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What is LINKS?

LINKS “Strengthening links between technologies and society for European disaster resilience” is a comprehensive 
study on disaster governance in Europe. The overall aim of the LINKS project is to strengthen links between 
technologies and society for improved European disaster resilience, by producing sustainable advanced learning on 
the use of social media and crowdsourcing (SMCS) in disasters.

In recent years, social media and crowdsourcing (SMCS) have been integrated into crisis management for improved 
information gathering and collaboration across European communities. The effectiveness of SMCS on European 
disaster resilience, however, remains unclear owing to the diversity among disaster risk perception and 
vulnerability (DRPV), disaster management processes (DMP) and disaster community technologies (DCT) across 
Europe today. From this point of departure, LINKS sets out to achieve four core objectives:

Five cases in four different countries, all dealing with various hazards. The Dutch case is dealing with industrial 
hazard.

FEU | LINKS project (f-e-u.org)

https://www.f-e-u.org/projects/links-project/#:~:text=The%20overall%20aim%20of%20the%20LINKS%20project%20is,of%20social%20media%20and%20crowdsourcing%20%28SMCS%29%20in%20disasters.
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LINKS Dutch case team (Industrial Hazard) 

Safety region of South-Limburg: Simone Rutten, Marcel Penders & Emmeline Roeloffs

A public organization that responds to large scale emergency situations & plays a major 
role in the risk communication in the surroundings.

Sitech Services: Jan Starmans

A technical service provider for the organizations/facilities on the industrial site, 
Chemelot. SiTech is the partner representing Chemelot in the Dutch case team. 

VU Amsterdam: Lieke Rijkx & Emmeline Roeloffs

We work together with researchers from the VU (Free University) in Amsterdam.
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In short: 

Our goal is to improve risk communication and disaster preparedness for those living in the 
surroundings of Chemelot.

We aim to do this by:

• Establishing a foundation of trust with the local community.

• Establishing a (social) network of relations with key figures from the community (ambassadors). 

LINKS community workshops and other LINKS products assist us in achieving these goals.

Dutch case team strategy
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LINKS Dutch case: Chemical Industry (Chemelot)

Chemelot is an industrial multi-user site & research campus of 880 ha, 64 
industrial plants, 150 organizations on the site, with more than 8000 
employees. An incident on the Chemelot site can have major consequences 
for the surrounding area. 

A malfunction can result in flammable, explosive and/or toxic substances
releasing into the air. A (chemical) fire can cause a lot of smoke. Chemical 
substances can be carried with the wind to nearby residential areas. Less 
self-reliant people, such as children or the elderly, are less capable of 
bringing themselves to safety and are therefore at increased risk (RIVM 
2019). 

Within LINKS we not only focus on the general population but also on the 
groups which we have identified, through  qualitative and quantitative 
research, that require more targeted information, some of these groups 
include healthcare institutions, schools and shopkeepers.
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Chemelot is situated between several residential areas, highways and a railroad.
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Another top-down view of Chemelot.



What do you do in the event 
of a chemical incident?
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Emergency procedures during a chemical incident (Meterkastkaart)
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Emergency procedures during a chemical incident (Meterkastkaart)



The challenges…
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• Our message seems very simple: close windows and doors, turn off ventilation, listen to the 
disaster station on the radio and do not go out again until you have heard through official 
channels that it is safe.

• During the project, we quickly learned that implementing our message is NOT easy. For 
example:
- Not everyone knows how to turn off the ventilation. 
- Not everyone has a radio.
- Some people think it is safe when the siren has stopped.
- And if a substance is not visible and has no odor, people often do not take the danger 
seriously.

• Several areas for improvement and several challenges are supported by reports from official 
(government) agencies:
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The scientific article written by 
the RIVM (2020), the RIVM 
explored the feelings of safety 
and the information needs of 
those living in the surroundings 
of Chemelot.

The findings of conversations 
with locals in the surroundings 
of Chemelot, including the 
dialogue session of november, 
2020.

The advice provided by the 
institute for safety (IFV) 
regarding the improvement of 
the risk communication as a 
result of the chemical incident 
on the chemelot site on the 3rd 
of August, 2019.
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• The RIVM (2019) circulated a questionnaire that was completed by nearly 1,000 
civilians (from the five municipalities surrounding Chemelot). After the data from 
the questionnaire were analyzed, the RIVM organized a focus group meeting in 
which the quantitative data was discussed. Thus, the research conducted by the 
RIVM resulted in both quantitative and qualitative data.

• During the follow-up meetings organized by the RIVM, civilians indicated that they 
are aware that there are risks in living next to an industrial site such as Chemelot. 
Residents are also aware that through proper preparation, they can better ensure 
their own safety.

• The RIVM (2019) report further indicates that initiatives will be started "to increase 
cooperative resilience" this will be done, among other things, by informing people 
in the area about what they themselves can do to ensure their own safety. 

