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Marathon’s oil refinery near Anacortes, Washington. Source: Flickr 

Executive summary 

• Since 2019 seven oil refineries have closed across the United States, almost all without warning. 

Oil companies are planning at least two additional US refinery closures within the coming year. More 

are certain to follow as oil use peaks and economies decarbonize. 

• Combined, recent refineries’ abrupt closures cost more than 3,400 high-paying jobs and $21 

million in local tax revenue annually in the communities that hosted them. In many cases, 

communities lost their biggest employer and taxpayer virtually overnight.  

• The abrupt nature of almost all of the closures prevented communities from weighing in on a 

transition plan. The companies that owned the refineries ------HF Sinclair, Marathon Petroleum, 

Philadelphia Energy Solutions, Phillips 66, and Shell------ made decisions about the refineries’ futures 

behind closed doors, following one of three paths:   

o Two refineries are keeping skeletal operations open to store oil or ‘‘idle’’ indefinitely, laying off 

almost all of their workers and forgoing environmental cleanup.   

o Four refineries are converting to processing biofuels, in most cases with a sliver of their 

former workforce and no environmental remediation of the sites. Plus, some environmental 

groups object to the continued polluting impact of refining biofuels.  

o Just one refinery is redeveloping entirely, in Philadelphia. There, nearby residents are 

concerned that they have not been adequately informed about remediation plans and that 

the new owner has not signed a community benefits agreement.  

• Washington state has the chance to learn from these recent closures and do things differently. 

Marathon Petroleum, HF Sinclair, and Phillips 66, the same owners of several recently closed 

refineries, own three of the state’s five oil refineries.  

• More than 2,000 employees work at Washington’s refineries, plus an additional average of about 

2,400 contractors annually. The refineries together paid more than $24 million in local property taxes 

in 2021, primarily in Skagit and Whatcom counties.  

• Washington can start planning ahead now with its own refinery-hosting communities to avoid the 

economic shocks and environmental hazards that oil corporations left in their wake in other cities and 

towns around the country. The question for Washington state, which does most of Cascadia’s refining, 

is not if the state’s oil refineries will close but rather when, how, in which order, and what comes next? 

 

mailto:emily@sightline.org
https://www.flickr.com/photos/briarcraft/32048235600/in/photolist-QPZzUd-24gQpDG-cYzJJY-oS7zm-9xi7FE-58f3x8-CKohRk-2hViqQ9-CifXaw-71kzXY-58f6jk-58f5zx-58jfdG-58f4gr-58f34D-58f3Xc-D3JkgL-GD3c9U-2gsycyU-dnNYie-ga19sn-MmpQvz-2aoK15X-3j44EK-9LmWaB-odxZbt-dLa6AX-Hqo8f1-HuRpiW-HjRnub-GxW7RK-CH5H2U-8uwEnk-5eH4tm-GxVrtX-GxSGQK-HjPr6o-GxVFpx-GxSJEg-GxKpbb-GxKtx7-GxKr8s-GxKrCf-GxWcpT-2jDARo9-GWZdV2-e4EJ5B-Hnj5GM-HjPqSN-GxKy9w
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Introduction 

Global climate progress means that oil refineries inevitably will start closing. In fact, they already 

have. Since 2019 seven refineries have shuttered in the United States alone.i, 1 Refiners’ current 

windfalls belie their long-term decline: analysts expect oil demand to peak between the mid-

2020s and mid-2030s, and as many as 20 refineries across Asia, Europe, and North America 

could shut their doors in the next few years.2 ‘‘There will never be another new refinery built in 

the United States,’’ predicted Chevron CEO Mike Wirth in June 2022.3   

The question for Washington state, 

which does most of Cascadia’s refining, 

is not if the state’s oil refineries will close 

but rather when, how, in which order, 

and what comes next? 

Recent US oil refinery closures illustrate 

what Washington would be smart to 

avoid: unplanned, unexpected, and 

sudden shutdowns. All but one of the 

seven closures since 2019 precipitated 

the swift loss of hundreds of high-

paying jobs and erased millions from 

local governments’ coffers. As a result of 

the closures, property tax revenues in 

refinery communities are down by more 

than $20 million annually so far, ii and 

more than 3,400 workers have lost their 

jobs. In some cases, the abrupt nature of 

the closures also pitted community 

members against each other. Some 

wanted the long-polluting facilities 

gone, and others were desperate to save 

their livelihoods. Without exception, oil 

companies decided the refinery sites’ 

future without community input. 

