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ABSTRACT
26th June 1971 is remembered for the deadliest industrial disaster in Poland’s modern history. A small storm was passing over the state-run Czechowice-Dziedice Refinery when lightning ignited a 10,000 tonne crude oil storage tank. As emergency responders scrambled to limit the fire’s spread, the extreme heat was slowly penetrating towards the tank’s depths where a heel of water lay in wait. The resulting boilover claimed 37 lives and over 100 injuries whilst 900 families were evacuated from their homes.
Despite this being a watershed moment in emergency management in Poland, it has existed in the English language as little more than a data-point; a curious outlier in tabulated lists of tank fires. More than half a century on, machine translation has finally enabled the full story to be told.
This case study will answer many questions. What were the failings that led to the initial fire? Why was the death-toll so huge? How is it possible to regain control of a fire that has all but eliminated the emergency responders? And can the accident be attributed to the rare and unusual phenomenon of ball lightning, or do the all too familiar and predictable themes of process safety apply?
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BIOGRAPHY
Ewan Stewart is a Process Engineer with Kent Plc, where he is supporting a major refinery upgrade. His experience spans the many stages of process design and operations, having supported clients in the oil and gas, petrochemical and municipal water sectors. He has authored technical content for the Loss Prevention Bulletin which has also presented case study webinars for the IChemE Safety Centre. He applies a strong safety focus across his work and is a firm believer in storytelling as a means of getting the safety message across. Ewan is the current chair of the IChemE Australia board.
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