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Sloss 1882

HISTORY
 Birmingham 

founded in 1871
 Iron ore
 Limestone
 Coal

 1880s – 19 blast 
furnaces in 
Jefferson County
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History

 Cahaba coalfield is one 
of several surrounding 
Birmingham

 Birmingham Mineral 
Railroad

 1889 – L&N expanded 
BMR to bring Cahaba 
coal to market

 Helena & Blocton
branch line of BMR

 Their engineering will 
play a major role in 
controlling this spill
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Birmingham

Birmingham
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Embankment
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Recent History
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2000
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2015
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Sedimentation Ponds
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World’s Largest Underflow Dam
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Pathways
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What’s at Risk?

 Cahaba River is last 
undammed river in AL

 Wildlife Diversity
 131 Fish species

• Most of any US river per 
mile

• 18 endemic
• 3 T&E

 27 Mussels
• 11 T&E

 35 snails 
• 13 endemic
• 4 T&E

 69 total T&E species
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CAHABA 
ELIMIA

OBLONG 
ROCKSNAIL

CAHABA SHINER
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Cahaba Lily

 Only 50 populations left
 Considered for 

Endangered Species Act 
protection

 Form basis for recreational 
commerce on Cahaba
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Colonial Pipeline
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 Houston NYC
 Two 36” Lines
 Line 1

 40% of East 
Coast gasoline

 500psi
 2M gal/hour
 @ $0.02/gal = 

≈$1M/day
 Trans only
 DOT PHMSA
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Leak Site Location
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Discovery and Notification

 As part of a bi-weekly inspection 
ASMC physically visits the 
ponds.

 On Friday, September 9, ASMC 
inspector notified Colonial that 
there was a strong gasoline 
smell on one of the ponds.

 Colonial mobilized from nearby 
Pelham Junction and confirmed 
the presence of gasoline. 

 NRC 1158585. Volume was 
unknown. Only a sheen 
declared.

 OSC Berry dispatched from 
Atlanta.
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Discovery and Notification

 OSC Berry arrived 
at pond late Friday

 Closest anyone 
could get was this 
photo

 Colonial set up 
ICP about 45 
minutes away in 
Hoover, AL

 OSC Berry 
integrated into UC
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 Colonial has invested in a 
strong ICS culture
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Direct Federal Control?

 NCP 300.322
 “…the OSC Shall 

direct all…actions”
 Direct Federal 

Control NOT taken
 Contained
 No impact to natural 

waters
 Retained option to 

enact if conditions 
changed

 Still retained 51% 
vote in UC
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1. Protect Workers

 Gasoline 
unlike most 
other 
petroleum 
products

 Really, really 
flammable

 Amazing what 
you can do 
with 100 
gallons of gas 
and some det
cord
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1. Protect Workers
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1. Protect Workers
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• > 500,000 gallons 
potentially draining

• Need to isolate break site

2. Control Source
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How do you plug a pipeline?
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Stopple #1

Stopple #2

STOPPLEs
 TD Williamson 

Co.
 Allow you to 

plug the line 
anywhere

 Then “drain 
up” the line 
from THREAD-
O-RING™ 
fittings

 Pipeline must 
be supported
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 Drain up includes 
“pressure up” at 
opposite end

 Causes additional 
loss from leak
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2. Control Source

 Adequate N2
pressure difficult 
due to topography

 Eventually installed 
TOR at bypass cut 
in and drained 
from there 
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“Last Stand” Underflow

Boom Set 
Collection Point

Pond 3 Underflow

Underflow Dams
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 Water and 
sediment

 BTEX / TPH (GRO)
 1 detection in 

Cahaba (0.064 
mg/L BTEX)

 Originally sporadic 
detections in Peel 
Creek (<100 ppm 
BTEX)

 Pond 3 Seep 
discovered near 
end of response
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Pond 3

 ADEM required 
limits less than 
15 ppb benzene 
to discharge 
into Peele 
Creek

 Blocked off 
culvert with 
bentonite bags
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Pond 3

30



December 2016 OSC AcademyRRT IV SPRING MEETING 2017

4. Recover Product

 Nothing 
revolutionary
 Pumps
 Skimmers
 Vac trucks

 Initial ratio over 
95%

 Offload into frac
tanks
 Scrub vapors

 Transport to 
Pelham facility
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Recover Product

 Recovery begs the question: How much was 
spilled?
 Colonial continually updated the estimate.

