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Twenty days ago I testified before you in Anchorage to introduce salient issues 

concerning the TAPS Owners’ recent application for renewal of the Grant and Lease 

under which they operate the Trans-Alaska Pipeline System (TAPS).  In those prepared 

remarks, I challenged the sanguine assessment of the TAPS Owners that they operate the 

pipeline safely by reviewing a variety of operating problems or anomalies, which I 

summarized as follows: 
 

Closing pump stations despite communication system failures; 
continued restart problems; delayed valve replacements – I submit there is 
a pattern to what happens on TAPS, and the pattern is this:  A major 
source of risk to the pipeline is the unexamined consequences of 
operational problems caused by chronic project delays, and that a major 
source of these delays is the constant budget pressure under which TAPS 
operates.   There is little justification for this pressure, since TAPS earns a 
guaranteed profit . . . . 1 
 

Events of the past twenty days have confirmed the concerns I outlined September 

20.  Three oil spills associated with the planned shutdown and restart Sept. 22 and the 36-

hour lag between the time Alyeska knew that a bullet hole had pierced the pipeline Oct. 4 

and the application of a clamp to stop that leak appear to fit the assessment I offered Sept. 

20.  These events demonstrate the importance of time to the apprehension  of – and 
                                                 
1 Richard A. Fineberg, “Comments on Trans-Alaska Pipeline System Operations,”  Sept. 20, 2001, p. 11. 
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reduction to – the adverse environmental impacts of TAPS.  The time factor shows up in 

these events in two ways:   

?  (1) How long does it take Alyeska to identify a problem? 

?  (2) Once finally acknowledged, how long does it take Alyeska to remedy the 

problem?    
 

The sum of these two periods is the length of time that Alaska’s environment is at 

needless or unjustified risk of chronic environmental degradation or, perhaps, severe 

environmental damage.   
 

The oil spills associated with restarts September 22 provide a clear example of the 

first problem. As the attached documenting package makes clear, the Alaska Forum for 

Environmental Responsibility identified restarts as a problem for TAPS operators five 

years ago, but Alyeska and government monitors were both too slow to identify the 

problem and too quick to claim its resolution.  By September 20, 2001, they both claimed 

– inexplicably to us, in view of the clear evidence to the contrary – that restarts were not 

a problem, despite a string of mishaps through seven years that indicated that there were 

significant problems associated with restarts.    
 

The restart issue assumes increasing importance because pipeline shutdowns and 

restarts during the 1996 and 2000 period tripled in comparison to the average for the 17 

years from 1979 through 1995 (see Figure 1, below).2  One can only hope that one result 

of the September 22 mishaps will be that the managers of TAPS will finally treat the 

shutdown and restart process with the special degree of care commensurate with a 

relatively high-risk activity (when compared, for example, to static operations).   

                                                 
2  See:  Alyeska Pipeline Service Co., Trans-Alaska Pipeline System Facts, June 2001, pp. 66-69. 
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Figure 1.

 
 

Also during the past 20 days, TAPS was punctured by a bullet from a high-

powered rifle, allegedly fired by a miscreant with a long record of criminal conduct.  In 

this case, the time factor was painfully obvious to visitors to the oil spill site during that 

agonizing 36 hours that an unabated fire-hose stream of black crude oil spewed out of the 

pipeline and onto the tundra.3   Fortunately, the site was more than a mile from the 

Tolovana River, because the variety of clamps that the Alyeska contingency plan claims 

are readily available for emergency response were not readily available.  While spill 

responders hustled – and performed commendably – to dig new containment pits as oil 

seeped through the saturated forest near the pipeline, Alyeska’s Incident Commander 

maintained, with a studied, philosophical calm, that everything was under control.  “At 

this point,” he said, “there is nothing to do but wait,” he said, extolling the necessity for 

safety while a thick, black stream of oil was leaping from the pipeline at a rate of better 

than 120 gallons per minute.  Safety, of course, is a legitimate concern; training and field 

                                                 
3  This account is based on personal observation Friday, Odct. 5 and the TAPS Oil Spill Contingency Plan 
(Doc. CP-35-1, esp. Sec. 1.7.22), supplemented by Alaska Department of Environmental Conservation 
“Sitrep” reports  press accounts. 
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drills should enable Alyeska to execute safe and rapid deployment of its response 

equipment.   
 

For reasons that are not yet clear, a bullet hole clamp could not be used, while the 

hydraulic clamp could not be applied to stop the leak. Alyeska has given no reason why 

its contingency plan claims a bullet hole clamp in its arsenal of clamps if it can’t be used.  

Nor is it clear at this time whether Alyeska has more than one clamp that can handle 

bullet hole leak like the one October 4.  The pipeline operators give two reasons for the 

delay in application of the hydraulic clamp to stop the leak:  First, they wanted the 

pressure in the line to go down because they had only tested the clamp to 250 pounds per 

square inch.  Then, the crane that Alyeska brought to the site was not big enough to 

handle the heavy clamp.   
 

