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Chemical Watch provides intelligence and insight to product 
safety professionals managing chemicals around the world. 

It empowers its members to transform product safety and 
unlock the full value of regulatory compliance to business. 

Chemical Watch helps companies across value chains by 
providing access to in-depth knowledge, tools and experts.

Chemical Watch

Find out more 

http://home.chemicalwatch.com
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Over the past two months we have been talking to our 
community about how they are being impacted by Covid-19, 
and what their outlook is for the coming months. We want to 
ensure we adapt our service to meet emerging needs, and also 
support our members as they face a changing world, and in 
many cases an uncertain future. 

The information we have been gathering indicates that many 
in our community are facing significant challenges. To get a 
deeper understanding of the impact the coronavirus is having 
we ran a snapshot survey of stakeholders at the end of April. 
Here are the results.

The survey ran from 29 April to 6 May and 451 people 
responded from a wide range of jurisdictions. Nearly half of the 
responses were from Europe, with 23% from North America 
and 16% from Asia. 

We were also pleased to receive input from Latin America  
and the Caribbean, Africa and the Middle East, and Russian  
and the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS).  
Ten percent of respondents provided a global picture.

Nearly 70% of respondents were from industry, with 34% from 
the chemical sector and 5% were personal care companies. 

In addition to the industrial segment, 8% of respondents 
were from the regulatory community, 12% were from service 
providers and 7% were from NGOs and academia.

There was a good spread of respondents in terms of the size 
of organisation they represented. Most work for either large 
organisations (28%) or medium ones (22%), 19% were from 
enterprise groups and 15.5% each were from micro and  
small concerns.  

 
The survey followed three areas of questioning. We asked 
about:
• workload, the work situation and responsibilities;
• the current situation for businesses, including supply chain, 

production and outlook; and
• the view of regulatory developments and schedule.

For questions that are general to our community, we have 
aggregated data from the different types of respondents. 
We have also analysed the data for different geographies, 
segments or size of company, where the result provided  
a specific impact or outlook of interest.

We shall repeat the survey in the first week of June, and 
monthly thereafter, for the foreseeable future, to build a picture 
of the evolving situation. And we encourage respondents to 
retake the survey to help us in this endeavour – we believe 
that the results will provide an invaluable picture for those 
managing chemical safety in these uncertain and  
difficult times.

Understanding the challenges facing our community

Emma Chynoweth 
Chief Customer Officer 
Chemical Watch

Answer choices Responses

Aerospace 3% 13

Automotive 3% 13

Building Materials 1% 5

Chemicals 34% 154

Children's Products 1% 3

Cleaning Products 2% 10

Distributors 1% 3

Electronics 3% 14

Food & Beverage 2% 9

Food Contact Materials 1% 3

Medical Devices 2% 11

Personal Care 5% 23

Retail 1% 4

Textiles, Clothing & Footwear 3% 12

Service Providers 12% 55

Regulatory, agency, authority 8% 39

NGO 3% 14

Academic 4% 17

Mixed/other (please specify) 11% 51

Micro 15.5% 
(fewer than 10 employees)

Enterprise 19% 
(over 5,000 employees)

Small 15.5% 
(11-50 employees)

Medium 22% 
(50-250 employees)

Large 28% 
(250-5,000 employees)

Do you work in a large, medium or small organisation?
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Some 40% of business respondents 
said their workloads have increased 
as a result of Covid-19, while 19% have 
seen their workloads decrease. Looking 
ahead to the next three months, 48% 
of respondents expect their work to 
increase as a result of the coronavirus, 
although 16% expect their workload 
to decrease further. Among those 
responding from industry 36% have 
taken on new responsibilities because  
of the crisis, a further 16% expect to do 
so in the future – the remainder expect 
no changes to their responsibilities. 

By far the biggest change in the work 
situation was the portion of people now 
working from home. For businesses and 
regulators the number was around 80%, 
for service providers it was a little lower 
at 75% and for NGOs and academics 
it was higher at 86%. The average 
percentage of all workers now at home 
was just over 80%.

For those in industry, some 8% of 
respondents have been placed on 
temporary leave, 6% have been switched 
to part time work, 14% report no change 
in their work situation, and 33% said 
work related travel has been banned  
by their organisation.

Majority are dealing with increased workloads 
and working from home 

How has your regulatory/compliance/product safety workload been 
affected by Covid-19 (industry respondents)?