                                                       
i In addition, a refinery in the US Virgin Islands attempted to restart in 2021 after a decade idle, but the EPA ordered it shut it 

down just a few months later due to imminent health threats to nearby residents. Several other refineries have partially 

closed in recent years; Sightline has not included them in this report. 
ii $20 million is the difference between the average of three years’ of property tax payments pre-closure and the most recent 

tax payment post-closure for the six refineries for which data was available. The Philadelphia Department of Revenue, Office 

of Property Assessment, and Department of Commerce have not replied to Sightline’s request for information about the 

former Philadelphia Energy Solutions refinery’s taxes. 
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Each of the seven refineries that shut 

followed a different post-closure path, 

none ideal, from the perspective of 

workers or the environment, but 

some better than others. In a lose-lose 

outcome, two facilities managed to 

stay technically open as ‘‘idled’’ 

facilities or oil storage terminals. The 

owners slashed all but a handful of 

jobs while forestalling full cleanup. 

Incidentally, the two companies 

pursuing that approach are Phillips 66 

and Marathon Petroleum (Marathon), 

which also own two of Washington’s 

refineries. Four other refineries are 

attempting conversions to produce 

biofuels, mostly ‘‘renewable diesel,’’ or 

have completed such conversions. iii 

Again, owners of Washington 

refineries are among this group: 

Marathon and HF Sinclair. (BP’s 

Washington refinery already produces 

some renewable diesel, and 

conversion is a much-discussed 

option for Washington’s refineries.) 

The companies promise some new jobs but almost always fewer than the oil refineries had 

provided. Meanwhile, some groups hotly contest the purported environmental benefit of 

refining biofuels, and full remediation is not possible while the sites are still in use. 

Just one refinery, in Philadelphia, is being totally redeveloped. There, nearby community 

members, who for decades suffered from the site’s pollution, are concerned about the 

adequacy of the cleanup and the purported economic benefits of the new logistics hub that is 

replacing the refinery. 

Washington has a chance to do things differently. Not to save a dying, polluting industry but to 

create a smoother path for workers and communities, by planning ahead now. Otherwise, the 

refinery owners and the whims of the volatile oil market may chart the state’s future for it. 

 

 

                                                       
iii Renewable diesel is chemically identical to petroleum diesel but produced from vegetable oil (primarily soybean and corn 

oil) or animal fats instead of from crude oil. 
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Two refineries skirted responsibilities by maintaining 

skeletal operations 

An ‘‘indefinite idling’’ in Gallup, McKinley County, New Mexico 

 
Marathon's idled refinery in Gallup, NM. Source: Library of Congress  

The city of Gallup, New Mexico, population 21,000, sits on Route 66 in the northwest part of the 

state, a short distance from the Navajo Nation. The city’s residents, roughly half of whom are 

Native American, have struggled economically.4 A third live under the Census Bureau’s poverty 

line. So when Marathon, the United States’ largest oil refining company (and owner of 

Washington’s third-largest refinery, in Anacortes) announced in August 2020 that it was closing 

its 65-year-old Gallup refinery and laying off 220 workers, many in the town reeled.5 

The unexpected nature of the closure, driven by the pandemic-induced crash in oil demand, left 

many who had worked at the refinery for decades scrambling to find comparable employment. 

One refinery worker who had been employed at the refinery for ten years told the New York 

Times that ‘‘no other jobs pay as well’’ in the area.6 The city’s mayor predicted that the closure 

would ‘‘affect all the businesses’’ in the city.7 McKinley County, home to the refinery, has lost 

about $3 million total so far in property taxes, which fund services including schools and 

hospitals. iv 

Despite laying off all its workers, Marathon has thus far managed to squirm out of its cleanup 

obligations by maintaining that the refinery is not officially closed. Marathon calls it ‘‘idled 

                                                       
iv In 2020 the refinery paid $2,074,231 in property taxes to McKinley County on its largest tax parcel. That payment dropped 

to $547,996 in 2021 and $543,124 in 2022, according to documents the McKinley County treasurer shared with Sightline. 

https://tile.loc.gov/storage-services/service/pnp/highsm/65800/65890v.jpg
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indefinitely.’’ This is a strategy Marathon is employing to avoid the long and expensive task of 

clean-up, a representative from the New Mexico Environment Department told Sightline. He 

estimates that cleanup, which under New Mexico law requires restoring the land to residential 

land use standards, could take 20 to 50 years and cost tens of millions of dollars. For now, the 

refinery continues to ‘‘idle,’’ without workers, on heavily polluted land, and with no plans in sight 

for redevelopment. 

