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A YEAR LATER, MOVING ON FROM TESORO TRAGEDY
 
BY WHITNEY PIPKIN STAFF WRITER

 

    ANACORTES — On days Matt Gumbel was running late for work at Tesoro Refinery, he said the train would come like clockwork,
blocking the road and making him even later. It seemed endless as he waited and watched the minutes tick by.

    “Sometimes though, I see the train and wish I could jump on like a hobo and ride it as far as it would take me,” Gumbel wrote in a
piece his mother recently posted online.

    No one knows if the train held up Gumbel on the evening of April 1, as he headed from his home in Oak Harbor to work the night shift
at the refinery.

    He was one of seven workers on shift during the startup of a bank of heat exchangers that evening, when the radiator-like coils of
volatile hydrocarbons burst, engulfing the workers standing just feet away in a deadly fireball.

    Paul Gumbel, Matt’s father, also was working at the refinery that night. He rushed to help those injured in the explosion about 150
yards away, not knowing his son was among them.

    At 34 years old, Matt lived after the explosion for 22 days — “three weeks and a day,” says his mother Shauna Gumbel — despite burns
covering twothirds of his body.

    “Matt fought a good fight and I think his body was telling us that it was tired and he didn’t have the fight left in him,” Shauna posted on
her son’s Caring Bridge website on April 24 — the day he died. “I told him I love him, he fought a good fight and it was okay if he couldn’t
fight anymore.”

    Of the seven families who lost loved ones to the April 2 blast, only the Gumbels are not participating in a wrongful death lawsuit against
Tesoro Corp. that was filed in February.

    Shauna said they just weren’t “ready to go there yet.”

    Following the blast, Paul was diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder. It took him six months to go back to work at the refinery.
What happened?

    Shortly after midnight on April 2, 2010, Gumbel and six coworkers began the delicate process of restarting a bank of heat exchangers
that had been taken down for maintenance.

    Part of the process to produce high octane fuels at a refinery requires treating naphtha — an oily, volatile liquid — with hydrogen to
remove sulfur and other contaminants.

    This happens in the naphtha hydrotreater unit, a group of six, 30-foot-long heat exchangers stacked into groups of three. The
exchangers contain bundles of tubes encased in steel.

    Restarting equipment is one of the most dangerous processes at a refinery. According to investigation reports by the state Department
of Labor and Industries gained through a public records request by the Skagit Valley Herald, the two operators who’d been tasked with
bringing the exchanger back online called over the radio for additional help before beginning startup around 8 p.m.

    One operator said there were a lot of valves to turn that night. Seven workers were stationed near the unit to help with startup while
an eighth operator managed a control board in a protected room.

    Restarting the exchanger involved increasing both temperatures and pressures within the unit — a process investigators say was
regularly done faster and with more force at the Anacortes refinery than industry standards allow based on the age of the equipment.

    Following an unplanned spike in temperature, the steel casing on one of the exchangers split open, spewing volatile liquid and vapors
that burst into flames.

    Investigators believe the steel casing had been compromised by 40 years of stress and extreme heat. L&I’s report found that Tesoro
had not tested this piece of equipment for certain vulnerabilities since 1998, despite plans for such a test in 2008.

    According to investigators’ reports, the heat exchanger units involved in the blast tended to leak during start-up. Workers often were
equipped with steam-spewing lances to disperse the flammable vapors. Reports say other o p e r a t o r s m o n i t o r i n g the radio said
they were used that night, and three charged steam hoses were found near the exchangers after the explosion.
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Regulating safety

    After a six-month investigation, L&I levied a $2.4 million fine — the largest in state history — against Tesoro Corp. in October for 44
violations the government agency said caused the explosion. Thirty-nine of those were considered “willful” violations in which the
employer disregarded or was indifferent toward industry requirements.

    Those violations include failure to apply certain safety measures, such as ensuring employees were properly trained on and given
adequate protective gear for the processes they were handling.

    The investigation also found the refinery did not apply “generally accepted” industry standards for inspecting the equipment before the
explosion for certain flaws.

    Tesoro has appealed all of the violations, first with L&I and then to the state Board of Industrial Appeals, where it stands today. The
case has been assigned to a judge and is slowly moving through the system, said Jay Raish, confidential secretary to the board.

    Raish said similar cases at the board level last year took an average of seven months if they were settled or dismissed. If they were
contested or went to trial, they lasted just over a year on average.

    Meanwhile, a wrongful death lawsuit by the families of victims has been filed in Skagit County Superior Court by Luvera Law Firm. The
firm also represented the families of six workers killed in a 1998 explosion at the refinery then owned by Equilon, now Shell Puget Sound
Refinery, next to Tesoro at March Point.

It’s ‘gotten better’

    Going back to work has been hard for everyone, said Bob Gunderson, who has worked at Tesoro for 21 years.

