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UnNiT ONE

Reading and Comprehension |

0il and Water — Drilling in the Gulf (X)

We fly out of Venice, Louisiana, with its flood-plain |
tures, and oil-patch heliports. Our Bell 412 helicopter, a 1
quickly passes over

, low-lying cow pas-

version of a Huey,

g islands of brown

na, or salt hay, ¢
canals and Studded with oil tank transfer stations.
We cross the southwest channel of the Mississippi and a §

line the color of choco-
€. As we fly beyond the first cluster of oil platforms, the water turns a strange
4de green. Soon we're some 50 miles off shore in deep blue water. Everywhere on the
horizon are oil platforms. There are 4,000 of these structures in the Gulf of Mexico to-
day. :

We circle a flat-topped platform called Pompano. Owned by BP, it’s the second tallest
bottom-fixed structure in the world, drilling into the floor 1,310 feet below the surface.

While President Bush’s talk of an energy crisis and plans for increased production of
fossil fuels have sparked controversy, few on either side of the debate have paid much
attention to the technologically driven boom in the deep water of the Gulf.

Today, offshore drilling accounts for 26 percent of U.S. oil and natural gas produc-
tion. And despite talk of drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge and in waters
off the West Coast, Florida, and North Carolina, 93 percent of offshore production
continues to take place in the Guif. In the early 1990s, there were reports that the Gulf
might be a “Dead Sea,” tapped out after 50 years of exploitation, but that was before
deep-water drilling technology took off, increasing Gulf oil production by 50 percent in
the past five years alone. Today, 52 percent of the oil and 20 percent of the natural gas
extracted from the Gulf comes from wells drilled in water depths of 1,000 feet or greater.

Drilling is rapidly moving toward depths of 10,000 feet or more, with Unocal re-
cently sinking a well in 9,743 feet of water. That’s too deep for a bottom-fixed plat-
form, but oil companies are extending their reach with new technologies such as cable-




2 POWER ENGINEERING

stayed and water-filled platforms, and proposals to replace oil Figs with production ships

| to the seafloor.

About 700 feet wide at its base, Pompano is taller than the Empire State Building.
We land on the helideck 12 stories above the water. Even with the copter’s rotor
stopped, the sea winds continue to whip against us at 30 knots. We climb down two lev-
els past some rigid enclosed lifeboats to the living quarters, walking on cookie-cutter
 that lets you see all the way down to the swells breaking against the platform’s

legs.

Entering the crew structure, we pass a three-button emergency panel marked
“Abandon Platform, Fire, and General Quarters.” The |
service, metal tables, bug juice

with its cafeteria-style
[, video player, and thick couches grouped
around the oversized TV reminds me of a number of work boats I've been on, minus the
sense of ocean movement.

“It’s just like an aircraft carrier in that the platform has to be completely self-
sufficient,” Hugh Depland, BP’s public relations guy, tells me.

Normally operated by a crew of 12 (who work seven days on, seven off), Pompano
is crowded with 22 extra men who are

the platform for the return visit of a
drilling rig. After five years of operation, Pompano’s production has declined from
about 68,000 barrels of oil a day to around 46,000 barrels (and 63 million cubic feet of
natural gas). Not bad, at over a million dollars’ worth of product every 24 hours, but
Pompano can do better, and will. The oil companies are now able to find oil-and-gas-
1 sands they once missed — using 3-D

imaging and computer-controlled bot-
tom sensors. And for older platforms like Pompano, the companies use what they call
4-D seismic studies, }  past production patterns into their computer analysis
might be found.

Down in the MCC, the highly automated Multi-Control Center, I meet George
Yount, the operations supervisor. He’s wearing a tan Carhartt work coat and BP hard
hat and looks like a “beach master” elephant seal, thick throated, well padded but
strong, with a
try 25 years.