Have you taken on/been given any new responsibilities 
(industry respondents)?

How has your personal work situation changed as a result of Covid-19?

More work More workLess work

Now Expected in the next 3 months

Less workNo change No change

No, and I don’t expect to

Industry Regulators NGOs/Academics Service providers

Not yet, but I expect to in 
the next 3 months

Yes

Working from home Working part time Placed on temporary 
leave/furloughed

Work travel not 
permitted

OtherNo change
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Respondents note many challenges 
relating to their new work situation. 
Most concern the switch to remote 
working and the use of digital tools such 
as Zoom, Microsoft Teams and Skype. 
Generally, they were complimentary 
about the tools themselves, but remark 
that communication itself was more 
difficult, less effective, not standardised, 
that bottlenecks occur, and that there 
was information loss when discussions 
were not face-to-face. 

One respondent noted the necessity to 
spend more time and skill in verbal and 
email communication. Another reported 
that some things cannot easily be 
done without site visits, a point echoed 
by another respondent in relation to 
checking occupational hygiene. 

The fact that each country’s Covid-19 
restrictions and rules were different 
made it difficult for a global company 
to coordinate all relevant and dynamic 
information necessary to sustain 
chemical regulatory compliance,  
one respondent commented.

While the comments highlight the 
challenges faced by respondents, 
many appear satisfied with internal 
communications in their organisations. 
Some 43% and 27% of business people 
responded that internal communications 
relating to Covid-19 have either 
been effective or very effective, 
respectively. Very few said that internal 
communications had been either 
ineffective or non-existent (3% and 1%, 
respectively), and 26% said they have 
been mixed.

Respondents from the regulatory 
community showed that they were 
even more satisfied with internal 
communications, with 68% describing 
them as effective, and 16% as very 
effective. Four respondents said they 
were mixed or ineffective, but no-
one said internal communications 
were non-existent. Service provider 
respondents were also positive about 
communications, with 28% and 42% 
describing them as effective or very 
effective.

Achieving effective communication is a 
common challenge

In addition to providing a snapshot of the situation regarding 
workload and responsibilities, many respondents provided 
further details of the new work challenges faced as a result of 
the pandemic. Of these, the most cited example was navigating 
regulatory documents, including regulations, guidelines, and 
notification or registration requirements, such as Article 55 of the 
biocidal products Regulation (BPR).

Other challenges mentioned several times include:
• working from home or remotely, and being unable to access 

key documents and/or people, and need for better IT;

• the increased workload with fewer resources;

• anticipating questions from their businesses;

• supply and logistics issues;

• training issues; 

• increased manufacturing capacity for sanitisers, PPE and 
research into new products to combat Covid-19; 

• the lack of time for UK companies and agencies to make 
arrangements to transfer from EU REACH, as the Brexit 
deadline approaches; and

• the deprioritisation of Brexit as governments and industry 
tackle the Covid-19 situation.

New challenges

Very effective

Effective

Mixed

Ineffective 3% Non-existent 1%

Have internal communications within your organisation been 
(industry respondents):

27%

43%

26%
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There is optimism for the future

More people were optimistic than 
pessimistic about their business’s 
outlook – marginally. With 30% 
optimistic and 9% very optimistic, 
and 26% pessimistic and 5% very 
pessimistic. Some 30% were neutral. 
Service provider respondents were 
more positive, with 36% optimistic and 
11% very optimistic, although 21% were 
pessimistic. None were very pessimistic, 
and 32% were neutral.

Analysing optimism regarding business 
outlook by company size, indicated that 
large (251-5,000 employees), enterprise 
(over 5,001 employees) and micro (fewer 
than 10 employees) organisations were 
most optimistic in their outlook. But 
all of the size categories had similar 
figures in terms of those that were very 
optimistic (the figures ranged from 
8% to 12%) and those that were very 
pessimistic (where the range was 0-4%). 
Respondents for small companies were 
the most pessimistic, but none were  
very pessimistic.

Describe the outlook for your business for the next three months:

Industry Service providers

0

10

20

9%

30% 30%

26%

5%

11%

36%

32%

21%
%

30

40

Very optimistic NeutralOptimistic Pessimistic Very pessimistic

From the responses, people were optimistic because:

• they supply customers in the packaging, food, pharmaceutical, 
medical devices, PPE, or cleaning sectors; and

• as things open up, they expect orders to rise.