• 09/9 – Sheen; 1,000 gallons (verbal to OSC)
• 09/10 – 1,000 bbls (42,000 gal)
• 09/13 – 6,000 bbls (252,000 gal)

 Measurement taken directly from Pond 2 on 09/10
• 3.25 inches = 109,000 gallons on Pond 2 (1.25 acres)

 10/6 Final Estimate – 7,370 bbls (309,540 gal)
• Based on “Dynamic Discharge” + “Static Discharge” – “Product 

Recovered From Pipe”
 Recovered from Pond – 88,671 gallons
 Evaporated – 220,869 gallons
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5. Resumption of Service
 Two options

1. Repair existing line
• Impossible given 

saturated soil
2. Bypass

• Selected after efforts to 
dig out pipeline failed

 ColPipe had issues 
emptying the line
 N2 push insufficient

 Delays prompted 
selection of Opt 2

 Done under oversight 
of PHMSA
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Bypass
 Service 

restored on 
September 21

 11 days 
 Bypass 

approximately 
500 feet long

 PHMSA 
oversaw 
construction

35
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Break Site Removal
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Break Site Remediation
 Excavate soil 

around Lines 1 
and 2

 Water has to be 
managed

 Collected 1-2 gpd
at underflow

 EPA stayed in UC 
until Colonial 
could 
demonstrate no 
substantial 
release
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Break Site Remediation
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 Could only excavate 
one line at a time
 Bypass was on top 

of 2
 Stopples removed 

after bypass 
established

 Reestablishing 
service required a 
full line drain-up
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Line 1 Explosion

40

October 31, 2016
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Line 1 Explosion

 As part of the Line 1 
reestablishment of 
service, contractors 
were working about 5 
miles west of the 
original spill

 Excavator hit the line, 
rupturing it

 Flames reported 
hundreds of feet in air

 1 dead, 5 hospitalized
 1 additional death 1 

month later
41
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 Located about 5 
miles SW of 
original spill

 Excavating in 
order to 
evacuate Line 1 
for permanent 
repair

 Also rural, but 5 
nearby 
residences

42
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Fire Break

Fire Fighting

Credit: AP
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Air Monitoring

45

 Colonial and EPA 
contractors
 Particulates
 VOCs

 5 residences only 
due to remote 
location

 Mainly concerned 
with particulates 
due to voluminous 
smoke
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Air Monitoring
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 Air Monitoring 
 Supported 

shelter-in-place 
for 4 residences

 1 Evacuation 
• But returned next 

day
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Water Protection

47

 Cahaba pathway 
led to pond 
before hitting 
river.

 Explosion on watershed 
divide
 NW ► Shades Creek
 SE ►Cahaba River

Shades Creek

Cahaba River
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 3 boom sets 
applied

 5.0, 8.25, and 
15.5 miles

 Pond had 
adequate 
freeboard (15 
feet)

 Berm 
constructed 
around burn 
site
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Water Protection
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 Sampling
 BTEX / TPH

(GRO)
 Surface Water / 

Sediment
 Split samples
 14 Locations
 1 detection (8µg)

 Drinking Water
 7 wells in 1 mile 

radius
 No detections
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SPLIT SAMPLE LOCATIONS

t

DRINKING WATER WELL LOCATIONS

Water Protection
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 Line 1 shut down again
 RFG Fuel Waiver issued November 3

 Delayed repair of Line 1 at Pelham spill
 All internal Colonial resources committed
 Same contractor

 PHMSA / NTSB / OSHA investigation
50

Consequences
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Repair Pipeline
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Completion of Pelham Spill
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Contaminated Soil
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Removal from UC
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