Also working here is Wendy Lemoine, a thin, blond assistant engineer. While the
oil patch has been racially integrated for some time, it’s well behind the times when it
comes to women. Wendy is the only female among some 80 men on the two platforms

of where additional h

mustache and three-day growth of beard. He’s been in the indus-

I’ll visit out here, a fairly typical ratio. A chemical engineer on temporary duty, she says
that while she doesn’t mind the work, she’s definitely looking forward to getting back to
Houston where she’s based.
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After making sure I have a hard hat and ear plugs, George takes me down to the
well bay to see the Christmas trees (well pipes). On the way I look over the side and spot
about 200 good-size fish schooling around one of the yellow platform legs. A little fur-
ther out, the shaped bodies and yellow tails of a pa1r of dolphin fish (mahi ma-
hi) §fféak by. Later in the day we’ll spot a big manta ray cruising the area, its 9-foot
wings clearing the water like sails. While platforms haven t been shown to increase fish
product1v1ty , they do tend to concentrate fish, as do any structures in the ocean, be they
cora , shipwrecks, or simply barrels of waste.

The Christmas trees are 23 vertical well pipes (plus two water reinjection pipes)
married to small chokes

and connectors so the oil can be separated (through “heater/
treater” processors) and the gas |

i before being pumped into big 12-inch pipes
running to “the beach.” George turns a small ca

ty ot to show me the raw
crude, a light-colored mix of oil, water, and gas that he lets run over his fingers. BP,
which used to dump its processed water over the side, now reinjects it into the wells to
keep the head pressure up. During the 24 hours before I arrived, Pompano produced
46,641 barrels of oil, 63,887,000 cubic feet of gas, and 15,692 barrels of sub-seabed water.
Along with wells drilled from the platform, Pompano also has a “tie-back” pipeline
to eight sub-sea oil wells in 1,850 feet of water, 4", miles away, that were drilled and in-
“stalled by ship. A new platform under construction will have a 30-mile sub-sea tieback.
These tendril-like tiebacks represent a new trend toward remotely controlled operations,
with much of the work of surface platforms (like separating the oil, gas, and water)
now taking place on the seafloor.
Having shown me the drill deck (living quarters) and production deck, which also

houses the electric generators (the platform operates on 3.2 s of power),

George takes me down to the sub-cellar where the fire pumps, and utility
equipment are located. Here I get to check out the large gray pipes that drop to the sea-
bed before carrying the oil and gas ashore. The bottom of the Gulf is spider-webbed with
33,000 miles of pipes like these, along with underwater well heads and production com-
plexes.

A platform like Pompano costs around $ 350 million to build and operate, Depland
tells me. On the horizon we can see an even more expensive platform: Chevron’s $ 750
million Genesis Spar, which is supported by water

ates in 2,600 feet of water.

t and mooring lines, and oper-

That evening we eat a tasty dinner, including jar
bread, French fries, and ice cream. Rig dining may not be heart healthy but at least
none of the crew out here appear to be under-nourished. Later we go to sleep in double-
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stacked steel shipping containers converted to crew quarters.

The next day, we take the 15-mile from Pompano over to Amberjack.
Rigs, I discover, are named after their lease sales, which, for security reasons, are giv-
en theme-based
That way, if some drunk is in a Houston bar mentioning how many millions
his company bid on Bullwinkle, it won’t mean anything to an
themes have included rock bands, country-and-western singers, types of
fish, and, as with Bullwinkle, even cartoon characters.

Amberjack is the ultimate Tinkertoy. An active drilling rig, it towers 272 feet from
the waterline to the top of its bottle-shaped With a four-story metal crew build-
ing, [ tower, tanks, processors, » drill deck with 8,300 feet
of piping stacked 12 feet high, 1,000 barrels of drilling mud, mud shakers, cement, two
big yellow cranes, an offic » lifeboats, and hundreds of other pipes, tubes, racks,
gears, lines, and computerized systems hanging out over both ends of its legs on thick
steel shelves. Arhberjack is a structural salute to human igeRNitY. You know whoever
designed this thing doesn’t waste closet space at home. Still, from the air Amberjack
looks small and somewhat set against the whitecapped of the Gulf’s blue
waters.

by the oil companies’ secretive exploration departments.

Lease sale
» game

a

(From Popular Science. Vol. 259, No. 2., 2001)
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