This may seem like an excellent response to the Governor and Commissioner of 

Environmental Conservation; it certainly doesn’t to the Alaska Forum.   As the failures of 

the Exxon Valdez taught us in 1989, rapid response is crucial to spill mitigation.    The 

spill site was on a level and well-maintained portion of the workpad, less than half an 

hour from a pump station and two hours from the major headquarters and storage 

facilities at Fairbanks.  For most of the delay period, the weather was good; is 36 hours to 

mount a temporary clamp to close a bullet hole under these circumstances is cause for 

concern – not adulation.   Hopefully, the black fruits of the delay responding to the MP 

400 spill  will not find their way to the Tolovana River next spring.  
 

The significance of these events is that they are indicators that TAPS is not 

managed and operated in a manner that satisfactorily mitigates environmental risk.  Also 

on September 20, I submitted a preliminary report identifying a documented design link 

between specific above-ground portions of the pipeline and the potential for soil 

liquefaction in the event of an earthquake.  As discussed in that report, Alyeska employed 

its experimental, above-ground construction in these stretches to reduce the seismic 

hazard by keeping the substrate frozen.  Since that design was experimental, it was 

anticipated that those sites would be closely monitored.  Over time, Alyeska’s seismic 

experts appear to have forgotten the design logic.  Instead, they conveniently assume the 
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design is working effectively to mitigate the seismic hazard.  Global climate trends and 

the failure of the thermosyphon system are two of the significant factors that work against 

that assumption.  Nevertheless, it appears thatAlyeska’s engineers had not closely 

monitored – or even identified – the critical locations specified in TAPS design criteria 

prior to our inquiries on September 6.4 
 

Delays in the replacement of RGV-39 on the Koyukuk River and in the execution 

of measures to assure that the TAPS can maintain sufficient heat to allow restart after an 

extended winter shutdown (the “cold restart” problem) are two other examples of chronic 

problems that place Alaska’s environment – and the major source of West Coast oil – to 

needless risk.   I discussed RGV-39 in my Sept. 20 presentation, where I also suggested 

that the valve inspection program that Alyeska completed in the year 2000 – once again, 

in a belated response to a problem that should have been identified earlier – should be run 

on a continuous basis to detect poor valve performance before it becomes a threat to 

pipeline integrity, and to the environment.5   
 

As for the cold restart question:  If oil is allowed to congeal before restarting 

during winter, TAPS is liable to become the world’s longest chapstick.  For this reason, 

JPO identified the lack of a cold restart plan as the most important operational 

compliance issue faced by the TAPS Owners today.6   Between supports, the above 

ground portion of the pipeline is sheathed by 3-3/4 inches of insulation and a galvanized 

sheet metal outer jacket.  At the VSM’s, a plastic coated module contains insulation 

inside a fiberglass shell.   According to Alyeska literature, the insulation was designed to 

be “totally wind and weather proof” in order to keep the oil warm enough during a winter 

shutdown to resume pumping for 21 days.7   However, for many years gaps in the top of 

                                                 
4   See:  Richard A. Fineberg, “TAPS Seismic Liquefaction Stability Concerns”  (Preliminary Report), Sept. 
20, 2001.  (In this case, the time question is not “what did they know and when did they know it?”  Rather, 
the question is, “What did they forget and when did they forget it?”) 
   
5  Fineberg, “Comments,”  pp. 10-11. 
 
6   Joint Pipeline Office, “Comprehensive Monitoring Program Report:  A Look at Alyeska Pipeline Service 
Company’s Operation of the Trans-Alaska Pipeline System, 1999/2000,”  February 2001, pp. 14-15.  
 
7  See:  Alyeska Pipeline Service Co., “Data Sheet – Insulation (Pipe) 5/75” and “Data Sheet -- Insulation 
(Supports) 5/75,”  May 1975.   
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the modules and degradation of fabric expansion joints have allowed water to enter the 

insulation that protects the pipe.  Water trapped in the protective jacket can reduce its 

insulating ability; during an extended winter shutdown, the insulating jacket that is 

supposed to be protecting the pipe instead is liable to encase the pipeline in an icy sheath 

that removes heat from the oil with great efficiency, reducing significantly the insulating 

capability of the protective shell and the time that TAPS can be shut down before the oil 

cools to the point that it gels.8   
 

As discussed in the operations CMP report, one of the criteria TAPS was designed 

to meet was that the pipeline must be able to be restarted after a 21-day shutdown at 

temperatures of minus-40 degrees Fahrenheit.   Alyeska’s cold restart capability was 

significantly reduced by the closure of four pump stations and the modification of Pump 

Station #5 during 1996 and 1997.  Four years later -- while Alyeska is still trying to 

implement a replacement cold restart plan before the Nov. 1, 2001 deadline imposed by 

JPO –  it appears that the pipeline operators have finally realized that water in the above 

ground insulation may jeopardize execution of a plan that will actually work.   
 