They were pessimistic because:

• they were concerned about their supply chains, and particularly 
not being able to source raw materials and shipping;

• they expect to lose their jobs;

• their customers have closed down, and they do not think  
they will reopen; and 

• new product development was on hold.

Or they were neutral because:

• they supply several essential sectors, so orders have not 
dropped-off. However, the smaller workforce and supply  
chain disruptions were a concern;

• depending on the client, business has been lost and gained,  
so the picture was mixed;

• there was plenty of business, but some clients were having 
difficulty paying invoices; and

• they hope to recover 70-80% of their traditional business  
by September – but expect lower than average business  
to continue in the long term.

Why were businesses optimistic or pessimistic?

Describe the outlook for your business for the next three months:

Enterprise MediumLarge Small Micro

Very optimistic NeutralOptimistic Pessimistic Very pessimistic
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8% 8%

12%

29% 30%

41%

29% 30%
33%

27%
24%

26%

22%

4% 4%
2% 3%

28%

35%

20%
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Are you confident in the robustness of your supply chain?

What are your order books looking like?

Have your production lines been pivoted to support Covid-19 activities?

All sectors Chemicals industry
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Yes, very 
confident

Up Mixed – some up, 
some down

Static Down Don’t know

No, I’m 
worried

Yes, it seems 
robust

No, it is already 
disrupted

Don’t know

Forty-two percent of respondents felt 
their supply chains were robust, but 
more people were worried about their 
security going forwards (23%) compared 
to the 9% that were very confident about 
their future health. Fifteen percent of 
business respondents said their supply 
chains were already disrupted, and 11% 
do not know. The chemical sector was 
more confident than industry overall 
about its supply chains in the current 
crisis – 52% said they were robust, twice 
as many as were worried about them. 
However, 14% were already experiencing 
disruption.

Some 23% of respondents said their 
order books were down, and 35% said 
they were mixed. Eleven percent had 
static order books, and 14% had seen a 
hike in orders. Seventeen percent do not 
know the state of their organisation’s 
order books. For the chemical industry 
specifically, 25% said orders were down, 
39% were mixed, 8% were static, and 
11% were up, with 17% not knowing the 
state of their business’s order books.

When it came to Covid-19, 46% and 6% 
had either pivoted operations to make 
relevant products, or they intended to.  
A third had not done this, and 15% do 
not know.

Some 20 companies had responded 
by making new products such hand 
sanitisers/gels, or antimicrobial, antiviral 
products/disinfectants or biocidal raw 
materials. Four were manufacturing face 
masks, and four were making ventilators 
(as well as masks), microprocessors 
for ventilators, a new blood coagulation 
measuring instrument, and items for 
Covid-19 test kits.

Yes, some have

No, but we are planning to

No

Don’t know

9%

42%

11%

23%

15%

14%
11%

35%

23%

17%

11%
8%

39%

25%

17%

46%

33%

15%

6%
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NGOs share concerns

Regarding regulatory activity, NGOs were 
concerned about attempts by industry 
to lobby for delays to legislation or for 
weaker provisions in new initiatives. 
There was an acknowledgement that 
while there was some uncertainty about 
timelines, many consultations were 
going ahead as planned, and traditional 
face-to-face meetings were taking  
place virtually.

Human health and environmental 
concerns relating to actions to combat 

the virus cited by NGO and academic 
respondents included increased 
use of chemicals, sometimes with 
little knowledge about safety, and 
unregulated products. Several were 
also concerned about waste generation 
as more disposable plastic products, 
including medical products and PPE 
were used, and a reduction in the flow  
of recycled feedstocks. 

Some academics noted that research  
has been delayed.

A third of people had mixed feelings 
about government initiatives designed 
to help businesses through the crisis. 
Eight percent and 30% thought such 
programmes had been very good, or 
good, while 11% thought they had been 
ineffective and 15% said they had been 
non-existent.

While many respondents did not 
think that government initiatives were 
relevant to their organisations or 
work, several respondents gave their 
thoughts on what needs to be done, 
including calling for businesses to be 
opened up. Some were concerned 
about the impacts on society of 
prolonged lockdowns, others felt 
companies should be able to get back 
to work to help economic recovery. 
A couple of responders were clearly 
unhappy with the situation in the US, 
and want better consultation with 
experts coupled with less intervention 
by agencies. Regarding biocides, 
companies wanted more exemptions 
and faster authorisation for products 
to fight the virus and improved 
harmonisation. Interestingly only one 
respondent asked for deadlines to  
be extended.