A conversion to an oil storage facility in Belle Chasse, Plaquemines 

Parish, Louisiana 

 

 
Phillips 66's flooded oil refinery in Belle Chasse, Louisiana after Hurricane Ida. Source: Flickr 

Plaquemines Parish, Louisiana, looks quite different than Gallup, New Mexico, but a similar fate 

befell one of its oil refineries in the town of Belle Chasse. Just outside New Orleans, Plaquemines 

is predominantly white, with roughly half the poverty rate of Gallup.8 Belle Chasse is the largest 

community in Plaquemines Parish and part of the Greater New Orleans metropolitan area. The 

parish encompasses the final stretch of the Mississippi River before it reaches the Gulf of 

Mexico, a busy route for Louisiana’s many oil tankers. 

In August 2021 Phillips 66 (owner of one of Washington’s refineries in Whatcom County), put its 

refinery in Belle Chasse up for sale as part of the company’s overall shrinkage of its refining 

portfolio.9 But after Hurricane Ida damaged the refinery and reduced its value by $300 million, 

the company announced in November 2021 that it would instead shut down the refinery and 

convert it into an oil terminal, a facility where oil is stored until it is shipped elsewhere.10 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/coastguardnews/51431457718/in/photolist-d9UqDo-d9Uq9H-d9UqFd-d9UtWj-d9UqHb-d9Uu5C-d9Uu19-d9Uqz7-d9UtgX-2mmSfP9-2mmPEx1-2mmSfPz
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Once again, the abrupt nature of the closure left the community scrambling. The refinery had 

been the largest private employer in the area.11 Phillips 66 laid off roughly 470 employees and 

severed ties with 400 contractors.12 The refinery had also been the parish’s biggest single source 

of property tax revenue, paying $7.4 million of the parish’s total estimated $60 million in tax 

revenue in 2021.13 (This is about the same amount as the two refineries in Skagit County, 

Washington, paid the same year.v) 

By continuing slimmed-down operations as a terminal, Phillips 66 managed to stay in business 

while offering minimal economic benefits to the surrounding community. Just 27 hourly 

workers continued on to operate the terminal.14 And the Plaquemines Parish assessor’s office 

anticipates that the local government’s tax revenue will fall significantly once it reassesses the 

property’s value as a storage facility in 2023.15 Already, Phillips 66 is appealing its 2022 

assessment, saying it is too high, the Parish assessor told Sightline. To top it off, a full 

environmental cleanup is impossible as long as the site operates as an oil terminal. 

 

Four refineries are converting to produce biofuels, 

raising environmental concerns and offering fewer jobs 

A pilot conversion in Cheyenne, Laramie County, Wyoming 

Some oil companies are pursuing a different path to delay their demise: converting refineries to 

produce biofuels such as renewable diesel. They are incentivized by policies, including the 

federal Renewable Fuel Standard program, California’s Low Carbon Fuel Standard, Oregon’s 

Clean Fuels program, and Washington’s upcoming Clean Fuel Standard. 

Cheyenne, Wyoming’s capital and most populous city, with 65,000 (mostly white) residents, is 

home to one of the first US refineries to test out this conversion strategy.16 In 2020 HF Sinclair 

(which owns one of Washington’s refineries in Skagit County) announced it was shutting down 

its Cheyenne oil refinery to convert it to be able to produce biodiesels. The converted refinery is 

now up and running, turning soybeans into renewable diesel that it sells to fuel producers and 

importers in California.17 

But the retrofitted refinery produces just 12 percent of the quantity of fuels it used to.vi, 18 

Correspondingly, it offers the local community a fraction of its former jobs and tax benefits. The 

company laid off most of its workforce------about 200 employees------in 2020, causing Cheyenne’s 

mayor to describe HF Sinclair’s decision as a ‘‘gut punch.’’19 Today about 80 people work at the 

converted facility, and HF Sinclair’s property taxes dropped from about $3.2 million in 2020 to 

