Four megaloads share a U.S. destination
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Turnabout 
For more than 60 years, the Billings refinery has safely and reliably supplied fuels to the Rocky Mountain region. It directly supports more than 450 workers and contractors while indirectly supporting thousands of others. Many small businesses in the region are reliant upon it. 

It is an award-winning enterprise, whose honors have included two prestigious ENERGY STAR awards; recognition from the Environmental Protection Agency and National Petrochemical and Refiners Association, as well as a Montana Governors Cup for Workplace Health and Safety. 

Needless to say, I'm proud to be the refinery manager. 

As we continue on our ongoing path to improve operations, we have reached a crossroad where some key equipment, called coke drums, are approaching the end of their useful lives. Replacing these will promote safe refinery operations, provide jobs, and maintain a reliable source of domestic fuels to Idaho and the Northwest. It is important to note that our refinery supplies Idaho with more than 7 percent - or about 100 million gallons - of the state's motor and jet fuel. 

While it is understandable that the movement of large equipment from the port, along Highway 12 and into Montana, has generated concern, some clarification and context is in order. 

The proposed ConocoPhillips shipments are completely detached and unrelated to any other proposed equipment transportation plans, including those contemplated by other companies. 

We need to deliver four shipments to our refinery in Billings to replace two aging coke drums. We are not developing a new project but merely undertaking necessary maintenance to an existing operation. Beyond these four shipments, we have no plans to transport any other large equipment along U.S. Highway 12. 

This is a serious project that has taken several years to develop. 

To make certain our limited shipments are properly handled, we have hired Emmert International, a Northwest company that for more than 40 years has specialized in planning and facilitating these kinds of shipments in the United States and around the world. For example, Emmert has safely delivered large highway shipments for Avista, an eastern Washington and northern Idaho utility, and Boeing. Emmert has spent years developing the plan and route for the shipments in consultation with the Idaho Transportation Department. 

Make no mistake, safety is our highest priority. 

Our four shipments will be escorted by Idaho State Police, who will be in constant contact with emergency personnel and, as an added precaution, an ambulance and paramedics will accompany the transport. Additionally, the trucks will be in radio communication with flaggers along the route who can warn of an oncoming emergency and allow the trucks to get off the road. Emergency vehicle access will never be compromised. Additionally, Emmert has posted a $10 million insurance rider to protect against any damage to public or private assets. ConocoPhillips, not the people of Idaho, will bear all costs of this project, including reimbursing the state for police and ITD officials to escort the trucks. 

Why U.S. Highway 12 and not another route? 

There is no denying that these are big loads and they require a highway with certain widths, traffic conditions, intersections, and weight and height restrictions. Emmert International and ITD have worked out an incredibly detailed transportation plan that literally describes every mile of the trip and contains numerous measures to ensure the shipments are carried out safely. 

Plans are in place to keep traffic flowing, prevent delays and keep the scenic and recreational qualities of U.S. Highway 12 intact. The trucks will travel between 10 p.m. and 5:30 a.m. ITD studies have shown there are less than 20 vehicles per hour on the road during this time and any resulting delays will be no more than 10 minutes. 

These transporters are also designed to be road-friendly. They are engineered to spread the load across multiple axles and comply with all road weight restrictions. Their top speed is only 35 mph, and they are quieter than logging trucks and other large trucks that regularly travel U.S. Highway 12 at night. 

Timing is everything. It's time to maintain our important refinery facility, time to strive for energy independence, time to keep people employed and time to do it in the right way. 

--- 

Steach is Billings Refinery manager for ConocoPhillips. 

