
Publication: Skagit Valley Herald; Date: Apr 6, 2010; Section: Front Page; Page: A1

Tesoro probe could take years
 
By WHITNEY PIPKIN and TAHLIA GANSER Staff Writers

 

    Federal investigators said Monday they may be able to construct a “chain of events” leading to the fatal explosion and fire at the Tesoro
Refinery within three to six weeks.

    But the deeper question of cause and responsibility will likely take much longer to unravel.

    U.S. Chemical Safety Board officials noted that it took the agency two years to fully investigate what caused the 2005 explosion at a BP
refinery in Texas that killed 15 and injured 170.

    Investigations at the Tesoro refinery are likely to take just as long, CSB representatives said Monday at a press conference in Burlington.

    “We’re gonna do whatever we can as a board to get to the bottom of what happened, to try to make recommendations to various agencies
and to try to prevent such a tragedy in the future,” said William Wark, one of CSB’s three presidential appointees to the board.

    CSB’s investigation is one of five being conducted by various agencies in the coming months.

    Th e s t a t e D i v i s i o n of Occupational Safety and Health is required to release a report within six months of the incident.

    Robert Hall, who will lead CSB’s four-member team of investigators at Tesoro, said at least 5 percent of refineries in the country have had
some sort of severe incident in the last two years. CSB currently is investigating incidents at seven other refineries.

    “It’s a trend we’re looking to stop,” Hall said. “We want to get to the root causes of these incidents and make recommendations.”

    In a recent statement on the five-year anniversary of the Texas City explosion, board Chairman John Bresland said refinery accidents
continue to occur with “dismaying frequency.”

Past violations considered

    Last April, the Washington State Department of Labor and Industries cited the Tesoro refinery for 17 serious safety violations that posed a
risk of death or serious injury to workers.

    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.

    Hall of CSB said the agency will consider in its investigation those citations and what actions Tesoro took to comply. But the agency’s work
goes much further.

    Over the coming months, CSB investigators will deconstruct the damaged area and test the equipment for any failures. They’ll look at the
refinery’s version of a “black box,” a computer operated control system that monitors data throughout the refinery.

    Along with discerning what physically caused an explosion in the refinery’s naphtha hydrotreater unit, CSB will look into whether
management practices fostered unsafe conditions at the refinery.

    “A great deal of effort is focused on the management system. That’s where you effect real change is if you get the management system to
ensure that things are maintained and operated as safely as possible,” Hall said.

    CSB does not take regulatory action based on its findings, though it makes recommendations to other agencies, such as L&I, that could
impose fines or other measures.

    In addition to the state and federal agencies involved, United Steelworkers Union representatives will have a role in the investigations.

    Two union representatives attending the press conference said Tesoro has been “extremely cooperative” so far with those involved in
investigations.

    Tesoro allowed both Kim Nibarger, an emergency response representative for United Steelworkers, and Brian Ricks, a representative for the
local 12-591 union, to visit the accident site along with the investigating agencies.

Cause of deaths

    All five of the deceased and one of the critically injured workers were union members. Besides visiting the refinery, Nibarger and Ricks have
spent most of the past couple days with family members of those affected by the explosion.
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    Skagit County Deputy Coroner Bob Clark released the cause of death Monday for three men who died at the scene of the explosion at the
Tesoro refinery on Friday.

    Clark said Daniel J. Aldridge, 50, of Anacortes, Matthew C. Bowen, 31, of Arlington and Darrin J. Hoines, 43, of Ferndale all died from the
inhalation of toxic products of combustion and from thermal injuries to their entire bodies.

    The coroner ruled their deaths accidental. Clark said they died within minutes of the explosion.

    The King County Medical Examiner’s office is conducting autopsies on the two other Tesoro employees who died of their injuries later Friday
at Harborview Medical Center — Kathryn Powell, 29, of Burlington, and Donna Van Dreumel, 36, of Oak Harbor.

    Injured worker Matt Gumbel is said to be improving during his stay in the Intensive Care Unit at Harborview Medical Center.

    Gumbel, 34, of Oak Harbor, was upgraded from critical to serious condition Monday.

    “Just to tell you how much of a fighter he is, he keeps trying to breath instead of letting the machine breath for him,” a family member wrote
on a Web site created to keep people informed about Gumbel’s status. “They are trying to keep him heavily sedated so that he will relax and
rest.”

    Gumbel is scheduled for surgery today to remove burned skin from his legs.

    “He is holding his own and had a good night,” the Web site states. “We feel all of the love and support. Keep it coming because he has a long
road ahead of him.”

    To read the family’s journal on Gumbel’s status visit www.caringbridge.org/visit/mattgumbel/journal.

    The other survivor, Lew Janz, 41, of Anacortes, remains in critical condition at Harborview.

Frank Varga / Skagit Valley Herald Robert Hall of the U.S. Chemical Safety Board (center) talks to United Steelworkers representatives
Brian Ricks of local 12-591 (left) and Kim Nibarger from the union’s national headquarters prior to a press conference at the Hampton Inn in
Burlington Monday afternoon.
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