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Piper may call tune for North Sea safety

N THE wake of last week's
disaster at _the Piper Alpha cil
p]atfonn. there is growing eriti-
cism about and safety
Erwedures in North Sea.
xplosions wruckodthc platform last

R o
cutting, Britain's uction of

oil and n%'wm the North Sea by 12
per unL Occidental of ifornia

the platform.

Lawrence gam the head of a firm
of consulting engineers in Tyneside
m designs accommodation mﬁf-

or oil platfos 54 e
whole Ir:I of oﬂmm y:mk nli'
duﬁn and the time avaﬂaH!“F; the

Trade unionists are calling for the
government to set up an independent
y inspectorate. Currently, the
Depsnmenl of Ene 931 (DoE:l is
responsible for both
duction in the North Sea. e unmns
a]se- want the DoE to publish two
ris—one into an accident_on
Pilxrr\lpha in 1984 and another into
the effectiveness of life jackets and
the immersion suits that people wear
10 keep warm if they have to jump
into the sea.
The unions will argue
today at a meeting ofthe OII [ndustn'
Advisory Committee. They were due
1] péuem their case yesterday to the

The second report, which appar-

Helen Gavaghan

ently found the jackets and i suits
to be ineffective, was completed in April.
The DoE will not even show the report to
the oil companies, claiming that it would
breach commercial c,onﬁdenmhq-I

Full details of last week‘ are
unlikely to be known until the DoE
completes its technical inquiry. Jim Petrie,

head inspectors.
ﬂmac come from abmhxn and ﬂnne from
London. One isan expert on pollution. The

also announced a public inquiry

far, experts believe that sa.s escaped
a on module, and that a
explosion.

New Scientist went 10 survivors
said that they had noticed the smell of gas
near to the “conservation™ module, which
separates high- and low-value gases, two
days before the explosion.

Derwuamdwadtulw for 20
}rca was commissioned in December
976. Bnyy of this year, the had
Is extracting oil and gas and nine
Pumlnns water into the oil reservoir io
maintain_ pressure. It vielded 123 530
tonmes of oil per day and 340 000 cubic
metres of gas,
Occidental also owns the pipeline that

Orkney Isles (see map, over page). Wednes-
days explosion ruptured ‘mu line,

A bun?m u"u pipe at the Alpha Piper end
is el‘m’uwly preventing oil spilling into the
it will l't a valve in
Claymore field, so

the P
ul.her fields can begin production

that t

‘because compressed gas
A@hnmmmpmmﬁr
to raise the oil.

an ﬁnargvﬂmonmembﬁl
will not close. John Archer, professor
of eum engineering at Impenal
College, says that Adair will have to
fit new valves. If that waler,
which is denser than oil, act as
ipﬁu;aﬂdlnﬂumw.me
l.cnm will have to pour cement into

wells.

Alpha produces both oil and

en the mixture, which also
inciudes water, reaches the
baffle plate slows down the flow. '['.he
mixture then separates according 1o
its md;immwnmm the bottom, oil in
the and gas at the top.

The oil is pumped ashore, and the gas
serves a variety of purposes. Up to 10 per
m:htnves iurl:m?hlo pmduupeeh;cumutlz
on platform. Seme is pumped to
wﬂswmnxtfwmwrfmthewlo

he surface. The

ashore.
ﬁcﬂs 1o be oompressed.ml-tmjﬂ.@on
o

PR

pressor, powered Raolls-Royce
mu lurhme l.hs.tlslioupm to be the
cause of last week's explosion,

Archer says he can imagine several
mechanisms that could have caused a leak,
such as moving parts shaking with a
frequency that harmonised with the natural
frequency of, say, a pipe or valve. The reso-
nance would cause an even greater
vibration that could cause a crack. Once
the gas escaped, a spark from 1he moving
jparis cause the explosio

The number of deaths last Wodn:sduy
was S0 because the gas compression
module 15 below the accommodation
module. At about 2130 how
first explosion occurred, only
ondnly Man: were in the accom-

mognh Beside devastating the
ﬁﬂlmmuﬂﬂm modul;: the crmh
destroyed the control room, w sets
off alarms and ﬂmy ems.

Archer says that “with hindsight™ we

must ask whether a compressor should be »
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50
» 50 close to living quarters or a control
room. Comp are not neweqmpmen.t
and, acco to Archer, were probabl
not

ed as highly dangerous, A ﬁau
with the compressor was particularly bad
for P:per Alpha, mrdmswﬁn:hcr “On
most platforms there is space around the
com) . That was not 5o on ﬁﬁ;

he plal-fwm is 1mecwd by yd's

Epln; for
issues om:l'calcs on

purposes. The
the basis of Lloyd's in ions. Piper
had a ce te until 1991,

n the meantime, the oil wmpam:s do
umr own  maintenance Roger
Spiller, offshore mordmalo\r for the Manu-
facturing Science  Finance union, is
concerned about the decrease in mainte-
nance. He says that last year Amoco sent
out 8 memo asking for suggestions to cut
maintenance by 50 per cent.
iller's main concerns are the need for
| an inspectorate independent of the DoE
| trade nmnn mmmenmuum on  safety
ans

d an
end to the secrecy that surrounds some
reports prepared by the DoE.

