
 

 

Case Study: RefCo Ltd 
 
 

1. Overview 
 
RefCo operates a large Chemical and Refining plant with many processes spread out over a 
huge site. The site employs some 2000 personnel and the plant is controlled by 7 separate 
control rooms. 
 
The plant can produce a wide range of products and must be able to react quickly to changes 
in market conditions; both in terms of changing quantities and changing the product that is 
produced. 
 
RefCo work in a competitive climate and need to ensure they operate as efficiently as 
possible. They set up a team to look at their operation and identify areas of improvement. 
 

2. Analysis and Findings 
 
The team carried out an in-depth analysis and came up with the following findings: 
 
Control Room Logs 
 
The seven control rooms used a diverse range of tools to produce the control room logs:  

• One used an MS Access database developed by one of the young, computer-literate 
operators. The team could not look at this system in detail since the operator who 
wrote it was not there when they visited. No one else knew how to use it as they “Just 
get Jim to do it, he’s great with computers”  

• One used an old system developed by a third part company. No on ein the control 
room could remember who had developed the system. They had to run it on Windows 
98 because it did not work on Windows 2000 or XP.  

• Two used MS Word and Excel documents. When the team asked to see a typical log 
they were shown a folder with over 2500 documents. These documents had been 
created in advance for the upcoming year. When asked how they would handle a 
request to modify the logs slightly from this point on – it was met with a look of horror. 
Also, it seemed that some of the historic log files were missing. No one knew why! 

• Two used hand-written logs. These were kept in a filing cabinet once completed. The 
team found some of the logs very difficult to read and the quality varied greatly 
between shift teams. They could not look at the most recent logs as someone has 
taken them to do some searching of logs – definitely a single user system! 

 
Engineer Logs 
 
A large multi-process site like this has a lot of operational activity being carried out. 
 
The team found that there was a huge variation in the quality and format of activity logs being 
kept.  
 
Whilst all the scheduled and unscheduled maintenance activities were well recorded in the 
Maintenance System, very little of the day to day operational activities were being recorded. 
Also, any plant upsets were captured in the DCS and easily reported using the Plant Historian 
but it was impossible to determine the activities being carried out at on before the upset. i.e. 
the “hard” information was there from the DCS  (what happened) but the “soft” contextual 
information was missing or of poor quality.  
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Site Communications 
 
A complex process like this requires extensive communications between teams. Information 
needs to be both of good quality and timely. Typically, the information required was either 
held in a variety of (varying quality) individual systems or not formally recorded. This resulted 
in a culture where someone requiring information had to “Go ask for it”.  
 
A common complaint across the board was that operations personnel could not get their work 
done because they were continually being “badgered for information”. Also, the compilation of 
management reports was very time-consuming. 
 
 
Central Process Improvement Team 
 
A recent initiative had been started to improve performance by having a centralised team 
responsible for controlling how the plant runs and stays in step with the changing market 
conditions. This centralised team would disseminate produce target figures across the site 
and collate feed back to understand and shortfalls in production and to help plan in 
maintenance activities with projected targets for the different products. 
 
A good communication mechanism was essential to this.  
 
 

3. Requirements 
 
The findings of the team resulted in some fundamental requirements. There were two 
separate drivers that initially appeared somewhat conflicting . 
 
Localised Logs: Operators main interest in logs was to ensure they were easy to use. They 
also wanted logs targeted to their specific logging requirements - which may be quite different 
from other areas. 
 
Centralised Control: The management and the central process improvement team required 
a mechanism of easily disseminating central information across the huge site and the ability 
to easily report on operational information and ensure important information was highly visible 
and easily escalated. 
 
These resulted in the following main requirements: 
 

• System needed to be easy to use – there is a wide range of ages and computer-
literacy across the user base.  

• Capturing the action or event is important but it is crucial that the value added 
operator observations and information is captured. Any solution must allow event to 
be logged in a few mouse clicks so that the only information the user needs to enter 
is their high value input.  

• It is important that individual areas have their log set up for their requirements. In 
order to achieve this, the system must allow the different user communities to 
configure their own log structures without the need to involve the IT department of a 
third part supplier. 

• Logging requirements can evolve and change over time. Any solution must be able to 
allow log structures to be changed over time 

• Central sourced information must be easily disseminated across the organisation and 
integrate with the local logs. Any system must be extremely flexible and configurable 
to allow for both the localised construction of logs and the centralised management of 
certain information. 

