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Synopsis

A sustained focus on safety, built on a foundation of educating 
and communicating expectations to workers, translates into 
efficiency and other business benefits. While safety measures can 
be introduced progressively to build a safety culture over time, 
company leadership must lead by example.

Organisation: Formula Chemicals 
Staff: 35
Fleet: 9

Key outcomes

 þ Maintaining a strong focus on safety from early in an 
organisation’s existence lays a solid foundation for an ongoing 
emphasis throughout its life

 þ Company leadership play a critical role in establishing and 
communicating safety expectations and leading by example

 þ Safety requires a coordinated approach where multiple 
measures combine to maximise overall safety performance 
rather than relying on a ‘silver bullet’ to fix a poor safety culture

 þ All organisations can prioiritise safety, regardless of size – large 
operations and small family concerns can equally contribute in 
their own way

 þ Communication, whether face-to-face or utilising technology, 
is critical to improving safety, providing the opportunity for 
education and for risks to be highlighted as well as successes 
to be shared

 þ Telematics, and the data it generates, is a powerful tool to 
promote safety, at an organisation level as well as addressing 
wider industry safety concerns

 þ Quality safety and environmental practices improve efficiency 
and drive bottom line benefits for organisations.

Formula Chemicals  
Long Haul: Sustained Safety Focus Delivers Safety and Bottom Line Benefits

Case Study:
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Introduction

When a simple mistake can have fatal consequences for you, 
your colleagues and anyone in the surrounding community, the 
importance of focusing on safety is clear.

At Formula Chemicals, that essential safety focus on the 
products the company manufactures extends to the drivers 
who deliver the products.

In fact, drivers are first trained in the factory so they understand 
the product they are delivering, how to handle it safely, and the 
importance of following safety procedures.

Training and education underpin Formula Chemicals’ 
approach to safety. All employees and management complete 
comprehensive training to ensure everyone’s safety. 

That training is reinforced in regular toolbox meetings, 
attended by all management, with both the manufacturing and 
delivery side of the business.

Information gathered from in-truck telematics highlights safety 
areas drivers may need more education is as well as indicating if 
safety measures are working as intended. 

Technology is also used to maximise safety through regularly 
upgrading the fleet so that all company trucks have the latest 
safety features, often standard in passenger cars, to protect 
their own drivers as well as all road users.

This case study will briefly outline Formula Chemicals’ approach 
to safety, with an emphasis on workplace road safety and 
measures to ensure dangerous goods are delivered safely, 
how safety expectations are communicated and outcomes 
measured, and the role leadership and driver attitudes play in 
building a strong safety culture over time.
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Company overview

Formula Chemicals (Formula) is one of Australia’s largest privately 
owned chemical companies. Founded in 1973 by Leigh Smart, 
Formula started out with a handful of products, a single factory 
building, and a vision to excel in product and service quality.

Today, the company continues to manufacture chemicals from its 
four factories in West Ryde in Sydney’s north-east, supplying major 
petrochemical and manufacturing companies all over Australia. 
Many are longstanding and loyal customers with relationships that 
date back more than three decades.

Formula remains under family ownership and operation. Leigh still 
owns the business, with the next generation of the Smart family 
among its 35 staff, working alongside him in management and 
service roles.

The core values generated and driven by Leigh, including safety, 
continue to be its automatic code of operation, and the company’s 
longstanding customers understand the benefits to them of 
these core values and how they flow through to Formula’s reliable 
product and service quality.

In 1992, Formula Chemicals became the first specialty chemical 
manufacturer in NSW to achieve ISO accreditations, and the 
company still holds a range of industry accreditations, including 
TruckSafe and in Basic Fatigue Management.

Its fleet includes five trucks (four flatbed trucks and an Omni tanker) 
as well as three utilities and a delivery van.
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Moment of truth 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In his mid-20s, Leigh Smart came to a realisation. As a sole operator, 
with a young family, and working with dangerous goods, if he made 
a mistake when mixing or delivering chemicals, there would be no 
one to care for his family or continue the business. 

He had to make safety a priority.

From that moment more than four decades ago, safety has been the 
number one guiding principle of Formula Chemicals’ operations. The 
company aims to ensure all workers operate in a safe environment, 
and to bring drivers back home safe every day.

