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January 27, 2014 
 
 
Murray Wilson        mwilson@co.slo.ca.us 
Environmental Resource Specialist 
County of San Luis Obispo 
Dept. of Planning & Building 
976 Osos Street, Room 300 
San Luis Obispo, CA  93408 
 

 
Caren Ray, 4th District Supervisor cray@co.slo.ca.us 
County of San Luis Obispo 
County Government Center 
San Luis Obispo, CA   
 
 
 
Dear Mr. Wilson and Ms. Ray, 
 
This letter is written to express opposition to the Environmental Impact Report (“EIR”) which 
was submitted in support of the Phillips 66 Rail Spur Extension Project (“Project”), located at 
Phillips Santa Maria Refinery (“SMR”).  If the Project is approved, all of the citizens of SLO 
County will be subjected to the potential for enormous risk and significant damage which cannot 
be satisfactorily mitigated.  We urge you to deny the application/permit for the Project.  
However, assuming arguendo, there is some reason to approve the Project, it should, at a 
minimum, be delayed until further developments of safe rail transport of crude have been 
discovered and implemented.    
 
While innocently described as a “Rail Spur Extension”, the Project contemplates the rail 
transport of up to Two Thousand Percent (2000%) more crude oil being transported into the 
SMR.  The number of trains will jump from 1 train/week carrying 18-20 cars to 5 trains per week 
with up to 80 cars carrying 2,190,000 gallons of crude oil per trainload.  This amounts to an 
annual shipment into the SMR of up to 569 Billion gallons of crude per year.  Needless to say, 
this oil would pass through and jeopardize a sensitive and unique Coastal environment. 
 
Not only is the amount of crude expected to jump precipitously, Phillips has not specifically 
designated the source and quality of the crude oil it seeks to transport.  In the Project Objectives 
identified by Phillips in its Draft EIR Public Meeting, Phillips defined its first objective as 
follows: 
 
“(to) allow the refinery to obtain a full range of competitively priced crude oil by providing the 
capability to source raw material from North American sources that are served by rail.”  
 
Notions of “competition” are not the real motivation for Phillips’ plans to significantly expand.  
And possible connotations of U.S. energy independence are misleading.  Instead, Phillips seeks 
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to increase its crude production as a means of obtaining increased market share so as to boost 
sales and profit.  In an article dated January 8, 2014, Bloomberg identified “a record amount (of 
crude) already riding the rails to California’s fuel makers.  Phillips is just another “company 
looking to ship even more…”  Bloomberg added that U.S. oil companies are attempting to 
overturn a ban on exporting U.S. crude oil:  “If the railway networks on the U.S. West Coast are 
completed, the regions refiners will be able to use domestic crude supplies to boost exports to 
meet rising needs in Asia, where demand for new cars, electricity and air conditioning is 
boosting energy consumption.”  [http:/ /www.bloomberg.com/news/2014-01-08/unforeseen u-s-
oil-boom-upends-world-markets-as drilling-spreads.html] 
 
Phillips seeks your approval to burden the residents of SLO County with this Project and its 
potentially calamitous consequences so that it can take financial advantage of exporting 
opportunities.  SLO County cannot afford to be a pawn in Phillips’ corporate strategy. 
 
The discussion of rail transport of crude oil is certainly germane, given the incidence of 
explosions in the past 3 months.  However, there are also ever present dangers in the processing 
of crude oil.  Once trains bring in huge volumes of crude to the SMR, the contents of the railcars 
will then need to be pumped out of the train cars.  The Project anticipates that new pumps will be 
installed for removal of the crude.  Two sets of 80 car trains are expected to be pumped at any 
time.  A mechanical problem with the pumping equipment process could potentially ignite the 
crude.  A fiery explosion in one portion of the refinery with volatile crude could trigger a 
possibly worse scenario.  Additionally, oil leaks and spills are problematic for humans, animals 
and the environment.  As mentioned in the DEIR, groundwater issues are significant and cannot 
be mitigated. 
 
In its draft EIR, Phillips made multiple references to the use of North Dakota, Bakken and other 
light crude oil.  Phillips then attempts to minimize the use of the terminology as a “worst case,” 
and urges that its facilities handle “heavy,” less volatile crude.  Crude oil, whether light or heavy, 
is classified as a hazardous substance.  Light crude has been the source of at least four major rail 
shipment crude explosions, in the past year, three of which transpired since the EIR was 
published (Alabama in November, North Dakota in December and New Brunswick in January, 
2014).  A runaway oil train killed 47 people in Quebec, Canada in July, 2013.  The drafters of 
the EIR could not have considered all of these fiery explosions since they occurred following its 
submission to SLO County.   
 
