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Level playing field: Industry-led program shows 
safety and efficiency are complementary aims

Registered vehicles: 10,000
Member companies: 560
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Synopsis

A self-funded industry-led program has created a level playing field 
for operators by setting a baseline safety standard to gain access to 
fuel terminals, simultaneously improving safety performance and 
efficiency without increasing regulation. 

Organisation: Safe Load Program 

Registered drivers: 5700

Inspection locations: 110

Key outcomes

• Programs designed by industry for industry can increase 
safety and operating standards as well improve efficiency 
without imposing extra regulation

• Developing a safety-focused program where drivers and 
operators must meet minimum standards to access sites 
improves the safety standards of poorer performing industry 
operators

• Best practice businesses support and promote such programs 
because they create a level playing field for all operators by 
setting base safety standards

• Consulting industry on procedures and having senior level 
support from key players drives program buy-in

• Regulators support strong industry programs and utilise them 
to access industry perspectives to inform regulation

• Operating via a self-funding model, and re-investing revenue 
into new initiatives, creates a sustainable program resistant to 
economic fluctuations in business

• The Safe Load Program model can be easily replicated in other 
industry sectors.

Self-funded industry-led program raises 
safety standards while levelling playing field

Case Study:
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Safe Load Program

What is it?

The Safe Load Program (SLP) delivers training to dangerous good 
drivers and evaluates vehicle compliance programs for the petroleum 
and, more recently, chemical industries in Australia.

Its safe load training and identification program is a health, safety and 
operational training program for dangerous goods drivers on how to 
enter a dangerous goods fuel terminal and safely load their vehicle 
and exit. SLP also licenses drivers to complete that work.

The vehicle compliance program inspects operator vehicles every 
six months for compliance with Australian standards and other 
regulations, including the Australian Dangerous Goods Code and 
roadworthy rules. 

Transport companies enrol in the vehicle compliance program and 
register their vehicles for inspection to ensure bulk fuel road vehicles 
that load at gantries adhere to ‘best practice’ safety checks.

While SLP is a joint venture business owned by three large operators 
– Ampol, BP and Viva Energy – the voluntary program has become 
accepted as the unofficial industry standard. So many owners and 
operators of terminal facilities across Australia have seen the value in 
the program that, in practice, access to facilities for drivers has become 
dependent on SLP membership.

What does it do?

The Safe Load Program operates in more than 60 fuel terminals or 
depots and licenses 60 independent trainers who deliver face-to-face 
training across Australia, supported by the online Driver ID training 
system.

There are also more than 110 vehicle inspection locations licensed with 
the program, which is either a commercial or self-inspection location if 
the company completes its own maintenance work. Those companies 
inspect their own vehicles to SLP standards. 

SLP also operates a Random Inspection Program, engaging three 
contractors who physically go into terminals, stop vehicles from 

Why was it started?

The Safe Load Program was started in 2009 to address inconsistent 
standards across the industry. For example, a company’s vehicles or 
driver training would be accepted at one terminal, but not granted 
access at another without meeting additional requirements.

So the Safe Load Program created standardisation within the industry 
to develop a level playing field for transport operators who needed to 
gain entry to fuel terminals and depots. 

Essentially, it created minimum safety standards for the dangerous 
goods industry, and held members to those standards.

Today, 560 transport companies are SLP members. More than 10,000 
individual vehicles and 5,700 dangerous goods drivers are registered 
with the program for entry to terminals. 

Membership includes almost every petroleum and chemical company 
operating in Australia. In addition to joint venture partners Ampol, BP 
and Viva Energy, the program has widespread membership including 
Exxon Mobil, United Petroleum, Caltex, Vopak and Coogee Chemicals, 
along with smaller operators like Quantum, Minildra, CGL and 
Osborne Terminals.

loading and inspect those vehicles on-site. Inspectors also question 
drivers on a range of operational factors, including training and driver 
diary entries.

About 3,500 independent random inspections were completed 
annually from 2017 to 2019, generating valuable and reliable data that 
highlights issues the industry needs to address.

All inspections are completed to a consistent checklist to ensure a 
minimum level of compliance. SLP also employs a full-time auditor 
who travels around the country auditing inspectors and inspection 
procedures as well as random auditors who will stop vehicles to ensure 
a consistent quality of vehicle audits.

