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hen I was a student in the 1960s, I spent
a summer working with a major construc-
tion company, and some 40 years later still
vividly recall the experience. It wasn’t the
work itself that made such a lasting impres-

sion but the company’s approach to safety. Despite the risks
posed by construction work, little attention was paid to
putting in place sound safety practices and ensuring they were 
followed. Over the course of that summer, I saw first-hand 
the debilitating results of this irresponsible approach to safety
and its management. I don’t think a week went by without a
worker being injured, sometimes seriously.

For the next couple of summers, I worked at Imperial Oil’s
Regina refinery. It was a completely different experience, and
I saw the value of making safety a priority – of putting in place
systems, processes and training to ensure that risks are iden-
tified and addressed. In short, I saw the value of managing
safety responsibly.

While significant strides have been made in the area of
workplace safety, there is still a great distance to go. Each
year, more people die in this country from workplace injuries
than from, for example, skin cancer or violent crime. In fact,
on average, nearly three people die every day in Canada from
workplace injuries and a person suffers a work-related injury
every nine seconds. 

The personal cost of these injuries is devastating. Behind
every statistic is human suffering: people having to come to
terms with physical limitations; families without income; chil-
dren facing the prospect of growing up without a parent.

And beyond the human cost, there are enormous eco-
nomic costs. In Canada, work-related injuries are said to result
in more than 16 million lost workdays a year, which is equal
to the amount of work performed by 67,000 people working
full-time. Conservative estimates put the cost to Canada of
workplace injuries and illnesses at around $12 billion a year.
That is an enormous and, I would argue, avoidable drain on
our economy and on our people.

The global statistics are appalling. It’s estimated that two
million people a year (more than 5,000 each day) die from
work-related injuries and illnesses and that more than 250
million work-related “accidents” occur. If the cost to Canada
of workplace injuries and illnesses is $12 billion a year, one

can only begin to imagine the global cost and suffering. 
Another sobering reality is that when it comes to indus-

trial safety, we lag behind our southern neighbour. In the
United States, the rate of fatal injuries per 100,000 workers
employed dropped from five to four between 1998 and 2001;
in Canada the rate rose during the same period from 6.7 to
7.2. This gap speaks not only of suffering and loss but of a
competitive disadvantage. 

At Imperial, we have set a goal of having zero work-related
injuries or illnesses. I recognize this is an ambitious goal, con-
sidering that included among workplace injuries are such 
common problems as repetitive strain injuries resulting from
keyboarding and cuts resulting from, say, the accidental 
stapling of a finger. But the fact is, all these injuries are pre-
ventable, and prevention starts with awareness. I believe it is
incumbent on all corporations to have zero incidents as their
safety goal and to work constantly to achieve it. 

Focusing on safety does pay off. Last year was the safest
Imperial has ever recorded. In 2003, the total recordable injury
rate for Imperial employees was 0.39 per 200,000 work hours,
less than half the average rate for its major competitors.

Although I am encouraged with Imperial’s safety achieve-
ments, the fact is there is still room for much improvement.
While our safety record is among the best in Canadian indus-
try, our injury rate is not zero, and in the past, people have
died as a result of workplace injuries. When it comes to safe
operations, the only acceptable number of incidents is zero. 

What is key to achieving safety goals is sustaining a cul-
ture of safety, one in which every employee and contractor
has absolutely no doubt that safety is the first priority. Every-
one must understand that nothing is more important than
safety: not costs, not production, not finishing a job quickly –
not profitability. 

Sustaining a safety culture starts with senior management.
For this reason, the circumstances leading to every lost-time
incident that occurs in company operations, as well as other
occupational injuries and illnesses that require medical treat-
ment, are discussed in my office along with the measures to be
taken to try to prevent any similar incident from occurring in
the future. All stewardships of each business area start with
safety, and the safety performance of every individual depart-
ment or work group within the company must be a high pri-

P E R S P E C T I V E S

B Y T I M H E A R N

W

P u t t i n g  S a f e t y  F i r s t
Although significant strides have been made in workplace 

safety, there is still much to be done. In Canada, on average, 
a person suffers a work-related injury every nine seconds



ority for the department or work-group manager. That means
every manager and supervisor is held accountable for the safety
performance of his or her group, and every individual is
accountable for his or her safety and the safety of co-workers.

We also need to look to unions, which have historically
played a major role in gaining improved working conditions
for their members, to show continued leadership in the area
of safety, supporting improved safety standards and high-
lighting the importance of working safely. 

As a leading Canadian corporation, Imperial has a respon-
sibility not only to operate safely but to help improve the
country’s overall safety performance. Safety is not an area for
competition but cooperation: we all need to work together,
sharing our expertise and raising overall safety consciousness.

To this end, Imperial focuses on a number of fronts.
Through participation in industry associations, we work with
other corporations to promote safety throughout industry.
Responsible Care, a long-standing program of the Canadian
Chemical Producers’ Association, was, for example, primarily

designed by representatives from Imperial.
The program helps to ensure the safe han-
dling of chemicals and has been cited as 
a model for the worldwide petrochemical
industry. Imperial has also been involved 
in a number of partnerships focused on
improving safety. For example, we are
working with the government of Alberta
and other employers to improve the safety
performance of all workers through par-
ticipation in the province’s Partnerships 
in Health and Safety program. And an
Imperial vice-president has been serving on
a task force initiated by Alberta’s minister
of human resources and employment to
develop recommendations for improving
workplace safety. 

Another particularly promising initia-
tive is Minerva Canada, a not-for-profit
organization that works to introduce health
and safety into the curriculum at post-sec-
ondary institutions. Several companies,
including Imperial, helped found Minerva
with the aim of ensuring that people enter-
ing the workforce understand that safety
needs to be managed with every bit as
much care as any other aspect of business
and giving them the tools to do this. 

But safety is not just a workplace issue –
eight times more accidents occur off the job
than on. To help ensure safety in all aspects
of daily life, Imperial and a number of other
corporations sponsor the Safe Communities
Foundation. Dedicated to “making Canada
the safest country in the world to live,

learn, work and play,” the foundation is a national, not-for-
profit organization that believes that all injuries are pre-
ventable and works to promote safety in all areas of the 
community, including the workplace.

Over the years, I have come to realize that how a company
manages safety is a good indication of how it runs all other 
critical pieces of its business. The attributes for good safety
management – good procedures, attention to detail and a
commitment to excellence – are the same as those required
to run successful operations throughout the business. 

The fact is, a safe workplace is not a privilege but a right.
People must be able to go to work knowing that all measures
have been taken to ensure their safety and that they are a part
of a wider fellowship of workers who take responsibility for one
another’s well-being. We must all – corporations and individ-
uals – work together to make safety a priority in all areas of life.
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Tim Hearn is chairman, president and chief executive officer 
of Imperial Oil.


