Chemical company fined £3.8 million
after investigation into serious
chemical burns suffered by two
employees

e HSE investigation found clear failings leading to two separate incidents
of exposure to caustic soda at Essex-based manufacturer.

e Employee lost part of their leg in 2019 incident after stepping in
puddle of caustic soda at West Thurrock site.

e In 2022 a second worker needed skin grafts after suffering burns while
decanting caustic soda at Grays site.

Industrial Chemicals Limited (ICL), a chemical manufacturing company based in
Essex, has been fined £3.8 million after two employees at two separate sites

suffered serious chemical burns as a result of exposure to sodium hydroxide,

known as caustic soda.

In the most serious incident, an employee lost his leg below the knee. In the
second, another employee sustained burns requiring skin grafts to heal.

Across both sites, HSE found a consistent failure to properly assess and
control the risks associated with handling and containing hazardous
substances.

First incident — West Thurrock, 6 December 2019

Michael Bartholomew, now 60, a father of two and grandfather of seven from
Grays in Essex, was working as a chemical loader at ICL’s site at Old Power
Station, Stoneness Road, West Thurrock when he stepped into a puddle of
liquid suspected to contain caustic soda. The safety boots he had been
provided with were not in good condition and did not provide adequate
protection against the chemical — and had not been sufficiently tested
against British Standards. Mr Bartholomew sustained serious burns that
resulted in his leg being amputated below the knee. He has not been able to
work since.

A Health and Safety Executive (HSE) investigation found multiple leaks of
hazardous substances from pipework, valves, hoses and vessels across the
site. There was no suitable system for the inspection, maintenance and
testing of pipework and equipment to prevent or reduce the likelihood of
leaks in the area where Mr Bartholomew was walking. Systems of work did not
account for spillages, there were inadequate controls for clearing them up,
the ground around the boiler house was unmade — enabling puddles to
accumulate — and there were insufficient designated or enforced walkways to
direct workers safely across the site.

In a Victim Personal Statement following the amputation, Mr Bartholomew said:
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“I felt that this was game over for me. I would not be able to work or
support my family. I miss my work and my work colleagues.

“Losing my independence and work is a huge loss and I feel I have gone
through a grieving process as my work life was such an important and integral
part of my life.

“I used to go to track days and drive different cars, I cannot do any of
these things anymore..I used to take my grandchildren out fishing, I used to
play football with them in my back garden, I can’t do any of these things
with them anymore.”
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A séfety boot Mr Bartholomew was wearing when he received the injury
Second incident - Titan Works, Grays, 30 August 2022

At ICL’s Titan Works site on Hogg Lane, Grays (now closed), an employee was
manually decanting caustic soda at 50% concentration using a hose into 25-
litre containers, in order to top up intermediate bulk containers (IBCs) to
the required concentration. After completing the task three times, he noticed
that drips from the hose had fallen onto his foot, causing burns that later
required skin grafts to heal. He has since returned to work.

The HSE investigation found there was no risk assessment or documented safe
system of work for this task. Investigators also found that it would have
been possible to automate the process entirely by bringing back into service
an existing automatic IBC dosing plant with fixed pipework and remote
controls — removing the need for manual handling of caustic soda altogether.
Following the incident, the use of 25-litre containers was stopped, and IBCs
were instead delivered to site already mixed to the required concentration,
eliminating the risk entirely.

About caustic soda

Sodium hydroxide, also known as caustic soda, is used in the manufacture of
washing and cleaning products. It is a white, odourless solid at room
temperature and is strongly alkaline. It has a strong corrosive action on all



body tissue, causing burns and frequently deep ulceration.

HSE guidance is clear that employers must take reasonable steps to reduce
workers’ exposure to hazardous substances like caustic soda. The first
priority is to prevent exposure altogether — for example, by changing how the
work is done and making sure equipment and pipework are properly maintained.

If exposure can’t be avoided, it must be properly controlled using good
working practices. Personal protective equipment (PPE) should only be used as
a last resort and not relied on as the main way to manage the risk.

Further guidance is available in the Control of substances hazardous to
health (COSHH). The Control of Substances Hazardous to Health Requlations
2002 (as amended). Approved Code of Practice and gquidance L5

Industrial Chemicals Ltd, of Jupiter House, Warley Hill Business Park, The
Drive, Brentwood, Essex, CM13 3BE, pleaded guilty to two charges of breaching
Regulation 7(1) of the Control of Substances Hazardous to Health Regulations
2002. The company was fined £3.8 million and ordered to pay costs of £124,748
at Southwark Crown Court on 21 April 2026.
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HSE Inspector Julia Gebauer said:

“This was a company operating with significant volumes of a highly corrosive
material but had manifestly failed to put proper measures in place to protect
their workers and prevent exposure.

“The consequence was two separate incidents at two separate sites — one of
which resulted in life-altering injuries — that pointed to a pattern of
avoidable risks that Industrial Chemicals Ltd could and should have
prevented.

“That Mr Bartholomew didn’t have protective boots that were up to standard
when he stepped in a puddle of caustic soda was only one of many failures
that Industrial Chemicals Ltd have been held to account for.
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“I hope the scale of the fine handed down brings some closure to the workers
at the centre of this case and sends a clear message to employers that they
must have proper plans in place to prevent their workers being exposed to
danger.”

The HSE prosecution was brought by HSE enforcement lawyer William Bodiam and
paralegal officer Chidimma Elechi.

Further information:

1.

w

The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) is Britain’s national regulator
for workplace health and safety. We are dedicated to protecting people
and places, and helping everyone lead safer and healthier lives.

. More information about the legislation referred to in this case 1is

available.

. Further details on the latest HSE news releases is available.
. Relevant guidance can be found here Control of substances hazardous to

health (COSHH). The Control of Substances Hazardous to Health
Regulations 2002 (as amended). Approved Code of Practice and quidance L5

. HSE does not pass sentences, set guidelines or collect any fines

imposed. Relevant sentencing guidelines must be followed unless the
court is satisfied that it would be contrary to the interests of justice
to do so. The sentencing guidelines for health and safety offences can
be found here.
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