What more 
could be done by 
governments?

Regulators anticipate minor delays 

In this group, two thirds of  
respondents thought government 
chemicals management activities  
would remain on track – but nearly  
a quarter felt efforts would be diverted 
from chemicals management as  
a result of the pandemic. Only 3%  
thought efforts would be diverted  

to chemicals management at this  
time.

Of the regulatory community, 42% of 
respondents also thought enforcement 
would suffer as a result of the pandemic, 
but overall more people felt it would stay 
on track (36%), or benefit (16%).

Approximately two thirds of NGOs 
and academics were concerned by 
the potential for Covid-19 activity to 
delay regulatory schedules, lessen 
enforcement, and see chemicals 
management deprioritised by business 
and government. Roughly a quarter to  
a third were neutral on these questions.

Of the 30 or so respondents from the 
regulatory community, 58% thought the 
regulatory schedule will probably remain 
largely on schedule – with some minor 
delays. Ten percent said the schedule 

had already slipped and 13% predicted 
delays to their regulatory schedule,  
a further 13% were not anticipating  
any delays and 6% were neutral on  
the question.
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significant delays
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Do you anticipate regulatory schedules will be maintained over the next three 
months as a direct impact of Covid-19?
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Regulators’ concerns include:
• some uncertainty about the lead time 

given for industry to comply with new 
requirements, which was set prior  
to pandemic;

• the need for EU member states to 
keep checking application of EU  
rules as their focus was currently  
on national issues;

• the need for chemical manufacturers 
to get business back on track and 
negate the impact of supply chain 
disruptions;

• too many untested and unproven 
Covid-19 cleaners on the market;

• getting ahead of need for further 
biocides derogations, to avoid  
last-minute decisions;

• a decrease in analytical testing 
capacities for compliance 
confirmation; and 

• a decrease in warehouse inspection, 
chemical use monitoring and testing 
for restricted chemicals, which cannot 
be conducted during lockdown.

For the service provider community, 
those experiencing increased workloads 
now (32%) were marginally more than 
those experiencing less (28%), with  
40% seeing little change. However,  
in the next three months, 41% believe 
work will decline and 26% suggest it 
will increase, with a third seeing no 
change. The majority of service provider 
respondents did not expect any change 
in responsibilities (57%), however,  
7% did expect new responsibilities 
coming down the line.

In terms of the sectors they serve, 
those that service providers were most 
optimistic about were: cleaning, medical 
devices, food contact and personal 
care. Those they were most pessimistic 
about included: aerospace, automotive, 
construction, electronics and retail. 
Thoughts were mixed regarding 
chemicals and distribution. 

Half of responding service providers  
had adjusted services in response  
to Covid-19.

From that community, opinion was split 
regarding government initiatives relating 
to the pandemic. Twenty-two percent 
and 15% said they were either good  
or very good; 11% and 19% said they 
were either ineffective or non existent, 
and 33% have mixed opinions.

Service providers share a mixed picture

How has your regulatory/compliance/product safety workload been affected 
by Covid-19 (service provider respondents)?

More work More workLess work

Now Expected in the next 3 months

Less workNo change No change

26%

40%

32%

41%

28%

33%
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How effective have government initiatives been to help your business 
(service provider respondents)?
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11%
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For the business outlook, for the 
chemical sector, where there were  
more than 150 responses, 35% were 
either optimistic or very optimistic,  
and 32% were either pessimistic or  
very pessimistic – the remainder  
were neutral.

The number of responses for other 
sectors was not really sufficient to draw 
firm conclusions about their outlook.  
But for the record:
• for aerospace and automotive  

(12 and 13 responses, respectively), 
the majority of responses were 
pessimistic, or very pessimistic  
about the outlook;

• retail and textiles (three and nine 
responses) tended towards the 
pessimistic;

• construction, electronics, medical 
devices and personal care (four, 12, 
11, and 18 responses respectively) 
demonstrated a range of outlooks; and

• food and beverage, food contact  
and cleaning products (eight, three 
and nine responses) all tended to  
the optimistic.

“ business is not coming in, orders are down,  
there is less income” (personal care)

“we expect to be downsized” (service provider)

“most consultancy work put on hold” (textiles)

“ permits are being put on hold since payments can  
not be processed, we expect layoffs” (aerospace)

“�we�are�facing�pay�cuts,�finding�it�difficult�to� 
purchase raw materials” (medical devices)

The reality for those in business

Asia won out in terms of respondents 
that were optimistic versus those that 
were pessimistic, with percentages of 
52% either optimistic or very optimistic 
in contrast to 23% who were pessimistic 
or very pessimistic. The corresponding 
figures for North America were 39% vs 
27%, and for Europe were 38% vs 32%.