Currently, the Health and Safery

Commission pays the DoE to oversee the
safety of offshore installations. The depari-
ment is also responsible for production
Ev;h.randSplller Iiunks:l{.ns leads loaool?-

of interests, “not e inspectors”, he
says, “but by their wil?;!wl masters”,

The DoE has eight |nspecm:s One of
these visited Piper Alpha eight days before
i The inspections are and

ramlsymvoh'c testing equipment, according
piller. The inspectors also examine
documents to ensure that people have the
correct permits for dangerous occupations

such as welding.

Different lations govern the role of
unions in offshore and onshore il indus-
tries. On land, the unions have the right to
insist on a y committée that they find
acceptable, and can nominate safety repre-

Orkney Isles
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!n I934 an explosion near the gas
conservation moduﬂ on Piper Alpha hurt
four people. The DoE investigated the acei-
dent and decided that no prosecution
should follow. The report was not widely
mculamd but it was shown to the

Mout rwem]y, the department commis-
sioned the Robert Gordon Institute of
Technolgy, in Aberdeen, to check the effec-
tiveness of immersion suits and life jackets.

HIGHLANDER

People wear immersion suits to keep
LI‘ ha\-t to umv into the i wnmers ol’
t mmmlssw the report

prn with valves in the

smuThmvaimiﬂthcalroutsﬂﬂlnllise
body is not too buoymt and an uncon-

a8
TARTAN  CHANTER
(Texaco)

"PETRONELLA (Texaco)

scious person does not tip face first into the

The study looked at six types of hfe
Jjacket and four of immersion suit.
the 24 combinations, only six kept th:
mouth and nose of an URCONSCIOWS PErson
clear of even a calm sea. “The DoE says it
c:annm publish the findi msn:!l of
confidentiality,” sa er,
"butldoutseewhy T‘heod.'lg:mpamu
could get together and commission their
own study.” a

AF[‘ER tk]e;x‘:ioslmplnstfhal mcﬁﬂked ﬂ']!(e
pet oil platform weel
tal Petroleum must consider
fulm of the Piper field.
cameé on siream in December
1976 and Occidental estimated then that

barrels of oil. The reservoir is also
lommnnho 3 m]honbln'ekof
nly p
eihlne)and g &aﬁmm‘
| | methane

gas.

| Occidental has two options which

might allow it to restart pumping oil from

| mem the wreckage
one is 1o repair the wi

the platform damaged last week. It will

take some time to find out whether or not

The topside, which sits on the jacket and
the amommodnug:c drilling
modules, uall

replaced.
ntal decides on a repair, then,
when the field runs dry, the company
w:mld.hmempa for the platform to be
. a firm of stock-
brclous. Con est Wood Mack-
enzie, estimat ﬂm it would cost about
£70 million 10 remove the platform,
which weighs more than 14 tonnes

Rise of the semisubmersible?

and stands in 145 metres of water.
_ Option two may prove the most attrac-
tive solution. The company could remove
lhtr:mmmts of the old and install
Floating Production m (FPS) of the
y%ﬂr for many tasks in the North Sea.
are two fundamental types of FPS.
One is a purpose-buill or_converted oil
tanker containing

convert a vessel, wlnch. wiould take about
6 to 8 months, This week, Oceiden
revealed thutlll:suhsua pipeline and well-
head equipment is severely damaged. The
wells will need 1o be ed. This could
cost a further £50 million.

Most sem.snhmem‘hﬂe drilling rigs are
pulinmdrydoc two years for a
rigs are not

to extract the oil and gas, process it and feed
itinto pipelines going athore. There are few
of these vessels in the North Sea and all are
committed 1o lengthy contracts with other

oil companies.
The second method involves using a
ible vessel such as those used

suitable for use as a production vessel that
is required to stay in position for about 10

The problem oFrcmmngthe wreckage
Alpha will remain regardless of
wh solution is chosen. Last , the

United Kingdom
= d different methods

in the early expluraunn of the
ficlds of the N SL;: Thmmmn If.lmt into
anchor over site & plug in” to
mn field. =5
These twe methods will produce ail from
the field sooner than the existing
platform and, when the oil is exhausted, the
tanker or umlsul:mwbic can be foated

Lﬁoc iLn ﬂn or sold.

of abandoning pmﬂonns, The thm I:lwc

fﬁ'ﬁ a::ele remmﬂ' Fur a platfbrm

such as Piper in the

toppling would cost half as mllcll as

plmalrmml.wmrhmlumwutdm
ciumcrs as much as complete

mmova

idental would, however, be able to

muldbcpuxgu-lmﬂtorquwdﬁnma
ch conversion is presently
onl m the Chariton Leshie

f
ﬁ:ms thal umlsugu:scm g et

e e e
tivel y i
between £100 and EISD mﬂimn 1o buy and

c:la:m tax relief proportional to the
amount of money that the government

from ihe field in M‘clcum
Revenue Tax. This might mean that the
British government could foot up to
three-quarters of the bill for decom-
missioning the platform.  John Howes