Safe Load Program – By the numbers

560
transport 
companies

dangerous goods 
drivers

5,700
vehicles 
registered

10,000

licensed 
trainers60

vehicle 
inspection locations110

fuel 
terminals64
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Data Driven

This collection of industry safety and performance data is a key 
strength of the Safe Load Program. 

Data generated from inspections is analysed internally to highlight 
areas that need addressing. For example, if the same issue is 
repeatedly being identified with a driver or at a particular location, 
local operators will be made aware of the problem so it can be 
addressed. 

If similar safety issues are common enough to represent trends across 
the industry, SLP will highlight those for the industry to be aware of 
and take action to fix.

SLP Manager Lee Stringer provides this example: “In recent years, we 
have seen particular issues in and around vehicles returning to service, 
so we are developing a new return to service process that we think 
will be more robust and will go a long way to eliminating the issue. 
That’s the kind of thing we hope to do as we move forward: where we 
see a problem, develop a process to overcome that problem without 
creating extra bureaucracy on the industry.” See ‘The SLP Difference’ 
below for further examples.

Internally, this data analysis acts as a quality check to ensure the 
program is keeping its focus in the right areas. Externally, the data can 
also be used as part of the evidence base to inform regulator decisions 
around safety.

The next step is to begin sharing data to make it more accessible for 
both member drivers and terminal operators.

SLP launched its Driver Portal in late 2020. Accessible via log-in, this 
database allows drivers, trainers and terminal operators to view driver 

The funding model

SLP’s funding model has been a critical key to the program’s 
success (see Lessons below), taking a user pays for service 
approach and operating as a not-for-profit.

The program was built on a solid foundation, with a 
contribution from each of the original stakeholders allowing 
SLP to develop IT platforms and training programs.

Income is generated through selling the labels that are 
fixed to vehicles to show they have passed their six-monthly 
inspection, and the subscription drivers pay every two years 
to access the SLP Driver ID training program. There is a 
nominal annual licence fee for driver trainers, and a fee for 
inspection locations to be part of the program.

Critically, the revenue generated from the inspection 
locations is re-invested in the Safe Load Program auditor, 
who travels around Australia auditing terminals. Every cent 
that is generated by the program is re-invested in it.

information and instantly confirm the driver is ‘valid’ and their licences 
and training are up to date.

The vehicle app is expected to follow in 2021. The aim is that all parties 
can instantly access the same information and data about the specific 
piece of equipment in operation.
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Friend or Foe?
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The team behind Safe Load Program accept there will always be 
pockets of the industry not on board with the program, and see it as a 
hindrance to getting the job done. However, the vast majority of the 
industry does support SLP. 

‘We tend to find with those transport operators who do the right 
thing, and there are number of those in the industry today who are 
best in class, they love to see our program working and working well 
because they believe it creates a level playing field for them,’ adds Lee 
Stringer.

The program is seen as raising the standard of all operators to a base 
level, and data that highlights issues is seen as a valuable insight to 
improve practices across the industry.

Because SLP uses data to educate operators about issues to be 
addressed, rather than ‘pointing the finger’, industry accepts and acts 
on findings as a way to improve safety practices across the industry as 
a whole.

‘We tend to find with those transport operators who 
do the right thing, and there are number of those in the 
industry today who are best in class, they love to see our 
program working and working well because they believe 
it creates a level playing field for them.’ 

— Lee Stringer, SLP Manager

The SLP Difference

Bottom line benefits

Safety and efficiency, not regulation

The Safe Load Program focuses on improving standards that save 
industry money, time and energy in setting up new dangerous 
goods vehicles. SLP participates in the ME57 for Australian Standards 
committee that focuses on the industry standards for Dangerous 
Goods road vehicles. 

The heavy vehicle industry has improved leaps and bounds in recent 
years, reaching new levels of safety, reliability and performance. The 
ME57 group has tapped into those improvements and updated 
standards to recognise them rather than continue to apply antiquated 
requirements that don’t apply to modern vehicles.

Reputation and informing regulation

Setting and expecting operators to meet standards also has positive 
results in how the industry is viewed. For example, SLP managers 
believe the industry has strong credibility with the majority of 
regulators across the country. 

In fact, there have been several instances where regulators have 
approached SLP, seeking advice before making a decision on 
proposals. In that situation, SLP acts as a conduit between the 
industry and regulators, taking the opportunity to consult members 
on proposed changes and providing regulators with the industry’s 
perspective.