                                                       
v HollyFrontier paid at least $4.3 million in local property taxes in 2021, and Marathon paid at least $3.5 million the same 

year, according to the Skagit County assessor’s office. 
vi The oil refinery’s capacity was 52,000 barrels per day. The renewable diesel facility’s capacity is 6,000 barrels per day. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-hollyfrontier-refining-cheyenne/hollyfrontier-to-convert-oil-refinery-into-renewable-diesel-plant-idUSKBN2383LF
https://www.spglobal.com/commodityinsights/en/market-insights/latest-news/agriculture/110321-refinery-news-hollyfrontier-cheyenne-rd-conversion-complete-by-end-week
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just under $670,000 in 2022, a nearly 80 percent plunge.20 The long-term tax implications of the 

conversion remain to be seen.vii 

Once again, full environmental cleanup is not possible while the facility is still operating. ‘‘There 

is contamination there that won’t be able to be cleaned up until [HF Sinclair] decommissions 

the equipment and buildings,’’ a representative from Wyoming’s Department of Environmental 

Quality told Sightline. He estimated that the cleanup could cost tens of millions of dollars and 

take decades, given the site’s level of contamination. 

What the HF Sinclair refinery could become if it were cleaned up would depend on many 

factors, including just how polluted it is. But an idea of a different future can be found just a few 

hundred miles away, in Casper, Wyoming. There, a refinery that BP shut down in 1991 is now a 

multiuse site with a business park, golf course, and kayak course that employs more than 200 

people.21 

A proposed conversion in Convent, St. James Parish, Louisiana 

 

 
Part of Cancer Alley in Louisiana. Source: Flickr 

Between New Orleans and Baton Rouge, just a few miles from the Phillips 66 refinery in Belle 

Chasse, is ‘‘Cancer Alley.’’ This is a stretch of the Mississippi River that residents and 

environmental justice advocates have so dubbed due to the disproportionately high cancer 

rates in nearby communities, particularly Black communities.22 Cancer Alley is home to 150 big 

                                                       
vii In 2020 HF Sinclair paid $3.2 million in property taxes to Laramie County, according to the Laramie County assessor’s 

office. This decreased to $1.6 million in 2021 and $0.67 million in 2022. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/ginesalberto/15315030181/in/photolist-pkkwUv-2j5bThj-rpsMf-LN9WHV-2kv4XcF-9Xh28o-r8mNp-LC1inP-2nfAanq-Lvhcps-LNabbM-LK3HKz-KHYC3c-LiG7vG-LEPrSx-d2qqMo-d2qpq1-hBGAQ-En4T3Z-LRsXJH-KY7MAS-LEMjvc-LxR17D-LNqZ51-LBM7xU-56FffK-LC8FdP-23z4scZ-9HMS8o-23z4ryK-23z4rMR-LEKswM-bL3FSV-KY2yu1-JFrbkX-23z4rGF-LJog9R-2d5uMFU-23z4rRP-2d5uM3j-2d5uLV5-LC6HQB-LNqeRY-LRtRsn-LC8YeT-KUkJwo-2d5uLHb-2d5uMBf-2d5uMnC-2d5uLvh
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polluters, including refineries, plastics plants, and chemical facilities.23 A Shell oil refinery in 

Convent, a small town in St. James Parish within Cancer Alley, was once among them. 

Like Phillips 66, Shell first tried to sell its refinery, putting it on the market in July 2020 as part of 

the company’s broader strategy to reduce its refining and chemicals portfolio by more than 

half.24 (Shell also sold its refinery near Anacortes, Washington, in 2021 to HollyFrontier, now HF 

Sinclair, for $350 million.25) But Shell failed to find a buyer and so announced in November 2020 

that it would shutter the refinery. 

What happened next should be familiar by now: St. James Parish lost its biggest single 

taxpayer, which will cost the parish an estimated $26 million in revenue between 2021 and 

2023.viii, 26 More than 1,000 people lost their jobs------about 700 employees and 400 contract 

workers.27 

Then in February 2021 Shell announced that it planned to invest $1.48 billion to convert the 

refinery and begin producing ‘‘sustainable aviation fuel’’ and renewable diesel.28 Once that 

conversion is complete (currently projected for 2028), Shell estimates that the new facility will 

create just 24 new permanent jobs.29 

And as with the former Phillips 66 refinery in nearby Belle Chasse and the HF Sinclair refinery in 