Surprisingly, this long-standing problem does not appear to have been factored 

into the cold restart plan until very recently.  During the summer of 2001, Alyeska 

maintenance personnel were fabricating new metal outer coverings to keep water from 

entering the insulation jacket in the future.9  However, it was not until the last week of 

August 2001 that Alyeska engineers apparently realized that in the event of a winter 

shutdown, water already in the insulation could result in a significant reduction in the 

period of time before oil congealed, making restart impossible.  At that point, they 

quickly dispatched small maintenance teams to cut slits in the bottom of the insulating 

jacket at hundreds of above ground locations in the 50 miles of pipe between Fairbanks 

and Livengood.   

                                                 
8  Alyeska Pipeline Service Co., “A/G Pipeline Maintenance Program Overview,” March 24, 1998. 
 
9  Discussion Alyeska technicians from Pump Station #9 (August 28, 2001) and Pump Station #7 
(September 6, 2001).  
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When asked about the reason work crews were sent out to drain water out of the 

insulation jacket in response to the annual August rain, Alyeska engineers first claimed 

that the project was conducted as part of an aggressive maintenance plan spelled out in an 

internal report detailing the results of a major, linewide assessment conducted during the 

previous year.10   But according to the Alyeska maintenance coordinator for that region, 

the effort to get the water out of the insulating jacket was not part of his planned 

maintenance for the season.  Rather, the maintenance coordinator said, Alyeska engineers 

thought of the job one week and headquarters engineers working on the cold restart 

problem ordered it done the next.11 
 

A second concern in this regard is that wet insulation could exacerbate the 

potential for corrosion in the above ground mainline pipe.  Alyeska has detected isolated 

instances of above ground mainline pipe corrosion.  One of the sources of that corrosion 

is water in the insulating jacket at points where 2-x-4 shims were inserted between the 

pipe and the insulation module during construction.  The wood, like the water, isn’t 

supposed to be inside the insulating jacket.   While above ground corrosion has not posed 

a serious problem to pipeline integrity to date, 25 years ago Alyeska said that corrosion 

below ground would not be a problem, either.12   
 

As we have discussed in previous meeting with Argonne personnel, difficulties 

obtaining substantive information and limited resources prevent the creation of a 

complete list of problems on TAPS.  Nevertheless, we hope the information we provided 

in Anchorage Sept. 20 and the information presented in Fairbanks today will be sufficient 

to encourage you to look carefully at the superficial assurances of the TAPS Owners that 

the pipeline is operated safely, and that the statutory and regulatory and contractual terms 

under which TAPS operates are sufficient to ensure that safety for the duration of an 

extended Grand and Lease renewal.    
                                                 
10   Statement of Elden Johnson, Alyeska Systems Integrity  Manager, at Sept. 6, 2001 briefing. 
 
11   Interview with Pump Station #7 maintenance coordinator, Sept. 6, 2001. 
 
12   In response to a reporter’s question in 1975, Alyeska provided this written response:  “The pipe has a 
design life of 30 years.  Actually, it probably has a life far beyond three decades.  The pipe is essentially 
inert and the Alaska environment is not hostile to the pipe.  We don’t have many corrosive contaminants”  
(memorandum from Larry [Carpenter] to Jill [Shepherd], Sept. 23, 1975). 
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In conclusion, we believe the events of the past 20 days serve to emphasize the 

importance of the five broad recommendations we tendered September 20.   We further 

reiterate our observation that the financial constraints that are sometimes used to justify 

engineering decisions reducing or delaying environmental protection on TAPS are 

difficult to justify when the TAPS Owners receive at least $500 million a year in off-

book, after-tax income on the accelerated collection of DR&R funds allowed by the  

TAPS Settlement Methodology (TSM) adopted in the 1985 TAPS tariff settlement 

agreement.13   
 

Our more detailed report will come to you as soon as we are able to complete it. 
 

Thank you once again for your kind attention. 

 

 

 

 

List of Attachments (Re:  Restarts) 

 

1995-1996 (Pipeline in Peril) 

1997, 1998, 1999 (U.S. DOT) 

2000 (JPO) 

                                                 
13  The imputed earnings from actual TAPS DR&R collections between 1977 and 2001 are entirely distinct 
from – that is, over and above – the following:   (1) the guaranteed, tax-paid operating profit on TAPS that 
is provided through the pipeline tariff under TSM and (2) the estimated future cost of dismantling and 
removing TAPS facilities and restoring the right-of-way.  For discussion and quantification of TAPS 
DR&R collections, see:  Richard A. Fineberg, Overcollection and Failure to Escrow TAPS DR&R Funds:  
Imputed Present and Future After-Tax Value to TAPS Owners of Excess DR&R Collections Under TSM,  
June 24, 1999, and summary tables, (submitted as appendix to Part I of this testimony in Anchorage,  Sept. 
20, 2001). 
















































































