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On June 25, 2003 a fire occurred at the Valero Refining Company’s Asphalt Plant in Benicia.  The fire started at about 2:00 PM in a storage area next to the plant.  A styrene polymer used in the asphalt manufacturing process is stored in this area.  The fire produced a large black plume of smoke visible throughout the area.  The winds were from the east, blowing the smoke over Benicia and toward the Carquinez Straights.  The fire was under control at about 3:45 PM.

District staff were on the scene to investigate the fire at approximately 2:10 PM.  The District took a number of downwind air samples for analysis.  District staff observed a “plastic” type odor downwind of the fire, and along the Cummings Skyway in Rodeo.

The District received one complaint regarding the smoke and odor as a result of this fire.  The District, Benicia Police and Fire Dispatch received numerous calls regarding the fire.

The City of Benicia ordered a “Shelter-in-Place” for the downwind communities at approximately 3:15 PM, due to the large amount of black smoke in the area.  The “Shelter-in-Place” order ended at approximately 4:30 PM.

The preliminary cause for the fire is still under investigation.  The District’s investigation of this incident is on going.  



Update:

The District issued a Notice of Violation to Valero for creating a public nuisance to the community when a Shelter-in-Place was ordered.

The Benicia Fire Department also investigated this fire and concluded that the cause was due to auto-ignition of the polymer material.  It appears that according to the Material Safety Data Sheet, the polymer material was improperly stored.  Valero removed the remaining unburned polymer material to a storage facility during the incident investigation.  The material and debris burned during the incident were cleaned up and disposed of to a landfill.

Valero has decided to discontinue use of this particular polymer material and had sent all the remaining stored material to a landfill.

 