Cheyenne, full remediation of this site is not possible while it is still operating. The 

environmental impact of the site’s conversion to biofuels is also yet unknown, including 

whether it will prolong some of the long-standing environmental injustices in St. James 

through continued air pollution. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                       
viii Shell paid $19.4 million in property taxes in 2020. Based on an agreement between Shell, St. James Parish, the school 

board, and the sheriff’s office, the company agreed to pay $17.4 million in 2021, $10 million in 2022, and $4.5 million in 

2023. $26 million is the summed difference between the 2020 tax value and the negotiated tax levels between 2021 and 

2023. 
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A controversial conversion to biofuels in Martinez, Contra Costa County, 

California 

 
Marathon's refinery in Martinez, CA. Source: Contra Costa County site 

Closer to Cascadia, in the San Francisco Bay Area, sat another of Marathon’s refineries. While the 

place looks different, the story repeats. Martinez, a city of 38,000, is in California’s Contra Costa 

County and has a median household income of $109,000, a poverty rate roughly half the 

national average, and a predominantly white population.30 

Just as in Gallup, New Mexico, so too in Martinez: the sudden drop in oil demand due to the 

pandemic led Marathon to shut its refinery suddenly in 2020, laying off 740 workers.31 (That’s 

about the same number of employees at Washington’s largest refinery, the BP facility in 

Whatcom County.) Marathon’s Martinez refinery was one of the top taxpayers in Contra Costa 

County; so far, its tax payments have dipped from a high of $8.5 million pre-closure to $3.7 

million in the 2022---2023 tax year.32 The steady decline in the company’s tax payments has cost 

the county at least $14 million total. ix  

In environmentally minded California, the complicated politics of a big polluting facility’s abrupt 

closure were on full display. Hollin Kretzmann, an attorney with the nonprofit Center for 

Biological Diversity in Oakland, summed up many environmentalists’ views in an interview with 

KQED: ‘‘Communities near this dangerous refinery can breathe a little easier now that 

operations have halted, but the state desperately needs a just transition plan that protects 

workers when oil companies toss their employees to the curb with little warning.’’33 

                                                       
ix In 2018–2019, Marathon paid $8.5 million to Contra Costa County in property taxes for one of its parcels of land. Sightline 

compared this to the subsequent tax bills on the same parcel for the subsequent four tax years. The difference is $14 million. 

Source: Contra Costa County Tax Records. Marathon likely paid additional taxes on other parcels. 

https://www.contracosta.ca.gov/ImageRepository/Document?documentId=69014
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Then in November 2020 Marathon filed for a permit to convert the site to a renewable diesel 

plant.34 Contra Costa County approved the permit in March 2022.35 The conversion alarmed 

some local environmental groups, which sued the county over what they said was a rushed 

approval and an incomplete and misleading environmental review.36 Among the groups’ 

concerns are the potential role of biofuels in driving food insecurity; the climate impact of 

converting forests and other carbon sinks to grow biofuel feedstock such as soybeans and corn; 

local air, water, and soil pollution from refining biofuels; and the delayed full remediation of the 

heavily polluted site.37 

As for the jobs saved by the conversion, Marathon has indicated that it will hire about 110 

people, just 15 percent of the 740 the oil refinery once employed.38 

A case of exceptions in Dickinson, North Dakota 

 
Soybean fields in North Dakota. Source: North Dakota state site soybean report 

Some 1,500 miles away from Martinez, California, is the small city of Dickinson, North Dakota. 

Dickinson is home to yet another oil refinery that has converted to make renewable diesel. The 

refinery, which MDU Resources Group and its partners opened in 2015, was the first new refinery 

built in the United States since 1976.39 Almost immediately it faced financial trouble. The owners 

lost $7.2 million in the first quarter of 2016 and sold it at a loss to Tesoro later that year.40 

Searching for a way to salvage the facility, Tesoro (by then known as Andeavor) announced in 