• One single system must be implemented to accommodate all the diverse range of 
logged information held in scores of individual systems. 

 
 



 

 

 
 

4. The Solution 
 
All the requirements together present an almost impossible set of criteria that must be met. 
 
They call for an easy to use system that has the flexibility to allow individual teams to 
configure their own logs whist allowing the required degree of control to be leveraged at a site 
level to ensure the centralised management and reporting functions can be carried out. 
 
Operators want an easy to use system that does not get in the way of their daily activities – 
management want quality logs that can form a basis for continual performance improvement. 
 
RefCo Ltd scoured the Market for a tool that could meet their requirements. In essence. they 
were not merely looking for a ‘Shift Log’ tool but an integrated Operational Report and 
Management system. 
 
In their searches, Opralog stood alone in offering a unique blend of flexibility to cater for 
individual requirements coupled with the ability to impose the desired degree of structure that 
can produce a high quality logging and reporting system. 
 
RefCo Ltd installed Opralog on over 2000 desktops ranging from shared Control Room PCs 
to site management and third parties. Each user’s view was customised to cater for their 
specific requirements. 
 
Infotechnics consultants worked closely with the appointed “focal points” form the user base 
in order to ensure a smooth transition from the myriad of existing systems to Opralog. These 
“focal points” were trained as Opralog Super Users (a 2 day course) and how have the ability 
to modify and evolve their logs in a controlled manner. 
 
RefCo Ltd were surprised to find that each area were able to implement their initial logs in 2-3 
days and be up and running within a week. 
 
Opralog has had a fundamental impact on the operating culture within Refco Ltd. Previously, 
information always ‘belonged to someone else’ and other had to ask for the information from 
many people in order analyses the information. Now, all operational information is available to 
individuals and team at the click of a button. This timely targeted access to the correct 
information has turned the Operational Information in to a valuable knowledge asset within 
the organisation which can be used to continually improve performance and safety. 
 
 
 
 



 

 

5. The Benefits 
 
The benefits of using Opralog have been wide-ranging from saving time on small repetitive 
actions to changing the culture of communications and information flow across the 
organisation. 
  
Culture  
People no longer have to request information from others. Information is available and visible 
to all who need it. This has resulted in a much improved communication between teams and 
has turned the operational logs into a valuable business asset. 
 
Quality of Logs 
Opralog allows log entries to be made with a few mouse clicks. The operator does not need to 
type any information to identify the event. The only entry of information required is the high 
value observations and supporting information that provides the context surrounding the log 
entry.  
 
This helps encourage use of the logs and ensures valuable information is not omitted.  
 
Consistency of Logs 
With Opralog, logs are structured and consistent. An event logged multiple times will always 
be logged in the same way. Event templates can be defines to guide the user through logging 
of an event; prompting for appropriate information, displaying attachments and automatically 
sharing with other teams. 
 
This greatly helps in the analysis of information, speeds up reporting and helps turn the logs 
into a valuable learning tool 
 
Shift Handovers 
Operators can easily view previous shift logs for any timeframe. Important information can be 
easily made very visible across shifts. This has great benefits in ensuring the operation runs 
as efficient and safely as possible. 
 
The “What” and the “Why” 
High quality operation logs provide two types of information. Firstly, they record what 
happened  - a historical record of activity. This is useful in determining how often certain event 
occur but is only part of the story. 
 
In order to turn the operations logs into valuable knowledge that can be re-used within the 
business, the logs must record why it happened. This contextual information and input from 
experienced operators turn raw data into valuable knowledge. The operational 
knowledgebase can be used and re-used as part of a continuous learning process to benefit 
the business. 
 
Opralog easily combines the What and the Why – combining events (whether manually 
generated or auto-generated by DCS systems) with the value added contextual operator 
input. 
 
 

6. Summary 
 
RefCo Ltd had a wide-ranging set of requirements. They started their search for a tool with no 
real expectations of finding a suitable solution. Internally, they were preparing for the long, 
expensive road that is building a bespoke solution from scratch. 
 
To their surprise the found in Opralog a tool that met all their requirements and more. What’s 
more, the whole implementation was surprisingly cost effective and the system was up and 
running across the whole site in a few months. 
 