The Wall Street Journal on January 15, 2014 noted that:  “…while the liquid cargo is labeled as 
crude, it is exploding like jet fuel…”  The St. Louis Fire Chief stated that “the North Dakota 
crude has a tremendous amount (of) volatility and puts out a lot of heat…My biggest concern is 
that this crude is coming through the area and we really don’t know what it is.”  [“Transport of 
Oil By Train Spurs New Fears in Cities, WSJ, 1/15/14].  Another WSJ article on January 9, 2014 
entitled “Fiery Oil-Train Accidents Raise Railroad Insurance Worries,” cited a cleanup estimate 
of $200 million in Quebec due to the railroad’s crude inferno.  The railroad’s liability insurance 
policy is $25 million, and has since filed for bankruptcy.  The article quoted James Beardsley, 
global rail practice leader for Marsh Inc. Insurance, “There is not currently enough available 
coverage in the commercial insurance market anywhere in the world to cover the worst-case 
scenario.”  How much insurance does Union Pacific carry for a train disaster in SLO 
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County?  Has anyone asked Phillips to describe how it would handle the worst-case scenario?  
Nowhere is the subject of liability insurance mentioned in the Draft EIR, yet the planners and the 
Supervisors, as well as the residents, of SLO County cannot overlook this safeguard. 
 
In 2013-2014, railroad derailments were caused by mechanical failure, brake malfunction, 
broken rails, improper design and the impact of other derailing trains.  Any of these issues could 
occur with the transport of crude, regardless of the safety measures implemented by Phillips at its 
SMR.  While safety of the railroads is a matter of federal purview, arguably beyond the scope of 
Phillips’ Project, it is folly to rely on preemption as a means of skirting the dangers implicit in 
crude transport by rail. Minimally, SLO County should levy a fee on every oil-filled railcar 
passing through the County, to be applied in the event of an oil fire or explosion.  
 
Rail transport of crude in SLO County would be particularly dangerous over the steep and 
mountainous Cuesta Grade.  The train would pass virtually through the Cal Poly campus, 
jeopardizing tens of thousands of young men and women.  In the event of a crude oil disaster 
either at Phillips or during rail transport through SLO County, every aspect of life in SLO 
County would be comprised, including housing, employment, tourism and education.  How 
would we attract much needed commercial and industrial businesses to SLO County in the 
future?  Would anyone want to live in, or conduct business, in the aftermath of a disaster?      
 
Phillips representatives have failed to identify the source of the crude it wishes to process, stating 
that it had not yet decided upon the types of crude to be delivered to the SMR.  If the approval of 
the Project is to be seriously considered, so should a requirement that any crude processed at its 
SMR must not include volatile light and/or Bakken crude.   
 
SLO County is home to its famous vehicle-accessible sand dunes, where ATVs and dune buggies 
constantly stir up particulates, detrimentally affecting our community.  Phillips’ monitoring of 
particulates has merely documented the existence of such particulates.  Nothing has been done to 
actually solve the problem.  Allowing a huge construction project in the same sandy soil will 
only exacerbate the problem.  Seniors downwind from the dust plume, thousands in mobile home 
parks and in the expanding neighborhoods of Trilogy and Cypress Ridge, are most vulnerable.  
As set forth in the DEIR, air quality contamination issues are Class I, incapable of mitigation.   
 
In addition to all of the construction vehicles for The Project, Willow Road has been designated 
as a new public access for the dunes in Oceano.  Residents of Nipomo and Arroyo Grande, while 
pleased to enjoy the new Highway 101 off-ramp at Willow Road, will be negatively impacted 
with constant traffic and congestion by out-of-county adventurers.  There is no justification to 
open another access point to the dunes; Grand Avenue already serves the dune tourists.  And 
there is no apparent reason why this topic was attached to the Phillips Project.  From what we 
understand, Phillips does not want public access through its property, and there is no good reason 
to expose ATVers to dangers at the SMR.  The access issue should be bifurcated from the 
Phillips project and presented, if at all, to the community on its own merits.  At a minimum, a 
discreet EIR should be required for the additional access. 
 
In the event that SLO County is inclined to grant approval to the Project, it should require that 
Phillips employ each and every mitigation measure mentioned in the draft EIR.  Due to the 

John
Line

John
Line

John
Line

John
Line

John
Line

John
Line

John
Text Box
HJL-10

John
Text Box
HJL-9

John
Text Box
HJL-8

John
Text Box
HJL-7

John
Text Box
HJL-6

John
Text Box
HJL-5



4 
 

proximity of residences and businesses to the Project and all of the perils associated with crude 
oil, it is incumbent upon you, our elected representatives, to protect our health and properties.     
 
County Planners and Supervisors should represent parochial interests in SLO County, 
rather than to promote the profits and interests of Phillips 66.    
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
James and Leah Hencier 
910 Via Palo Place 
Nipomo, CA  93444 
 
Cc:  Frank Mecham, fmecham@co.slo.ca.us 
        Adam Hill, ahill@co.slo.ca.us 
        Debbie Arnold, darnold@co.slo.ca.us 
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