Today, both the family company and its owner are considered 
industry leaders in workplace and road safety, built on an 
unwavering focus to look after its people, and the environment, 
since it opened 47 years ago.

And it extends the high safety standards necessary in manufacturing 
chemicals to loading and delivering those chemicals.

In addition to its focus on the three Ts – training, toolbox meetings 
and technology – the company has several industry accreditations, 
including TruckSafe, and drivers are Basic Fatigue Management 
compliant, dangerous goods accredited, and receive NHVAS Mass 
and Maintenance induction.

The safety approach is led from the top: the entire management 
team also completes training drivers and other workers are 
expected to complete, and attends each toolbox meeting. 

That leadership is also reflected in company owner Leigh Smart 
being active in several industry bodies, often with a strong focus on 
improving safety across the transport industry.

The company’s approach to safety is working. If its longevity in 
dangerous goods is not proof enough, it has not recorded a  
vehicle crash in the past five years and near misses are at their  
lowest ever level.

Data gained from telematics tracking also reinforces that drivers’ 
safety performance is at a high standard.

Key risks

With its fleet operating up to 14 hours a day, and often across 
long distances into regional and rural areas, fatigue and the road 
environment itself, in particular the behaviour of passenger car 
drivers, are key road safety risks Formula Chemicals must manage.

As a chemical manufacturing and delivery company, transporting 
dangerous goods is a significant workplace safety risk to be 
managed and minimised.

In particular, as the company delivers several different classes 
of dangerous goods, most of which are not ‘compatible’, drivers 
require a high level of knowledge about the chemical products 
they deliver. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For example, drivers must be aware that if they are carrying mixed 
loads, products must be kept separate by using a segregation 
box (pictured). The wrong substances coming into contact with 
each other can trigger a chemical reaction, which could cause an 
explosion or produce a poisonous gas that is fatal to the driver 
and, potentially, anybody in the surrounding area.

Even where customers’ empty containers are picked up and 
brought back to the business, containers that had contained 
chemicals that should not mix are to be kept separated. Formula 
Chemicals’ trucks are equipped so any leaking or damaged 
containers are always transported in recovery bins to avoid mixing 
or escaping into the environment. 
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Every truck also has a bunded tray, so if there is a spill or leak, all 
chemicals are trapped in container tanks underneath the truck, 
preventing escape into the environment.

All these measures mean that, in addition to drivers being 
educated about the substances they are dealing with, the 
company has also educated customers over time so they are 
aware they cannot always put drums or other containers on the 
same pallet, depending on their contents. This makes the job of 
Formula’s drivers easier and more efficient, as well as increasing 
their safety.

Such practices also help dispel the myth that the mechanical 
industry is a significant polluter. In almost half a century of 
operation, Formula Chemicals has not had a single spill or any 
product escape into the environment, an achievement owner 
Leigh Smart counts as a ‘great testament to the company and  
its safety awareness’.

Safety and the three Ts

Training and education

Education and training is the foundation of Formula Chemicals’ 
approach to workplace and road safety.

Across the board, employees complete a range of regular 
training and refresher training, provided in-house and by third 
party providers, with every Formula Chemicals worker given the 
opportunity to complete training ranging from their forklift ticket 
through to a Dangerous Goods Licence. 

Training is continuous, so when a worker completes a course, 
they are scheduled for re-training on a quarterly, bi-annual or 
annual basis, depending on accreditation renewal. Refreshing 
skills and certifications means Formula’s workforce is up to date 
with changes or advances that may have been made. 

Members of the management team, including the company 
owner, Human Resources and Compliance Manager, and Chief 
Financial Officer, also complete the training they expect their 
people to undertake. 

This reflects the company’s top-down approach to safety, 
demonstrating leadership when it comes to safety as well as 
ensuring there is a complete understanding at all levels of the 
organisation about workplace road safety measures.

For example, the six allocators on site and all management have 
completed units of competency in implementation of fatigue 
management strategies, chain of responsibility regulations, 
ensuring compliance, and Certificate III in Transport and 
Logistics. 

The company is so proud of its training it has hundreds of 
certificates on display throughout its offices and boardroom. 
Displaying qualifications reinforces the importance the company 
places on training and education, as well as allowing staff to 
feel positive about their qualification, all of which contributes to 
maintaining a strong safety culture.

Another key tenet of the company’s approach is that before truck 
drivers can begin delivering product, they are trained as chemical 
process workers manufacturing chemicals in the factory. 

