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Keystone XL’s Northern Leg: A Fracked Oil Pipeline
Along with Tar Sands

By Steve Horn
Global Research, February 06, 2014
desmogblog.com
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On  January  31,  President  Barack  Obama’s  U.S.  State  Department  released  its  Final
Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS) for the northern leg of TransCanada‘s proposed
Keystone XL tar sands pipeline.The State Department’s FEIS argues that the northern half
of Keystone XL, if built, “remains unlikely to significantly impact the rate of extraction in the
oil sands, or the continued demand for heavy crude oil at refineries in the United States.”

But flying under the media’s radar so far, the State Department review also highlights the
prospect that Keystone XL will not only carry tar sands, but also be tapped to carry up to
100,000 barrels per day of oil extracted via hydraulic fracturing (“fracking”) from North
Dakota’s Bakken Shale basin.

“[Keystone XL] would have the capacity to deliver up to 830,000 bpd, of which 730,000 bpd
of capacity has been set aside for [tar sands] and the remaining 100,000 bpd of capacity set
aside for [Bakken] crude oil,” the report details.

“[TransCanada]  has  represented  that  it  has  firm  commitments  to  transport
approximately 555,000 bpd of [tar sands], as well as 65,000 bpd of crude oil
from the Bakken.”

A  smaller  proposed  project  owned  by  TransCanada  called  the  Bakken  MarketLink
pipeline and incorporated as Keystone Marketlink LLC in February 2011, would ship the
fracked oil to Keystone XL’s northern leg as an “on ramp.”

“This project would include a 5-mile pipeline, pumps, meters, and storage tanks to supply
Bakken crude oil to the proposed pipeline,” explains the FEIS.

For Bakken Fracked Oil, ‘No’ on KXL Means Rail

Many doubt that rail  could ever replace pipeline as a viable marketing mechanism for
Alberta’s tar sands. But few could argue the fact that rail  reigns supreme for bringing
Bakken fracked oil to market.

“Last November, rail shipped 71 percent — nearly 800,000 barrels of oil a day — of the
Bakken’s oil, much of it on lines across Minnesota and Wisconsin, while pipelines shipped
just 22 percent, according to estimates from the North Dakota Pipeline Authority,” explains
the Duluth News Tribune.

The State Department FEIS suggests that if Keystone XL were never completed, the oil
industry  will  instead  ship  the  Bakken  crude  via  rail.  Both  Union  Pacific  and  Burlington
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Northern Santa Fe (BNSF) are mentioned by name as the potential corporate beneficiaries.

“One new rail loading terminal would be needed in Epping [in ND] to ship
Bakken crude oil,” reads the FEIS. “Sufficient off-loading rail facilities currently
exist or are proposed in the Gulf Coast area such that no new terminals would
need to be built under this scenario.”

On December 30, 2013, a BNSF freight rail train carrying Bakken fracked oil exploded in
Casselton, ND, spilling over 400,000 gallons of oil. In July 2013, 47 people were killed in Lac-
Mégantic, Quebec by another “bomb train” carrying Bakken crude.

Officially  classified  as  more  volatile  and  explosive  than  conventional  oil  by  the  U.S.
government  and  some  state  governments,  some  activists  have  labeled  freight  trains
carrying Bakken oil  “Bomb Trains.” There were more gallons of oil  spilled via rail  cars
carrying crude in 2013 than in the previous four decades combined.

Protests Occur in Over 200 Cities

In response to the release of the FEIS, Credo Mobile, Rainforest Action Network, Sierra Club,
350.org, The Other 98%, Center for Biological Diversity, Oil Change International, Friends of
the  Earth  and  other  groups  mobilized  on  Monday.  280  vigils  took  place  across  the
country on February 3, kicking off the 30-day public comment period on the FEIS and 90-day
period allotted for a response to the FEIS by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and
the U.S. Department of Interior.

“This issue has already brought more Americans into the streets than any environmental
issue in decades, and now finally we’re at the point of decision,” Bill  McKibben, founder of
350.org, said at the New York City rally.

“It’s out of the hands of the bought-off bureaucrats who’ve been delaying it in
the  State  Department  for  years  and  doing  the  bidding  of  the  fossil  fuel
industry.  Now we’re  going to  find out  whether  John Kerry  and Barack Obama
are similarly captives of the oil industry or whether they’re willing to really
stand up when it counts for the commitments they’ve made about climate
change.”

In  setting  up  the  protests,  many  may  have  thought  they  were  protesting  tar  sands
extraction and marketing in exclusivity.

Yet,  when push comes to shove, the fight against Keystone XL’s northern leg is  actually a
fight  against  both  tar  sands  extraction  and  fracking  —  and  of  course,  runaway  climate
change.
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