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Petroleum terminal expands to allow more oil trains

By Tony Schick
Oregon Public Broadcasting

PORTLAND — A Port-
land petroleum terminal
is significantly expand-
ing its capacity to unload
rail cars, a move that sets
the stage to more than
double the number of oil
trains along the Columbia
and Willamette rivers into
Oregon’s biggest city, OPB
has learned.

Zenith Energy, sand-
wiched between the river
and Forest Park in the city’s
northwest industrial dis-
trict, began receiving train
shipments of crude from
Canada’s oil sands last
year, records show, which
it stored in tanks and later
pumped onto ocean-going
vessels.

Zenith’s outpost in Port-
land now has visible con-
struction underway on
a project to build three
new rail platforms that
will nearly quadruple the
site’s previous capacity for
offloading oil from tank
cars, according to building
plans filed with the City of
Portland in 2014, which the
city’s Bureau of Develop-
ment Services confirmed
Wednesday.

When operational, a ter-
minal with such a capacity
could handle multiple oil
trains per week — a size-
able increase over Zenith’s
2018 operations. Accord-
ing to Oregon Department
of Environmental Quality
estimates, the site handled
fewer than 30 full oil trains
throughout last year.

Public Resistance To Oil
Projects

The site’s expansion of
crude-by-rail  infrastruc-

ture comes despite much
public resistance in the
Northwest for new oil proj-
ects. That includes a vote
by Portland’s City Council
in 2016 to oppose any new
fossil fuel infrastructure.
That same year the North-
west experienced firsthand
one of the oil-train mis-
haps that have occurred
across North America as
more and more oil has been
moved by what critics have
dubbed “rolling pipelines”
and “bombs trains.”

Public records and in-
terviews with state officials
indicate those trains would
carry a kind of heavy oil
that presents a new risk
for Northwest communi-
ties and rivers, and one
the state’s emergency spill
responders say they are
ill-equipped to contain if it
spills.

“It greatly complicates
the spill. It’s going to take
a lot more money and time
and cause a lot more harm
to the environment proba-
bly,” said Scott Smith, who
regulates the Zenith termi-
nal’s oil spill preparedness
as part of the Oregon DEQ
emergency response pro-
gram,

He said the increased oil-
by-rail traffic creates a risk
in Portland of an environ-
mental disaster like the one
in Michigan in 2010, when
heavy Canadian oil spilled
from a pipeline into the
Kalamazoo River. It took
more than five years and $1
billion to clean up.

“It’'s really among the
most challenging spills we
have out there, and if it was
a large spill, it would cause
quite a bit of damage,”
Smith said.

Zenith declined to com-
ment on how the project
would affect its ability to
unload more crude oil, say-
ing only that the project
would allow it to fit addi-
tional railcars on site and
minimize the need to shuf-
fle cars around.

“The multi-million-
dollar project will provide
an even safer and more
efficient operation,” Megan
Mastal, a public-relations
representative for Zenith
Energy, said in an emailed
statement.

The company also
declined to say what prod-
ucts it would handle.
Mastal disputed that Ze-
nith would be handling
what’s known as bitu-
men, which is a type of
petroleum extracted from
Canada’s oil sands. It is
thick like peanut butter and
often diluted with other pe-
troleum products before it
is transported.

“We are not handling bi-
tumen crude through our
terminal,” Mastal said.

Records  show  the
facility did handle dilut-
ed bitumen in 2018, and
Oregon’s Department of
Environmental Quality
said it anticipates the facil-
ity will be handling heavy
crude from Canada’s oil
sands.

Recent site inspections
from Oregon’s Department
of Transportation found
railcars with the placard
UN 1267 (Petroleum Crude
Oil) on the tracks outside
the Zenith facility, and that
the cars were from Canada.
Photographs of cars at the
terminal from earlier this
month also show cars with
the 1267 placard, along

with a placard warning of
toxic inhalation.

From Asphalt To
Canadian Crude

Five years ago, the site
was an asphalt plant in lim-
ited operation when a com-
pany called Arc Logistics
Partners LP, later acquired
by Zenith Energy, pur-
chased it and shifted opera-
tions to crude. That tran-
sition coincided with the
North American oil boom
and subsequent spike in oil
moving by rail. While those
shipments have declined
since their peak nationally,
data from the Energy In-
formation Administration
show oil by rail has reached
its highest level in three
years, driven largely by Ca-
nadian oil.

The Zenith site spans 39
acres with a storage capac-
ity of nearly 1.5 million bar-
rels and access to a nearby
dock. Trains can reach it
crossing the Willamette
over the BNSF Railway
bridge south of St. Johns
or on Union Pacific tracks
across the Steel Bridge.

Its main constraint has
been rail capacity. When
construction began, the ter-
minal had space to unload
12 cars at a time, records
show.

Plans for the facility up-
grade of Arc Terminals
filed in 2014 with the City
of Portland depict a system
capable of unloading 44
cars.

The company’s storage
tanks are not getting any
larger, but unloading more
train cars simultaneously
can expedite the process
of transferring oil to ships
bound for export or other

domestic markets.

Mastal said the work
includes new emissions-
control technology, which
is required by regulations,
as well as a state-of-the-
art fire suppression system
and barrier along the street.
The Portland Bureau of
Development Services con-
firmed the work includes
numerous safety upgrades,
many of which are now re-
quired by code.

Mastal said the termi-
nal employs 18 people
full time, all of whom are
“trained and certified to
maintain the highest envi-
ronmental and operational
standards.”

“Since Zenith purchased
the terminal, we have
added full-time staff po-
sitions. These jobs pay a
family wage with benefits,”
Mastal said. “In addition,
the  multi-million-dollar
construction project uses
local vendors and suppli-
ers — currently averaging
125 individuals on site per
day — providing significant
economic stimulus for the
area.”

The city issued permits
for the work in 2014, two
years before its leaders vot-
ed to oppose new fossil fuel
infrastructure.

‘These Trains Present A
Significant Risk’

Eileen Park, spokeswom-
an for Portland Mayor Ted
Wheeler, said the mayor
“supports further action to
prohibit the construction of
new fossil fuel infrastruc-
ture like the site in ques-
tion.”

“These trains present a
significant risk to Portland-
ers, most especially those

residents close to railroads
and routes through the
city,” Park said. “On a larger
scale, the threat of climate
change depends on the
bold and decisive actions of
governments and leaders.
The Mayor’s administra-
tion will not be supportive
of any action that threatens
the health and well-being of
our city’s residents or our
natural resources and envi-
ronment.”

Mastal said Zenith’s
Portland terminal meets
all local, state and federal
standards, including Port-
land’s 2016 ordinance.

“We are committed to
delivering safe, reliable, ef-
ficient and flexible service
to our customers while
maintaining the highest
environmental and opera-
tional safety standards,”
she said.

Environmentalists ~ say
they fear a “rolling pipeline”
of trains through Portland.

“To us, it seems like it’s
another quiet effort to in-
crease the capacity of that
terminal to handle tar
sands crude,” said Travis
Williams of the Willamette
Riverkeeper. “The vast ma-
jority of people in the City
of Portland don’t want the
risk — they don’t want the
potential safety risk, the
risk to the Willamette Riv-
er, the risk to air quality in
that area.”

Williams said he fears a
repeat of the 2016 oil train
derailment in Mosier, Or-
egon, only with a type of oil
that is more difficult to con-
tain and in an area like the
Willamette, with a dense
population and already
a problem with existing
pollution. m
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