrates the risk-based cost analysis process that 

companies can use to quantify the value of their emergency response. It demonstrates the economic comparison between an in-

house, mid-range and NCEC emergency response service in mitigating risk and reducing cost. NCEC’s processes are audited and 

confirmed by independent third parties, including the UK Government Department for Transport.  

 
Serious 

injury1 
Environmental  

damage2 
Property 

damage  
Contractor Downtime Total cost  Probability 

Unmitigated 

cost  

In-house £5,450 £50,000 £25,000 £2,000 £1,000 £83,450 50% £41,725 

Mid-range  £5,450 £50,000 £25,000 £2,000 £1,000 £83,450 30% £25,035 

NCEC £5,450 £50,000 £25,000 £2,000 £1,000 £83,450 0.05% £42 

[1] Market rate of hourly wage Department for Transport WebTAG Databook 2014 

[2]Typical fine for environmental damage http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-cambridgeshire-22477788  and http://www.suffolkfreepress.co.uk/news/latest-news/farm-fined-34-000-for-toxic-

river-spill-1-5712276  

[3] G. Capelle-Blancard; MA Laguna: ‘How does the stock market respond to chemical disasters’ Journal of Environmental Economics and Management, 59 (2010) 192-205 

Figure 2: Table of unmitigated and mitigated costs for emergency response options  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-cambridgeshire-22477788
http://www.suffolkfreepress.co.uk/news/latest-news/farm-fined-34-000-for-toxic-river-spill-1-5712276
http://www.suffolkfreepress.co.uk/news/latest-news/farm-fined-34-000-for-toxic-river-spill-1-5712276
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Figure 3: The risk based cost of an incident with NCEC is a fraction of that with both in-house and mid-range emergency response 

P 

Scenario: Without a robust process for emergency response an employee does not use appropriate breathing 

apparatus and suffers serious injury.    

Cost: An employee suffering serious injury might require up to a month off work to recover. The average market 

price for an individual working in the UK is £29.461. Assuming a 7.4 hour working day, the total cost to a business from a 

month’s absence is approx. £4,360. Since businesses require employees to create a return on investment, this cost could 

be considered significantly higher, due to the opportunity cost of the lost time. If remaining staff must be partially 

deployed to fulfil essential responsibilities of the injured employee this could require an extra 25% of an employee’s time, 

adding a further £1,090 to the cost. The total unmitigated cost for a serious injury is therefore £5,450. 

Businesses must also account for a range of factors not included here, including compensation, insurance claims, sick 

leave and the cost of hiring additional staff—including the hidden costs of temporary cover.  

E 

Scenario: An in-house or mid-range emergency response service does not provide adequate advice on avoiding 
environmental contamination. The company receives a fine.   
 
Cost: Environmental fines for damage to drainage, sewage or water treatment infrastructure following unsafe 
disposal vary throughout the world. A typical fine from the UK Government is £50,0002. 
 
Businesses must also consider charges for repairing damage to drainage infrastructure or the local environment, as well 
as litigation and legal fees.  

A 

Scenario: In-house or mid-range emergency response providers do not provide site specific guidance during clean up. 

Hazardous materials seep into the ground. 

 

Cost:  The incident requires the removal of 25 tonnes of ground soil, incurring a cost of £25,000. Limited 

practical guidance means an external contractor is required (£2,000) for short team clean-up and business operations are 

temporarily ceased (£1,000). 

R 

Scenario: For larger incidents, or those that occur in the public eye, the loss of reputation is a significant cost. 
While harder to immediately quantify, it can have a severe impact on long term business continuity. 
 
Cost: Scientific research supports the view that large incidents cause an immediate and noticeable 
percentage impact on the share price of affected companies3. A poorly handled incident resulting from inadequate 
emergency response may lead a company to damage its client relationships and fail its Responsible Care and CSR 
commitments if it is shown that an incident could have reasonably been avoided by providing better advice at the scene.  

Risk based cost with in-house emergency 

response – £41,725 

Risk based cost of incident with mid-range 

emergency response provider - £25,035 

Risk based cost of incident with NCEC  - 

£42 

 Serious injury  

 Environmental contamination  

 Damage to property  

 Contract cleaner 

 Downtime  

Maximum potential cost of an incident - £83,450 
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As chemical markets grow and supply chains become more complex, the risks of a major chemical incident become statistically 

greater. The ability to quantify the value of a professional emergency response system is a powerful way to justify investments in 

protecting people, environment, assets and reputation (PEAR). A high-end emergency response system also provides a 

powerful signal to stakeholders that a business is committed to CSR and long term sustainability, making it an attractive option for 

investment and feeding into wider public relations messaging.  

 The National Chemical Emergency Centre (NCEC) is one of the only emergency response providers to provide 

24-hour telephone response by degree level chemists 

 Its expert, incident specific advice can reduce the severity and cost of incidents and has been independently verified as 

providing a 15 to 1 return on investment 

 NCEC is one of the only emergency response providers to offer local number / local language response to help 

companies stay compliant and manage risk across the global chemical supply chain including China 

 As the chosen provider of the UK Government and 50% of the world’s top 100 chemical companies, NCEC emergency 

response helps to demonstrate commitment to CSR and meet your Responsible Care obligations 

 

If you think that you and your organisation could benefit from a higher level of service, then contact us at ncec@ricardo.com  

or +44(0)1235 753654. 

Have you worked out where your responsibility ends and are you 

truly satisfied with that level of your current coverage?  

 

This report is the copyright of NCEC, a trading name of Ricardo-AEA Limited. The contents of this 

report may not be reproduced in whole or in part, nor passed to any organisation or person without 

the specific prior written permission of Commercial Manager, NCEC. The report is based on 

information made available to NCEC at the time of writing. NCEC accepts no liability whatsoever to 

any third party for any loss or damage arising from any interpretation or use of the information 

contained in this report, or reliance on any views expressed therein. 

Email:      ncec@ricardo.com  
Website:  the-ncec.com  
Tel: +44 (0) 1235 753654  
Tel:         +44 (0) 1235 753654 

mailto:ncec@ricardo.com

