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The Advantica Report is typical of ‘best practice’ commissioned consultants reports in that it tells the customer (in this case, the Minister) what he wants to hear, while at the same time protecting the consultants from responsibility for any tragic or catastrophic consequences.  The tiny printed statement at the bottom of the front cover sets the scene for this, as follows:

This Report is protected by copyright and may not be reproduced in whole or in part by any means without the approval in writing of Advantica Ltd.  No Person, other than the Customer for whom it has been prepared may place reliance on its contents and no duty of care is assumed by Advantica toward any Person other than the Customer. 

This Report must be read in its entirety and is subject to any assumptions and qualifications expressed therein. Elements of this Report contain detailed technical data which is intended for analysis only by persons possessing requisite expertise in its subject matter. 

The Executive Summary alone shows ample evidence of how this delicate balancing act, as between appearing to give maximum support to the customers objectives, while erecting bulwarks against any possible liability for doing so, is achieved.  Take for instance:

The levels of risk to an individual living in the vicinity of the pipeline were found to be within 

recognised international limits and “broadly acceptable”. However, the risk assessment submitted by Shell fails to recognise the uncertainty in the risk modelling for such high design pressures as 345 bar, and takes no account of societal risk to the local population as a whole.
The techniques used for this purpose by Advantica are essentially simple and readily recognisable but, just like the old-fashioned ‘three-card trick’, they succeed because of the practised skill of the performer on the one side and the credulity of the public on the other.  Consider for instance the extraordinary implications of the following seemingly innocuous statement:

Corrib gas is similar to that normally transported through gas transmission pipelines, with a very high methane content.  However, because the gas is unprocessed, small quantities of other fluids will be present, that introduce safety issues not normally of concern for onshore gas pipelines, notably internal corrosion, possible blockage of the pipeline due to hydrate formation, and the potential for H2S to be produced as the wells age.  [No mention is made of slug build-up, one of the greatest dangers.]

The simple ‘bag of tricks’ used to achieve this consultant report ‘ best practice’ include the frequent use of assumptions, assertions, limiting qualifications, understatements and omissions.  The use of any one of these on its own might, on occasion be acceptable but when used frequently and in a compounding manner the cumulative effect can be, and in this instance is, enormously misleading.  Two examples will have to suffice for present purposes, as follows:

In view of the societal concerns, the level of uncertainty in the risk analysis, the extent of extrapolation of onshore pipeline design codes beyond their normal range of application and mindful that the results of risk analysis are only one factor in the decision-making process, we believe that this measure should be taken and the pipeline design revised in accordance with PD 8010 (the replacement for the BS 8010 pipeline design code). We recommend that the pressure in the onshore pipeline should be limited to enable the pipeline to be reclassified as a Class 2 (Suburban) pipeline, with a design factor not exceeding 0.3, and the pipeline design revised in accordance with PD 8010.

And

The results of calculations undertaken on behalf of Shell and confirmed by Advantica’s own analysis, indicate that the pipeline would be expected to be withstand the worst-case ground movement event (albeit we recommend the results are checked by consideration of additional parameters), and that instability of the peat does not present a significant threat to the integrity of the pipeline. However, peat is one of the most difficult materials in which to construct pipelines. Documents supplied by Shell include reports by AGEC Ltd describing investigations of the ground conditions along the pipeline route, which appear to deal adequately with the ground stability issues. The recommendations made by AGEC should be followed in full and the proposed construction methods revised accordingly, in order that the ground stability issues are managed appropriately.

The Executive summary, which runs to only three pages affords the following glaring examples, yet they represent merely ‘the top of the iceberg’ and do not show the extreme excesses of special pleading or ‘spin’ which Section 6 displays

The very high design pressure of 345 bar has given rise to much of the concern expressed over the safety of the pipeline, even though in practice it is unlikely that the pipeline could ever experience such a high pressure and would normally operate at pressures around one third of that value.  345 bar is considerably higher than normally encountered in onshore gas transmission pipelines transporting sales quality gas (which rarely exceed 100 bar), and is well above the normal range of application of the relevant onshore pipeline codes and standards. However, such high pressures are more common in upstream gas processing, and pipeline technology for accommodating unprocessed gas at high pressure is well established, albeit usually offshore and remote from housing.

The consequences of a pipeline failure depend on many factors that cannot be known in advance of a failure, in addition to the pipeline diameter and the pressure. These include whether or not the release is ignited, the time of ignition, the size and shape of the crater formed in the ground, the distance between the ruptured pipeline ends and their orientation and the prevailing weather conditions at the time. As a result, there is no single value for predicted consequence distances (particularly as different measures for consequence distances may be used, ranging from observed burn damage to vegetation, to damage to property, and varying degrees of harm to people). 

The Minister has given unqualified welcome and approval for this report.  It would appear that his only concern is to go through the motions of the so-called public hearings (which effectively ended after one day) and the mediation process which is so loosely arranged that it appears little more than a PR exercise.  Taken together with these the Advantica Report represents the Minister’s best hope for confusing, misleading and by-passing aroused public opinion and anger.  He has failed before in such endeavours and will again, hopefully.