Confidence in supply chains was also 
highest in Asia – at 19% (compared 
to 10% and 6% in North America and 

Europe). However, 19% of business 
respondents reported that supply chains 
in Asia were already disrupted – 2% 
more than North America, and 9% 
more than Europe. Europe had most 
respondents confident in the robustness 
of their supply chains at 46%, just ahead 
of North America (on 43%), and 12% 
more than those responding for Asia.

North American companies seemed to 
be facing the biggest downturn  

in terms of their order books – 35% of 
respondents from there who know, said 
their firm’s order books were down, 
compared to 23% in Europe, and 17% in 
Asia. Companies reporting a mixed story 
in terms of orders represented 39%, 46% 
and 48% of North American, Asian and 
European organisations, respectively. 
Those reporting an uptick in orders 
were roughly the same across the three 
regions at around 18%.

Optimism in the chemical sector, mixed picture 
elsewhere

North America potentially facing biggest downturn 
in orders

Neutral

Optimistic

Pessimistic

Very optimistic
Very pessimistic 2%

Describe your outlook for your business for the next three months 
(chemical sector):

33%

30%

7%

28%
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Describe the outlook for your business for the next three months:

Have your production lines been pivoted to support Covid-19 activities?
North America Europe Asia Pacific
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Asian companies were adapting 
production to make products relevant 
to the Covid-19 crisis much more than 
their North American or European 
counterparts – with 68% pivoting 
production. This compared to figures 
of 55% in North America and 50% in 
Europe. Looking to the future, a further 
12% of Asian companies plan to make 
such production changes, compared  
to just 5% in North America and 6%  
in Europe.

Opinion on government initiatives to 
support industry was most negative 
in North America, and most positive 
in Asia – although the picture was a 
little mixed. Those saying government 
responses were good or very good were 
21% and 6% in North America, 36% and 
8% in Europe, and 44% and 13% in Asia. 
Of North American respondents 46% 
had mixed opinions on government 
initiatives, compared to 33% and 26% 
of European and Asia respondents on 

their government actions. For all three 
regions, around 9% of respondents 
described government initiatives as 
ineffective. Eighteen percent and 16% 
of respondents in North America 
and Europe respectively described 
government initiatives as non-existent, 
compared to just 8% in Asia. 

34%

29%

25%

North America Europe Asia Pacific
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The survey results show how the 
chemicals management community 
has adjusted to work as many countries 
around the world have gone into 
lockdown, or taken other measures to try 
to prevent the spread of the coronavirus. 
We know from our conversations with 
many companies that the situation 
continues to be difficult and the future  
is by no means clear. 

Several data points showed quite a 
positive outlook – but that optimism did 
not come over strongly in the comments 
submitted. Perhaps at this point, people 
haven’t surrendered to pessimism and 
hope that as lockdowns are lifted, life 
can return to some sort of normal. At the 
same time, however, they are facing a 
lot of frustrations in their daily work, and 
they’ve described the problems within 
the survey’s free text field.

As we move forwards, we hope that 
members of our community will return 
to this survey – which will run in the 
first week of each month – to chart 
their progress. We believe the trends 
identified will prove useful – it will also 
help us to carry on delivering the critical 
information needed to keep people up 
to date. 

Conclusion

Explore our biocides derogation tool  
for sanitisers and disinfectants

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, we’ve seen a huge rise in the demand for hand sanitisers  
and disinfectants and this looks set to continue for some time.

Around the world, governments have put in place emergency regulatory measures  
to ensure sufficient products are available.

The feedback from our members is that it can be time consuming to track these,  
so in response, the Chemical Watch team has created a practical tool.

The tool allows you to quickly find active substances that are  
permitted for use in hand sanitisers and disinfectants for 
their application in different settings and countries across 
the world.

Whether you are looking to introduce new products, 
expand into new markets or need the information to 
produce hand sanitisers and disinfectants for the first 
time, this tool is designed to save you time and give  
you information you can trust.

Please contact us if you are interested in using  
this tool. 

Get in touch

mailto:cw.sales@chemicalwatch.com
http://home.chemicalwatch.com

