
Publication: Skagit Valley Herald; Date: Jun 11, 2010; Section: Front Page; Page: A1

Murray blasts oil companies
 
At D.C. hearing on recent disasters, senator says businesses put profit ahead of safety
 
By WHITNEY PIPKIN Staff Writer

 

    The deadly April 2 fireball at Tesoro Anacortes Refinery was as much a talking point as the more
recent BP Deepwater Horizon explosion at a Senate hearing on process safety management in the
oil and gas industries Thursday morning in Washington, D.C.

    U.S. Sen. Patty Murray, D-Wash., who chaired the hearing as part of the Employment and
Workplace Safety Subcommittee, said each of these incidents could have — and should have —
been prevented.

    “To me, this doesn’t seem like simply a string of bad luck. It appears to be a disregard for safety
regulations and precautions across the entire industry,” Murray said in her opening statements.
“And I am very concerned that it is the result of oil and gas companies that put profits and
production over workers and safety.”

    Tesoro spokesman Lynn Westfall said he’d been briefed on the hearing and thought some
statements assumed too much about what caused the Anacortes Refinery fire.

    “I think some of the people who testified were speculating about what might have been a cause.
None of the investigations have reached a point where they could determine a cause,” he said.

    Murray said in a phone interview after the hearing she understands regulating these companies
while allowing them to remain profitable is a difficult balance — especially in Anacortes, where
hundreds of jobs depend on the viability of two refineries.

    “I believe it is entirely possible to do (business) in a safe way by having regulations in place and
making sure they’re following them,” she said.

    Skipping the maintenance measures that might cost more in the short run, she added, could
lead to “devastating” losses for companies in the long run.

    The loss of 15 lives during an explosion at the BP Texas City Refinery in 2005 inspired the
Occupational Safety and Health Administration to launch a national emphasis program requiring
heightened safety inspections at refineries.

    Such an inspection at the Tesoro Anacortes Refinery in April 2009 led the state Department of
Labor and Industries to cite 17 “serious” safety violations that posed a risk of death or serious
injury to workers.
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    Tesoro appealed the initial fine of $85,700 incurred with the violations, which was then reduced
to $12,250 as L&I vacated all but three of the citations.

    During Thursday’s hearing, Murray questioned Jordan Barab, an OSHA representative, about
what is done to correct the issues that are cited in inspections.

    Barab said there is little regulators can do to “abate a hazard” while the citations are being
contested. He said OSHA and its state subsidiaries are forced to settle for lesser penalties in order
to end the contest period and work to fix any safety hazards.

    He said citations made by separate national and state safety regulators are not compounded as
multiple offenses, allowing companies to make the same mistakes more than once and at multiple
locations.

    Washington is one of 21 states that operates L&I as a regulatory arm separate from OSHA.

    Murray asked Barab if L&I’s inspection included the naphtha hydrotreater unit that was engulfed
in flames at the Tesoro Refinery, killing seven workers. He said they are not able to cover every
area of an expansive refinery in an inspection, but he believes at least part of that unit had been
included.

    Such information could come to the surface once L&I completes its investigation at Tesoro in
October.

    L&I spokesman Hector Castro said Wednesday inspectors had completed their tear-down of the
heat units for a close-up inspection. The affected naphtha hydrotreater unit has been packed and
shipped to a laboratory for more extensive tests.

    Westfall, the Tesoro spokesman, said Thursday the refinery could begin operating again by early
September if the necessary parts to repair units arrive in a timely manner.

    The refinery stopped operations at the end of April since it cannot produce finished product
without the naphtha unit.

    The Anacortes refinery’s 360 workers are currently employed doing routine maintenance work at
the site.
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Joshua Trujillo / Seattlepi.com via AP U.S. Sen. Patty Murray (left) listens with Debbie Payton,
chief of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s Science Support Branch, during a
briefing by NOAA officials in Seattle on June 1. Murray visited with scientists at NOAA’s Seattle
office to learn about their efforts to respond to the Gulf of Mexico oil spill.
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