This ensures all drivers are educated about the properties of the 
products they deliver, increasing their understanding of how 
to handle them safely. This approach also demonstrates that all 
employees are expected to maintain high safety standards, not 
just those manufacturing the products.

Toolbox meetings

Formula’s education and training approach is reinforced through 
toolbox meetings, held weekly or fortnightly.

Whether the toolbox meeting is with transport or manufacturing 
staff, safety in the environment they work in is always the first 
topic on the agenda. 

Company management also attend all toolbox meetings 
and while they often have information to share, the toolbox 
meetings are an opportunity for staff to raise issues that require 
a resolution. 

Sharing of positive feedback as well as identifying risks is 
encouraged, and all meetings are fully documented, with 
attendees being required to sign in to show attendance. 
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Technology: Telematics 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The introduction of telematics into the Formula fleet a decade 
ago has proven itself on several fronts.

The system measures a truck’s speed, when it is idling, and 
harsh and over braking events, with data sent directly to the 
company’s Transport Manager and HR Manager. An in-cab 
warning is provided to the driver if trucks are over steering, 
over braking or speeding.

The system also allows the company to monitor when drivers 
are taking their breaks and when their next break is coming 
up, helping fatigue compliance and management, particularly 
when drivers are working 14-hour days.

Internally, telematics data is primarily used to educate drivers. 
Daily reports are shared with drivers and the Human Resources 
and Compliance Manager reviews all data, with any areas of 
concern shared with the driver’s manager. 

The company says the keys to successfully introducing and 
using telematics in the business has been acceptance and a 
positive attitude from all staff, including management, quality 
training, and customer support from the system supplier. 

Already having a strong internal focus on safety means 
telematics becomes another useful tool that contributes to 
improving safety performance. Telematics is not a ‘quick fix’ for 
a poor safety culture.

Technology: Trucks

Another fundamental tenet of Formula Chemicals’ approach to 
safety is providing modern, well-maintained vehicles for drivers to 
deliver dangerous goods.

In addition to a regular maintenance program that ensures vehicles 
are operating as expected, trucks remain in the fleet for a maximum 
of three years, meaning vehicles in the fleet include the latest safety 
features, such as underrun protection, Driver Assist to help maintain 
a safe distance between vehicles, and Lane Assist. If a vehicle drifts 
out of its lane, for example, drivers receive an audible alarm, and 
their seat starts shaking. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Forward and reverse facing in-cab cameras monitor driver 
behaviour, particularly for signs of fatigue. The cameras have also 
proven useful in demonstrating a major industry issue – cars that 
‘cut’ in front of trucks.

Another advantage of regularly upgrading the fleet is minimising 
maintenance costs. For example, the automatic transmissions 
of modern trucks reduce maintenance costs associated with 
gearboxes and clutches, as well as making the vehicles easier to 
drive, which again reduces fatigue.

Where a toolbox meeting includes training or specific information, 
employees are asked to complete a questionnaire to ensure they 
understood what was discussed.

Drivers are also reminded regularly that, particularly in the context 
of a new demerit points system where the standard that applies  
to car drivers will apply to truck drivers, high standards of  
safety and ‘doing the right thing’ protects their livelihood as well  
as their wellbeing.

The company does not distinguish between drivers and process 
workers when it comes to safety, highlighting to drivers that they 
are kept to the same standard.

Already having a strong 
internal focus on safety means 
telematics becomes another 
useful tool that contributes to 
improving safety performance.
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Bottom line benefits

While telematics has delivered safety benefits at Formula 
Chemicals, data generated has also helped drive efficiencies in the 
business and address industry issues.

For example, when Transport for NSW wanted to know where 
the state’s most frequent dangerous goods routes were, Formula 
Chemicals shared its data with Transport Certification Australia so it 
could map the movements of trucks carrying dangerous goods (see 
image below and breakout box over the page).

The unintended flow-on benefit for Formula was the analysis 
showed that despite being a small company with only five delivery 
trucks, Formula Chemicals had covered 22,000 dangerous goods 
routes over the previous 12 months.

This highlighted duplication of routes and areas where deliveries 
could be more efficient. Its delivery run into western NSW, for 
example, had previously serviced Bathurst and Orange as one 
route, and nearby Cowra separately. Those routes were able to 
be combined, while staying within the 14-hour day limit, driving 
significant productivity benefits for the company, including 
reducing fuel and maintenance costs.

