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British Petroleum and the Delay of I by

On March 23, 2'005, a massive explosi(?n rqcked the? British Petroleym refinery
located in Texas City, on the Gulf 9f Mex1c03 Just outside Galveston, At that time
this refinery was one of the largest in the United States: it employed 1,800 peoplej
covered 1,200 acres, apd converted 460,000 barrels of Crude.oil a day into gasoline and
high-value petrochemical productg The explosion occurred in a unit of the refinery that
produced one of those petrochemical p.ro-duct.s. Naphtha, an exceedingly volatile com-
ponent of crude oil, was isolated by dlstlllatloq ar%d.converted to a more usable form
through isomerization (a rearrangement of the 1nd1v1dqal atoms w@m each molecule
fhat changed the physical properties but not the chemical composition of the vgas) in
high-pressure vessels using high-temperature processes. The Fesultant output Wa; thel:l
used to raise the octane level of the gasoline that was the major oquut o.f the;l ref meryl;
The naphtha, the isomer derived from the naphtha, and the gasoline with the isome
additive were all highly combustible products. ;
The blast was sfr]zgg enough to rattle windows ip downtown Galves;grcl, 2s()e rr:li:
away, and was even felt in Houston, 35 miles distant. 1L01::c11 s:;fii llezil i
esponded quickly, but early reports i E<:)kesperson explained that
over 150 injured, many of those seriously burnefi. A BP sp bt brought back “on
the explosion had occurred while the isomerization untt WEE, : anng“al inspection and
m” to full production after having been Shut. dow&e BP spokesperson contin-
‘:’zu Staft'up periods were always a daI{gef?uS tlmcl:i; that are an inherent part—and
oo ally for the high-volatility “additive” Pro u
"—of petroleum refining.
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‘-'f ' {Nm York Times, March 24, 1005, p- Al4)