2018 it would fully convert the refinery to produce renewable diesel after a successful small-

scale pilot the year prior. Marathon, which merged with Andeavor in 2018, completed the 

conversion in 2021.41 The Dickinson refinery is now the second-largest renewable diesel 

producer in the United States.42 

Perhaps thanks to this lead time, Dickinson and surrounding Stark County avoided some of the 

job and tax losses other refinery communities suffered when the refineries abruptly closed and 

later tried conversion. Marathon does not appear to have laid off any of the 80 employees that 

worked at the former oil refinery.43 The company says that it now employs 100 people at the 

retrofitted facility.44 The refinery also paid roughly the same amount of property taxes (about 

https://www.nd.gov/auditor/sites/www/files/documents/Reports/State/2021%20Soybean%20Council%20-%20SAO%20Report.pdf
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$1.4 million) to Stark County in 2015 (pre-conversion) as in 2021 (post-conversion). Still, it has not 

yet reached its 2016 pre-conversion tax payment peak of $2.1 million, according to county tax 

records.x 

Given this relatively smooth transition, the Dickinson example may look like a tempting road 

map for Washington refineries to follow. Indeed, it does show some benefits to planning ahead. 

But the specificities of the case reveal how unlikely it is that a Washington refinery could follow 

the same path. For starters, the Dickinson refinery’s original capacity of 19,000 barrels per day is 

less than half that of Washington’s smallest refinery (in Tacoma). This made it relatively easy to 

maintain a comparable level of output of the new product and, correspondingly, a similar-size 

workforce. Plus the Dickinson refinery produced mostly diesel before its conversion, meaning 

that most of its capacity could be replaced by renewable diesel. Washington refineries’ output, 

however, is just 23 percent diesel.45 And unlike the Washington refineries, the newest of which 

was built more than 50 years ago, the Dickinson refinery was arguably less deeply embedded in 

its local community, given how recently it had been built. Finally, North Dakota is one of the 

United States’ top soybean and corn producers, unlike Washington, providing the Dickinson 

refinery with easy access to the feedstock necessary to make renewable diesel. 

Business questions aside, the environmental impacts of the conversion should also give 

Washington refinery communities pause. The Dickinson refinery’s point source greenhouse gas 

emissions increased after its conversion, largely due to the construction of a second hydrogen 

plant to process the new fuel.xi, 46 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                       
x Based on the taxes paid on the refinery’s largest tax parcel. 
xi See the application package Tesoro submitted to the North Dakota Department of Environmental Quality on March 23, 

2018. 

https://ceris.deq.nd.gov/ext/nsite/map/results/detail/5009864111485120560/documents
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Just one refinery that recently closed is fully 

redeveloping 

A sudden closure pitted environmental justice and labor groups against 

each other in Philadelphia 

 
Artist's rendering of the "Bellwether District," site of the former PES oil refinery in Philadelphia. Source: Hilco Bellwether District 

Project Site 

Like their counterparts in the San Francisco Bay Area, some environmental and community 

groups in Philadelphia were eager for the oil refinery in their city to close and be replaced with 

something cleaner and greener. What they didn’t want was what happened: a dangerous 

explosion that resulted in an abrupt closure, followed by redevelopment with minimal 

community involvement or oversight. 

The Philadelphia Energy Solutions (PES) refinery had been the oldest and largest on the US East 

Coast, dating back to 1870. It was also Philadelphia’s top air polluter.47 The zip codes 

surrounding the refinery, where the populations are predominantly Black, also have some of 

the highest asthma rates in the city.48 In 2017 environmental justice group Philly Thrive tried to 

kick-start a community-led conversation about planning for refinery transition and surveyed 

local residents about the site. Some 82 percent of survey respondents expressed negative 

feelings about the refinery, and most wanted the site to be cleaned up and made safe.49 

But instead of a planned transition, the PES refinery shuttered without warning after a huge fire 

in June 2019. The company announced that it was too expensive to make necessary repairs and 

would be laying off about 1,000 workers, including about 640 union members.50 It then filed for 

https://www.hilcoredev.com/projects/hrp-philadelphia-the-bellwether-district
https://www.hilcoredev.com/projects/hrp-philadelphia-the-bellwether-district
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bankruptcy for the second time in three years.51 PES initially offered no severance pay to laid-off 

workers, even while it rewarded a handful of executives with $4.5 million in bonuses.52 

Ultimately the workers’ union managed to secure $5 million in total severance pay, equivalent 

to about $7,700 for each unionized worker.53 

The chaos of the unplanned transition meant that the company decided the fate of the refinery 

behind closed doors in a bankruptcy auction with minimal community involvement.54 

Meanwhile, tensions flared among groups with competing visions for the area’s future. Many 

former refinery workers hoped that PES would sell the site to another refiner.55 Environmental 

justice groups and many who lived near the refinery wanted a guarantee that the site would 

not become another fossil fuel facility. The city had no official power over what would become 

of the site because it was on private land, but a more inclusive, public, and much earlier 

deliberation process about the refinery’s future might have eased some of these conflicts. 

