
Oil pipelines in the Northeast Kingdom: Should we worry?

What is the Portland-Montreal Pipeline?

The Portland-Montreal Pipeline (PMPL) is a series of 
three side-by-side oil pipelines, 236 miles in length, 
which originate in Montreal and travel through Quebec, 
Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine. In Vermont, the 
PMPL travels through ten Northeast Kingdom 
communities, from Jay to Guildhall (see below). It 
crosses fifteen bodies of water and comes very close to 
Crystal Lake and the Victory Basin Wildlife Management 
Area. The Black River, which the pipeline crosses, flows 
right into Lake Memphremagog.

These three pipelines were built between 1941 and 
1965. The smallest and oldest stopped transporting oil in 

1982. The second line is 18 inches in diameter and can 
carry 192,000 barrels of oil per day, while the newest 
pipeline is 24 inches across with a capacity of 410,000 
barrels per day. The largest pipeline is currently 
transporting crude oil from Portland, Maine, to Montreal. 
The 18 inch line was  temporarily deactivated in 2011 
and filled with nitrogen to help prevent interior corrosion.

The PMPL is owned in Canada by Montreal Pipe Line, 
Limited (MPL) and in the U.S. by the Port-land Pipe Line 
Corporation (PPL). MPL owns PPL, and they’re both 
owned in large part by Imperial Oil, a Canadian 
subsidiary of Exxon-Mobil.

The pipelines travel through the following Northeast Kingdom towns:
Jay, Troy, Newport, Irasburg, Barton, Sutton, Burke, Victory, Lunenburg, Guildhall

… and cross these Vermont bodies of water:

Missisquoi River, Beetle Brook, Ware Brook, Black River, Roaring Brook, Barton River, Annis Brook, Sutton 
River, Roundy Brook, Passumpsic River (East Branch), Moose River, Granby Brook, Catsbow Brook, Hudson 

Brook, Connecticut River

Have there been problems with these pipelines?

In 1950, 125,000 gallons of crude oil spilled near a 
pumping station in St. Césaire, Québec.According to the 
Newport (VT) Daily News, up to 165,000 gallons of oil 
from one of the pipelines spilled into Ware Brook in 
February, 1952 and eventually into the Black River and 
Lake Memphremagog. In 1960, a section of pipe broke 
near Waterford, Maine and leaked 1000 barrels of oil into 
a small brook.

 In 1999, another 11,900 gallons spilled at St. Césaire.  
In 2009, the PMPL was issued a “Notice of Amendment” 
by the U.S. Department of Transportation, requiring 
substantial “corrective action” to plans and procedures 
for emergency response training and corrosion controls. 
The pipelines are exposed at a number of stream 
crossings, where they appear to be uncoated bare steel.



Coming Next: Tar Sands Oil from Alberta?

A few years ago, companies including Imperial Oil and 
Enbridge proposed the “Trailbreaker” tar sands pipeline, to 
pump the heavy, corrosive tar sands product (which they call 
“dilbit”– for diluted bitumen*) at very high pressure from the 
Alberta tar sands across New England to Portland, Maine. The 
goal was to ship this material out of Portland to oil refineries in 
the Gulf Coast or overseas. That plan was shelved, but 
Enbridge has recently proposed reversing the flow of some 
500 miles of pipelines between Sarnia, Ontario and Montreal.

Although Enbridge claims that the flow reversals for their 
pipelines in Canada are stand-alone projects, its applications 
suggest a new plan to ship tar sands bitumen through 
Vermont. A new pumping station has been proposed for 
Dunham, Quebec, just five miles from the Vermont border. If 
built, it would be possible to reverse the flow of the PMPL, 
allowing the transport of heavy tar sands oil from Montreal to 
Portland.

What’s wrong with that?

The proposed Keystone XL pipeline through the U.S. 
Midwest, and the “Northern Gateway” pipeline through British 
Columbia, are currently blocked, due to the resistance of local 
residents and First Nations people seeking to protect their 
land and waterways, with the support of national 
environmental groups. Shipping this highly corrosive, oily 
substance to ports and refineries in the East may now be the 
tar sands developers’ path of least resistance . . . unless we 
can stop them here too!

Removing tar sands oil from the ground is a massively 
destructive business; it has been called the most 
environmentally damaging project on Earth. Tens of thousands 
of acres of Alberta’s boreal forest are destroyed in the 
extraction process, which dumps at least three times as much 
carbon dioxide into the atmosphere as conventional oil 
extraction. The transport of diluted bitumen poses unique risks 
that ageing conventional oil pipeline systems like the PMPL 
are not equipped to handle, especially not when they are more 
than 60 years old! The pipes were never designed to carry this 
highly corrosive mix.  

There is no upside for Vermont if tar sands oil travels through 
the Kingdom – no jobs will be created, for instance – and the 
downside is enormous. Spill rates for Enbridge tar sands oil 
averaged 1.5 per week over a ten-year period, according to 
the Natural Resources Defense Council. 

Just two years ago, a pipeline in southwestern Michigan 
ruptured, dumping more than a million gallons of tar sands oil 
into the Kalamazoo River along a 30-mile stretch and forcing 
the relocation of 150 families. The clean-up, still underway, is 
the most expensive inland oil clean-up in history, costing 
nearly $800 million to date. More than 320 people have 
reported medical problems consistent with exposure to crude 
oil. 

Imagine a spill of that magnitude occurring in Vermont, where 
we all depend on the health of our rivers and forests, and so 
much of our state’s revenue is from activities like fishing, 
boating, and camping. It would spell curtains for the Kingdom, 
with huge environmental and economic impacts statewide.

“Phase out of emissions from coal is itself an enormous challenge. However, if the tar 
sands are thrown into the mix it is essentially game over.”

    – Dr. James Hansen, Senior climate scientist, NASA/Goddard Institute for Space Studies

Let’s keep Tar Sands Oil out of Vermont!
       Contact:      Andy@350vt.org 
     802-999-5275
      Web: 350vt.org

* According to the Natural Resources Defense Council, diluted bitumen has organic acid concentrations up to 20 times higher 
than regular crude oil , and contains ten times more sulfur. It is 40 to 70 times thicker than conventional crude and diluted 
with chemicals such as n-hexane and benzene that are known to damage the nervous system and cause cancer. With 
abrasive materials such as quartz and silicates suspended in the mixture, tar sands oil flowing through a pipeline is akin to a 
highly toxic liquid sandpaper.
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