Opinion: Line 5 is too risky for Great Lakes                                                                              Jim Carruthers and Will Lytle Published Nov. 5, 2019 
Northern Michigan does not want an oil pipeline near or under the Great Lakes. The risk is far greater than any unproven rewards.

In recent months, Enbridge, the multibillion-dollar Canadian corporation that owns the Line 5 oil pipeline, has poured hundreds of thousands of dollars into a Michigan public relations campaign to make it look like there is a groundswell of support for the proposed Line 5 oil tunnel, especially in northern Michigan. They also have been pushing unsubstantiated claims that Line 5 supports millions of dollars in jobs, millions of dollars in taxes and that Michigan’s economy depends on it.

Last week's court decision that says the tunnel deal Enbridge got from the 2018 lame-duck Legislature is legal doesn’t change the fact that Line 5 remains a dangerous pipeline in the Straits of Mackinac and beyond.

Let’s be clear. The Line 5 oil pipeline threatens Michigan jobs, families, businesses, investment and the Great Lakes. It is a Canadian oil shortcut through our state, and every day that rusty pipeline continues to borrow on its 67-year lifespan is another risk. 

Let us also be clear that the threat comes from the entire length of the pipeline that spans our state, and not just the five miles of twin pipes bouncing around 250 feet below the surface of the Straits where Enbridge wants to lock in a tunnel sometime in the next 10-15 years.

Enbridge has focused a lot of its public relations and lobbying on winning over conservative county commissions, and it has been working. The company has paid at least $63,000 to the Michigan Association of Counties for sponsorships and advertisements since the start of 2018, according to the association’s own disclosures.

Then a pro-tunnel resolution began circulating at commission meetings, each time with little to no warning or public discussion. When word of this resolution got out in Grand Traverse County dozens of people showed up with almost no notice and voiced overwhelming opposition, forcing the commission to delay passage. Hardly proof of a groundswell of northern Michigan support.

There is plenty of evidence that northern Michigan does not want this pipeline. Sixty-nine local governments, including Traverse City, and every tribal government in Michigan have passed resolutions supporting the removal or decommissioning of Line 5. Those resolutions actually came from residents, not oil industry public relations pros. And according to last year’s Independent Risk Analysis report, 95% of the 45,000 public comments received were opposed to Line 5 in the Straits.

There is tremendous public support for clean energy and concern about climate change in northern Michigan. Traverse City and Petoskey passed the first community-wide 100% renewable energy goals in the state. The clean energy economy is growing fast, and people here want to be part of it and reap the benefits. Oil pipelines are fossil fuel infrastructure of the past, and allowing Enbridge to spend years boring under the Great Lakes to build a tunnel would keep Michigan waters, jobs and communities at risk for decades longer.

The governor’s Upper Peninsula Energy Task Force is uncovering alternatives to the U.P.’s reliance on Line 5 propane, contrary to Enbridge’s claims that Line 5 is the only way to affordably get propane to the Upper Peninsula. Let’s let that task force finish its work and not make unsubstantiated claims about the supposed benefits of that Canadian oil pipeline and tunnel.

We can't ignore the well-documented potential for massive and permanent damage to Michigan and the Great Lakes from an oil spill, like the near miss last year when a ship’s anchor nearly severed the oil pipeline in the Straits. That’s the real risk.

Jim Carruthers is the mayor of Traverse City. Will Lytle is mayor pro-tem of Hancock.
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Opinion: Michigan's future runs through Line 5                                    Paul Griffin Published Nov. 5, 2019
When it comes to providing energy resources to Michigan, there is perhaps no asset more vital than Line 5, a major energy pipeline that for decades has brought Canadian crude oil and natural gas liquids into the state.

Today, through a 1,100-mile pipeline into the state, Line 5 safely and reliably delivers 23 million gallons of crude product to Michigan markets and supplies about two thirds of propane demand in the Upper Peninsula. These are important facts given that Michigan is what you may call "energy remote," lacking its own proven energy reserves, and that the Natural Gas Supply Association says a record high for natural gas could be on its way.

Unfortunately, Line 5 is in danger. That’s because Gov. Gretchen Whitmer and Attorney General Dana Nessel show no signs of approving a plan by the pipeline’s owner, Enbridge, to proactively replace the 66-year-old pipeline with a new and modernized version. Like the existing pipeline, the new version would run beneath the Great Lakes in the Straits of Mackinac and deliver 540,000 barrels daily. Instead of supporting a bipartisan bill that passed the Michigan Legislature last December that finalized the Line 5 upgrade, Nessel has used her legal power to stonewall the project.

But while energy resources in a new and improved Line 5 may not yet be flowing, misinformation about the project certainly is. That’s why it’s important that the people of Michigan understand the real truth about the project.

For starters, the project is much needed. A potential shutdown of Line 5 by Michigan politicians could mean that many in the state are left in the cold. That is an especially dangerous prospect given estimates of enhanced demand for natural gas this winter.

Second, the project won’t cost taxpayers a dime, an unusual feature of an infrastructure project of this size and scale. In fact, Enbridge will pay the entire $500 million price tag, and the economic impact of which will benefit Michigan communities in the form of tax revenues and wages.

Third, and perhaps most important, the proposal places a premium on safety. For example, Enbridge plans to encase the pipeline in a reinforced concrete tunnel that will provide access for maintenance crews and monitoring systems. This physical infrastructure would be supplemented by around-the-clock monitoring of the crossing by both human and automated resources, regular inspections that use inline tools, expert divers and remote operating vehicles, and the application of advanced technology in collaboration with Michigan Tech’s Great Lakes Research Center. In addition to that, Enbridge plans to operate the line at less than a quarter of its maximum design capabilities to minimize stress on the pipeline.

These improvements would only strengthen a pipeline that continues to operate safely, despite its nearly seven decades of service. 

Liquids pipelines deliver their products safely 99.999% of the time, and incidents that impact people or the environment continue to fall even as pipeline deliveries increase. The reality, too, is that nearly three quarters of all incidents in the energy transportation chain happen in operators’ facilities and not mid-route. The alternative to pipelines — putting more huge tanker truckers on Michigan highways — is much riskier.

Paul Griffin is the executive director of Energy Fairness, a nonprofit energy policy organization that brings together consumers, policymakers and other stakeholders to discuss energy policy in a fact-based, nonpartisan manner.
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