
Mayflower, Arkansas Tar Sands Spill

On March 29, 2013, ExxonMobil’s 95,000 barrel per day Pegasus Pipeline ruptured, sending roughly 5,000 barrels

(210,000 gallons) of tar sands diluted bitumen through the community of Mayflower, Arkansas.1 Some of the

spilled tar sands crude flowed through people’s yards and down their streets.2 While some of the very closest

homes to the spill were evacuated, many who lived just a few hundred yards from the spilled diluted bitumen

were not – and were exposed to dangerous levels of benzene, along with other pollutants such as octane,

cyclohexane, heptane, hexane, toluene, butane, pentane and more.3 Some community members experienced

severe headaches, nausea, and respiratory infections following the spill.4 Even nearly a year later, residents still

were facing headaches, dizziness, nausea and other health challenges – while being told it was safe to live there

– so that some have abandoned their homes, unable to find buyers.5

The Pegasus pipeline runs from Patoka, Illinois through Missouri and Arkansas to Corsicana and Nederland,

Texas.6 At the time of the spill, the pipeline was 65 years old, and had been built to transport lighter crudes at

lower pressures in the opposite direction—but was reversed in 2006 to transport heavier tar sands diluted

bitumen at higher pressures to the Gulf Coast.7 Until 2012, Exxon’s 90,000 bpd Pegasus pipeline was the only

pipeline to move Canadian diluted from the Midwest to the Gulf Coast.

Following the spill, the Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration (PHMSA) issued a Corrective

Action Order, requiring ExxonMobil to shut down the pipeline until certain conditions were met, and initiated an

investigation of the spill. PHMSA found nine probable violations of safety rules that may have contributed to the

spill, and ExxonMobil was fined nearly $2.7 million.8 On March 31, 2014 – just over a year after the spill – PHMSA

approved ExxonMobil’s request to resume operations on the Pegasus Pipeline at a reduced pressure of 80% of

the operating pressure at the time of the pipeline failure.9

As illustrated by the Mayflower spill and the 2010 tar sands spill into the Kalamazoo River, tar sands is risky to

transport, and poses health risks and clean-up challenges when it does spill. Further, the pipeline companies are

not doing their jobs to ensure that the communities through which they are transporting tar sands stay safe, and

U.S. government regulation of tar sands transport is inadequate. Building more tar sands pipelines like Keystone

XL and exacerbating these risks is the wrong path forward.
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