• The RIVM (2019) report also indicates that neighborhood ambassadors can play a 
major role in disseminating this information. The suggestions reflected in the RIVM 
report, supplemented by our own expert interviews, form the basis of the LINKS 
project in South Limburg.

RIVM Report: 



How are we working on improving the risk awareness?
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How do we wish to communicate with citizens?
We would prefer to speak with every citizen one on one, this would be the most effective for our communication. However, this
would never be achievable for us. What we have decided on instead is to locate individuals that play a key role in their social 
circles/ community. These people include (among many others) pastors, Imams, coaches, directors, leaders of neighborhood watch 
groups and chat groups, famous people from the community or simply individuals identified by their respective municipality, 
community, or organization as being a “key player” for many others in their social groups.

How does this help us?
Key players can function as ambassadors for our organization (the VRZL). These key players are far more familiar with the 
communities and social groups they are a part than we are. Rather than posting a general message on our own social media 
platforms, these key players can greatly assist us by sharing our safety information. With the added benefit that they will already 
know the most suitable formatting, wording, or platform for their network/ audience.

Why ambassadors? 
Research by the RIVM (2019) shows that in neighborhoods close to Chemelot, such as the Lindenheuvel, there are many existing 
social media communication channels (neighborhood watch groups). That are underutilized by disaster management 
organizations. More should be done to tap into the potential of these channels for communication in the cold phase and in the 
future perhaps also during the warm phase of an incident.

AMBASSADORSHIP
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Who are our ambassadors?
We are targeting large/ important associations, large public stores, 
large or important catering establishments, healthcare institutions, 
educational institutions, representative's neighborhood council/ 
neighborhood app/ neighborhood prevention, well-known residents, 
religious institutions, representatives of ethnic minorities and social 
workers/ PIW/ district managers. 

Where did we start?
We first tested the ambassador program in small scale. After talking 
with district managers of Sittard-Geleen and members of a community 
project we decided to choose Lindenheuvel and Limbricht as our pilot 
locations.

AMBASSADORS PROGRAM: LINDENHEUVEL & LIMBRICHT (THE BEGINNING)
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LINKS Community Workshops (LCW’s)

LINKS Community Workshops or LCWs can be considered a means to fostering knowledge exchange within the Community, which 
is in turn critical to the success of the project and for ensuring that emergency aid organizations are made aware of the needs and 
possible hurdles in the community.

Within the Dutch case setting, LCWs are workshops aimed at improving the risk awareness of locals. The primary goals are to inform 
citizens on what they should do in the event of a chemical incident, to clarify the responsibilities of Chemelot, the Safety Region of 
South-Limburg and the government. But to most importantly,  gain a deeper understanding of citizens’ needs and experiences. 

During the workshop we actively search for solutions together. We note done all the feedback which we in turn use to improve our 
risk communication strategy going forward. Every workshop is therefore slightly different.

• Our goal has always been to apply a personal approach to establishing ties and building (social) networks. 
• We hope to improve our risk communication strategy by tapping into the networks of our selected “key players”, we ask them at the 

end of the workshop if they wish to become ambassador.
• We believe that through ambassadorship, we can more easily reach communities we otherwise wouldn’t be able to.
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The original three target groups of our LCW’s were: healthcare facilities, schools and 
shopkeepers. The LCW’s have been such a success that we have been requested to 
organize more workshops by our partners and neighboring municipalities. Aside from the 
orginal three target groups we have gone on to organize many LCWs in the surroundings.

LINKS Community Workshops (LCW’s)
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1st LCW Healthcare institutions (10-05-2022)
2nd LCW Schools (21-11-2022)
3rd LCW Citizens - Lindenheuvel (20-03-2023)
4th LCW Citizens - Limbricht (21-03-2023)
5th LCW Businesses Beek (30-03-2023)
6th LCW Maastricht Aachen Airport (30-05-2023)
7th LCW Businesses Beek, Stein & Sittard-Geleen (12-05-2023)
8th LCW Shopkeepers (outdoors) (23-07-2023)
9th LCW Shopkeepers (chain stores) Urmond (23-10-2023)

LINKS Community Workshops (LCW’s)
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LCW: SCHOOLS
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LCW: SCHOOLS
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MAINTAINING RELATIONS

Keeping in touch with the ambassadors.

Participants from the workshops receive a newsletter 
with a summary of the findings from the workshop 
they attended. In the newsletter we emphasize again 
that we would like participants to become our 
ambassadors.

Furthermore:
• We keep a detailed list of our contacts.
• We are always available for safety information or 

assisting in creating or updating an organization’s 
safety plan.

• We personally follow-up with those who request 
more information.



Other community building activities…
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• We have had booths at local events.

OTHER ACTIVITIES…
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OTHER ACTIVITIES…

• We have personally visited store owners.
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• We have taught at schools.
• We created a lesson for children on the topic of 

chemical incidents.
• We are currently creating a “kids emergency 

card”.

OTHER ACTIVITIES…



Thank you!

by Lieke Rijkx & Emmeline Roeloffs
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