    Th e r e f i n e r y h a l t e d operations for six months following the accident to replace the damaged naphtha hydrotreater unit. The
company’s 360 employees stayed on doing routine maintenance work until the plant came back online.

    “The accident has put a lot of stress on those people out there, as you can understand,” Gunderson said, though things have “gotten
better” over the past year.

    Built in the 1950s, the two refineries along March Point provide family-wage jobs to hundreds of people from Anacortes and the
surrounding communities.

    With starting wages for general operators at almost $23 an hour, an opening for six positions at Tesoro refinery in January attracted
nearly 350 applications.

    Gunderson said that despite the accident, there is a tangible culture of safety at the refinery and an understanding that what workers
do can be dangerous.

    “Safety is something we think about all the time, because we have written procedures for everything,” he said.

    With processes at the refinery that entail heating gasoline components up to 900 degrees, Gunderson said, “we understand we’re not
making ice cream.”

    One of the hardest aspects of the past year for Gunderson has been watching regulators, who say the deadly blast could and should
have been prevented with proper safety measures, scrutinize his employer.

    As a longtime employee, he is personally offended by the accusations against his employer, which he said reflect a misunderstanding of
how refineries work.

    “People who have not been involved with our refinery would be shocked to see how much effort and resources are devoted to safety. In
fact, sometimes I wonder how we get anything done with so much effort put into preparation and safety,” Gunderson said.

National impact

    L&I’s investigation into what caused the April 2 blast is one of five conducted by various agencies over the last year, including
investigations by Tesoro and union representatives.

    The U.S. Chemical Safety Board’s investigation could take up to two years to complete, as its team looks not only at what physically
caused the explosion but also whether management practices fostered unsafe conditions at the refinery.

    Th e b o a r d r e l e a s e d some preliminary findings and photos Friday that confirmed what other investigators believed to have been
the cause of the explosion.

    C S B ’s i n v e s t i g a t i o n of a 2005 explosion that killed 15 workers at a British Petroleum Texas City refinery resulted in regulatory
changes for refineries across the country.
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    It’s likely this one will too.

    “We’re going to 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,” William Wark, one of CSB’s three presidential appointees to the board, said at
a press conference a year ago.

    U.S. Sen. Patty Murray, DWash., has used the accident as a prime example of what she hopes to change about workplace safety in
D.C., specifically in the oil and gas industries. Murray chairs the subcommittee on employment and workplace safety.

    “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 during a hearing in June. “And I am very concerned that it is the result of oil and gas companies that put
profits and production over workers and safety.”

    The April 2 tragedy came a year after L&I found numerous safety violations at the Tesoro plant, some of which the agency said could
lead to serious injury or death. The department’s inspection was part of an emphasis program that resulted from deaths at the BP Texas
City refinery.

    L&I issued a fine of $85,700 for 17 serious safety and health violations in April 2009, but the fine was reduced to $12,250 and the
violations lowered to three in November after negotiations with the company. L&I said it negotiated with Tesoro after the citations were
appealed because current law does not require companies to correct violations during the appeals process.

    A bill being considered by the state House and Senate could change the law to require companies to correct serious hazards even as
they appeal them with L&I.

Moving on

    Hershel Janz of Anacortes, whose son, Lew C. Janz, was killed in the Tesoro blast, has had mixed emotions toward the refinery over the
past year.

    Janz, 73, spent much of his career working at Kimberly-Clark Corp.’s mill in Everett, where he served on the plant’s safety committee.
He understands that jobs like his son’s come with certain hazards.

    “The one thing Tesoro can’t do is make that refinery safe. They can make it safer, but not safe,” he said.

    Janz has attended press conferences, researched findings and even toured the Tesoro refinery in the year since his son’s death. He
wants to understand what happened and how to ensure it doesn’t happen to others.

    Lew, 41, survived for 11 days following the accident. He has two daughters and was engaged to be married on Aug. 1.

    Every day, twice a day, Hershel Janz can be seen walking his yellow lab, S u k e, o n t h e To m m y Thompson Trail overlooking the
refineries across the bay.

    H e h a d b e e n w a l king there daily before the accident, but that walk has taken on new meaning over the past year.

    “It’s tough to be out here,” Janz said on the trail one day last week. “Bad things happen to good people, and that’s kind of been my
salvation through this past year.”

    Whitney Pipkin can be reached at 360-416-2112 or at wpipkin@skagitpublishing. com. Follow her on Twitter at
www.twitter.com/biz_svh.
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Scott Terrell / Skagit Valley Herald Hershel Janz of Anacortes reflects on memories of his son, Lew, who died of injuries from an April
2, 2010 blast at Tesoro Anacortes Refinery, seen in the background.
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