Keystone XL Opponents Holding the Line on a Fiction
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Phase IV of the Keystone pipeline, also known as “Keystone XL,” is a proposed 1,700 mile,
multi-billion dollar extension of TransCanada’s Keystone pipeline. The new line would be a
more direct route from the oil fields in Alberta, Canada, to the existing Keystone pipeline, which
feeds refining facilities in Texas. Estimates vary, but no one disputes that the project would
directly or indirectly create thousands of new jobs. Besides the work associated with constructing
the new line, the completed capital improvement would facilitate the expansion of the
petrochemical refining industry along the Gulf Coast.
Because the proposed pipeline crosses the international border with Canada, the United States
Department of State must approve the project before it can proceed. The department’s review of
the project, which has gone on for more than five years, was slated to wrap up in May, but now it
has been postponed indefinitely pending the final outcome of a Nebraska court case that will
determine the constitutionality of the 2012 legislation delegating limited pipeline route approval
authority to the executive branch. In the meantime, TransCanada has the option of applying to
the Nebraska Public Service Commission for route approval.[1]
This past Saturday, protests were held in a number of locations throughout the United States in
response to the Sierra Club’s call[2] to oppose the Keystone XL Pipeline and other so-called
“dirty energy” projects. Organizers of the events cite concerns over contamination of surface and
groundwater, and they also warn of cataclysmic consequences from climate change in the future.
While these protests are fashionable, protesters fail to recognize that the Keystone XL pipeline
will arguably reduce—not increase—the risk of environmental catastrophe. In the meantime,
these efforts to obstruct the pipeline are delaying needed economic growth and an answer to high
domestic energy prices.
Danger to the Ogallala Aquifer from the pipeline has been overstated. James Goeke, a former
UNL professor and research hydrogeologist, wrote a column in 2011 that was published by the
New York Times on the danger posed by the pipeline project to the aquifer. Goeke argued that
most of the aquifer is uphill from the pipeline route and unreachable by any leaks. The soil
composition and other geologic features in areas to be traversed by the pipeline are such they

would impede the spread of any spilled oil. Finally, Goeke noted the pipeline would be encased
in a protective covering near surface water that might be contaminated by a leak.[3]
Many opponents of the pipeline are really opponents of fossil fuels, and their opposition to the
pipeline stems from this ideological basis, rather than from cool consideration of which policy
decision will actually result in less harm to the environment. In January, the Obama
administration’s State Department released a report concluding that operation of the Keystone
XL Pipeline would not substantially worsen carbon pollution.[4] While there is no doubt that
utilization of fossil fuels results in carbon emissions, oil sands are already being extracted and
brought to market, and they are currently being transported largely by rail, a less efficient and
more expensive method for getting this material to refineries.
The new pipeline would not be the first such line in Nebraska or near the Ogallala Aquifer.
Hundreds of lines—including crude and other petrochemical lines—crisscross the aquifer and
have for years.[5] High energy prices make utilization of oil sands economically feasible, and
under the status quo oil sands are being moved to refineries by rail. The consistency of the oil
sands material necessitates the use of insulated, heatable rail cars.[6] Despite stricter regulations
published in February by the United States Department of Transportation, bitumen shipments
from Western Canada by rail are expected to double by the end of the year.[7]
The worst risks attendant to this mode of transport were largely avoided when a freight train
derailed in Pittsburgh earlier this year, destroying several buildings and spilling some oil but not
contaminating local surface water.[8] While tragedy was avoided in Pittsburgh, the incident
serves as a reminder of the fact that railroads are by necessity routed through population centers
with their cargo. Although transport by rail is substantially quicker than moving this viscous
material through a pipeline, it is also very expensive—as much as three times as expensive.[9]
The tremendous savings in transportation costs would all but guarantee the oil sands would go by
pipeline instead of rail, but for the legal obstructions put in place by state and federal regulators.
Without government intervention, market pressures are already pushing the petroleum industry
in the direction of more efficient transport that eliminates the environmental and safety risks
currently posed to populated areas and surface water by this difficult cargo. Unfortunately, it is
the very regulatory process designed to protect the public that is preventing the construction of
capital improvements that would grow the economy, create jobs, and enhance public safety.
Fostering economic progress and making the public safer are causes that ought to never go out of
style. If government will merely get out of the way and let the market function, they never will.
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