As well as efficiency benefits, consolidation of routes removes 
additional loads of dangerous goods from the road, reducing risk 
and improving safety. This link between efficiency and safety was 
explained to customers who expressed a preference for multiple 
deliveries per week rather than storing extra stock on premises.

That same information can help inform transport policy and help 
regulators consolidate similar duplications, improving safety and 
efficiency across the industry at the same time.

Tracking telematics also allows Formula Chemicals to highlight 
where its safety measures are working, reinforcing feedback from 
and regular conversations with drivers.

Crash and claims data is a powerful indicator. Near misses are at 
their lowest level since the company began recording them, and 
Formula Chemicals has not had a vehicle crash since 2015, a result 
the company believes reflects their drivers’ dedication to, and 
passion for, safety.

While that saves money and time in avoiding lodging claims, 
investigating incidents and reviewing footage from in-vehicle 
cameras can also be costly and time-consuming.
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Leading by example

Since establishing in 1973 the business he still owns today, Leigh 
Smart has always led from the front, particularly when it comes 
to safety. 

He completes the training he expects his people to undertake, 
he attends toolbox meetings and, most importantly, he 
demonstrates the safety behaviours expected from every person 
at the company. For example, despite holding a driver’s licence 
for five decades, Leigh’s most recent speeding fine was in the 
early 1970s. ‘You have to take ownership of these things and it’s 
got to come from the top,’ is how he sees it.

Leigh not only takes a safety leadership role in the business 
but also in the transport industry, and believes Formula’s safety 
performance reflects personally on him. In fact, Leigh believes 
his people should be a safety example to the industry.

The current Chair of Road Freight NSW, Leigh has previously 
provided occupational health and safety mentoring for chemical 
companies and been a dangerous goods consultant for 
WorkCover as well as licensing dangerous goods sites in NSW.

He’s active in tackling industry issues around safety, and is 
prepared to share telematics data generated in his company to 
highlight areas where action is required. That includes, for  
example, providing safe locations for trucks drivers within 
the Sydney metropolitan area to take breaks, and mapping 
dangerous goods routes across NSW.

Formula Chemicals was the first company prepared to share data 
with Transport Certification Australia (TCA) to help the regulator 
ascertain routes dangerous good vehicles were travelling, with 
data aggregated to inform Transport for NSW policy, planning, 
investment and operations decisions for the betterment of the 
dangerous good industry.

‘Leigh was the first,’ says TCA’s John Gordon, ‘and his leadership, 
passion and courage was absolutely critical to achieving the 
outcome of getting this data.’

Leigh is also supporting an Infrastructure Australia trial that uses 
telematics units, including load cells, to measures weights on 
trucks. The trial will investigate basing charges, like road tax and 
fuel levies, on the actual weight a truck is carrying rather than 
capacity, which would generate further savings for the industry.

Progressive approach delivers progress

The company’s safety approach has proven so successful over time 
it has changed external practices. Previously, for example, insurance 
companies had refused to provide cover for drivers being trained as 
chemical process workers, preferring to keep them in the level of their 
driver’s licence for two years.

That has changed, with insurance companies now accepting Formula’s 
people are properly trained and providing continuous cover as they 
move between tasks. Telematics data, demonstrating the success of the 
company’s approach, has also helped convince insurers.

This ‘win’ also reflects one of the key foundations of Formula Chemicals’ 
success in safety: a continual willingness to try new technologies and 
adopt better practices. ‘You can’t say this has to be right because I’ve 
done it this way for 47 years,’ is how owner Leigh Smart puts it.

The company also believes the quality and breadth of training it provides 
to staff is a major contributor to building a strong safety culture. Ensuring 
all levels of the business complete similar training also creates shared 
skill sets, promoting a ‘working as a team’ attitude, and demonstrates 
that company leadership is prepared to lead by example.

The management team’s attitude to safety also empowers drivers and 
other workers to choose safe workplace and road safety practices. For 
example, staff are told they do not have to answer their mobile phone 
while they are driving and are encouraged to store it out of sight.

Such attitudes translate to better safety performance for the company, 
every individual that works in it, the transport industry, and all road users.

You have to take ownership of 
these things and it’s got to come 
from the top.