Ultimately Hilco Redevelopment Partners bought the site and is turning it into a multiuse 

complex that will house e-commerce, logistics, and life sciences businesses. Redevelopment is 

likely to cost billions.56 The company has rebranded the former refinery site The Bellwether 

District, which it says will create 8,000 union construction jobs and 10,000 permanent jobs over 

the next decade.57 That promise of jobs led the Philadelphia City Council to extend tax breaks to 

the company that the PES refinery had also enjoyed, a move some community members 

decried.58 

Hilco has demolished the refinery equipment and is in the process of remediating the site. 

Another entity, Evergreen, is responsible for cleaning up pre-2012 legacy pollution. Still, nearby 

residents are concerned about not being adequately informed about remediation plans; 

continued pollution at the site, including from cancer-causing benzene; and the lack of a 

community benefits agreement with Hilco.59 

Washington has no plan should one or more of its 

refineries close 

More closures are coming: Lyndell Basell Industries announced that it will be closing its 

Houston refinery in 2023, and Phillips 66 plans to convert another one of its refineries in the Bay 

Area to biofuels production by 2024.60 

A refinery closure may be coming soon for Washington, too. Marathon, Phillips 66, and HF 

Sinclair, three of the companies that have shuttered refineries in recent years, own three of 

Washington’s five refineries. Should a refinery shut its doors abruptly in Washington, hundreds 

of workers would be laid off, local governments would lose millions, and a mammoth and 

expensive cleanup would be required. More than 2,000 employees work at Washington’s five 

refineries, plus an additional average of about 2,400 contractors annually. The refineries 

together paid more than $24 million in local property taxes in 2021 (see appendix, table 2). These 

taxes cover public services, including schools, fire departments, and libraries. For example, the 

Blaine School District in Whatcom County received more than $2 million from the local 
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property taxes BP paid in 2021. At the same time, the Washington refineries have profited 

roughly $2 billion per year from their operations in the state between 2017 and 2019 (the most 

recent years for which data is available).61 

Some protection against a sudden closure is already baked into state law. Laid-off workers 

would qualify for state unemployment benefits, which include up to $25,974 over six months.62 

They could also access Worksource, a program to help them find new work, and apprenticeship 

programs.63 As for the environmental damage, the refinery owners could be liable for the 

environmental cleanup of the refinery sites under Washington’s Model and Toxics Control Act 

and required to pay for environmental remediation.64 

In other ways, though, Washington is wholly unprepared. The state and relevant counties have 

not identified industries that laid-off refinery workers might transition to, nor have they charted 

out how to manage sudden losses in tax revenue. There is no clear community-led vision for 

what the sites should or could become if a refinery closes down. Similarly, there are no 

guardrails to prevent refineries from lingering for decades as oil terminals or export facilities, 

with site cleanup stalled and paltry job figures and tax payments for local communities. 

Plus the cost of full cleanup is unknown, and if a refinery owner chose to file for bankruptcy, 

Washington taxpayers could be left on the hook for some or most of the costs. At the same 

time, other environmental cleanups in the state could go unfunded if a refinery closed 

suddenly. This is because the program that pays for them today is almost entirely bankrolled by 

a tax on refined petroleum products.xii, 65 

All these unknowns, plus the predicted declines in global oil consumption, point to the wisdom 

of planning ahead. 

Washington leaders have a choice. They can ignore the warnings and let a crisis dictate 

outcomes and impacts. Or they can start planning now. They can begin engaging with Tribes, 

refinery workers, and residents of Whatcom, Skagit, and Pierce counties. They can create a road 

map to alternative high-paying jobs and a healthy environment. And they can avoid the 

economic shocks and environmental hazards that oil corporations left in their wake in the 

communities of Gallup, Belle Chasse, Cheyenne, Convent, Martinez, and Philadelphia. 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                       

xii MTCA accounts for 40 percent of Washington Department of Ecology’s operating budget; MTCA is almost entirely funded 

through the Hazardous Substance Tax (HST). 

https://apps.ecology.wa.gov/publications/SummaryPages/2009060.html
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