Some regulators have also expressed a desire that other parts of the 
transport industry form a similar program to SLP.

Streamlining processes

The SLP has streamlined many industry processes by making them 
electronic, and developing IT platforms to make documentation easily 
accessible to operators. For example, in the past vehicle inspections 
were manual and conducted at local inspection locations, with 
information stored locally. When drivers arrived at a terminal, they 
had to provide hard copies of inspection material and documentary 
evidence to show they and the vehicle were compliant. A central 
database has been created where terminal and vehicle owners can 
electronically access information. Vehicle inspectors can also instantly 
access the same information. 

The next step is moving into app rather than web-based processes 
and utilising QR codes on vehicles that can simply be scanned to 
instantly provide compliance documentation and any other required 
information.

The program is seen as raising the standard of all 
operators to a base level, and data that highlights 
issues is seen as a valuable insight to improve practices 
across the industry.
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Industry benefits – two examples

Overfills in gantries

Improving practices, combined with providing education to 
drivers, had an immediate effect in reducing overfills in gantries, 
caused by the vehicle not being correctly sealed before loading 
and allowing liquid to escape. Over time, the issue re-emerged 
and then was addressed again when SLP highlighted it to the 
industry. The new return to service process SLP is developing is 
expected to address the issue across the country.  

Park brake door alarms 

In an 18-month period, about a decade ago, three drivers were 
killed in the transport industry by their own vehicle running 
over them while they completed duties in front of or behind the 
vehicle. Fitting vehicles with a park brake door alarm makes the 
horn sound if the park brake isn’t applied when the driver’s door 
is opened. While companies directly involved fitted park brake 
alarms, the intervention of SLP meant the measure was applied 
to the whole industry. The measure has helped prevent any 
similar deaths in the industry since then.

Uniform inductions

SLP has received in-principle agreement from terminal operators 
across the country to develop a single industry induction program.

Sitting down with 10 major operators and examining their individual 
induction programs demonstrated that inductions were very similar. In 
fact, only four items were shown to be different from the SLP training, 
and they were minor.

At the moment, each dangerous goods driver is required to do a 
course in dangerous goods transport for the Australian Dangerous 
Goods Code, then an SLP ID course, and then an induction for each 
business they operate within. 

A consistent industry-wide induction, amalgamated and delivered 
as part of SLP, would remove the need for each company to provide 
inductions and for drivers to undergo multiple inductions, while 
ensuring each driver on-site met defined industry standards.

3 Key Elements to Success

High level buy-in

Senior commitment to the program from member companies was a 
key element in the Safe Load Program building its credibility.

In its early days, the program had strong allies at a high level within 
the three major companies supporting it. This helped to drive buy-in 
and support from other parties, particularly senior people in related 
businesses, who quickly saw that the program worked well.

Having ‘the right people in the room’, being persistent in providing 
information to convince them of the merits of the program, and 
having allies in other businesses doing the same, was critical.

Consultation and consistency

Industry input has been a key tenet of the Safe Load Program since 
inception. Operators are consulted on proposed changes, particularly 
how new procedures are designed to maximise gain and limit 
negative impacts. Consultation also encourages members to ‘own 
the change’ both during development and, importantly, once it’s 
implemented.

Consistency in application of initiatives has also been critical. An 
underlying strength of SLP is its ability to create a level playing field 
for operators, with procedures or standards introduced applying 
uniformly to all businesses across the industry, removing the potential 
for individual business interpretations.

Consultation and consistency go hand in hand. Consulting industry 
before a change encourages buy-in, which in-turn supports 
acceptance and consistent application.

Self-funded model

Being a self-funded program has helped sustain SLP, allowing it to 
survive the inevitable fluctuations in fortunes in the industry and, 
consequently, its joint venture supporters. In economic downturns 
where companies are looking to save money, funding for programs 
like SLP is likely in jeopardy.

However, the program was designed to become fully self-funded, 
and achieved that within five years. With more external funding, 
the program may have achieved what it has in a faster timeframe, 
however the funding model pursued has made the program more 
sustainable, and allowed it to survive downturns. That creates 
longevity for the program, which in turn increases the value of data it 
collects by showing long term trends in the industry.

For more information on the Safe Load Program, 
visit safeloadprogram.com.au

http://safeloadprogram.com.au

