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AFTER THE STORM – HURRICANE HARVEY AND THE IMPORTANCE OF 

GULF COAST REFINED PRODUCTS INFRASTRUCTURE [PART 2] 

August 29, 2018 
 

 It has been a year since Hurricane Harvey made landfall and devastated the Texas Gulf Coast, 
and the Atlantic Basin is once again entering peak hurricane season. Among the widespread and 
prolonged effects of Harvey was the disruption of refinery and refined product pipeline capacity along 
the Gulf Coast, which then reverberated in downstream markets across Texas, and the U.S. East Coast 
and Midwest regions. As such, a closer look at Harvey’s timeline provides key insights into the 
importance of Gulf Coast refineries to the broader U.S. market. Today, we continue our series on Gulf 
Coast refining and pipeline infrastructure, and how a natural disaster along the coast can impact the 
rest of the country. 

 In the first blog of this three-part series, we set the stage for a discussion of the events that 
unfolded during Hurricane Harvey, including a description of the Gulf Coast refined product 
infrastructure and its connectivity to the rest of the country. As was mentioned in Part 1, the Gulf 
Coast has the largest concentration of refineries in the U.S. with more than 8.4 MMb/d of installed 
crude distillation capacity between Corpus Christi, TX, and Southern Mississippi. When a natural 
disaster hits, a lot of infrastructure can get shut down or damaged, and fuel deliveries can become an 
issue across the country. With that in mind, today we’ll cover the chronology of Hurricane Harvey’s 
development as well as refinery and refined product pipeline outages along the coast as the storm 
unleashed its fury. 

 On Tuesday, August 22, 2017, the National Hurricane Center (NHC) issued a forecast that said a 
tropical disturbance — the beginnings of what would become Harvey — was sitting over the Yucatan 
Peninsula in Mexico (red “x” in Figure 1 below) and had a 70% chance of development within the next 
48 hours. At that point in time, the storm was expected to move into the Bay of Campeche, through 
the southwestern Gulf of Mexico and potentially make landfall in Texas somewhere between Corpus 
Christi and Houston. 
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Figure 1. Disturbance over the Yucatan Peninsula that would eventually become Hurricane Harvey. 
Source: National Hurricane Center 

 

 By Wednesday, August 23, as the storm followed the path predicted the day before, the NHC 
updated its forecast to a 100% chance of formation within the next 48 hours with a notice stating that 
“This system is likely to slow down once it reaches the coast, increasing the threat of a prolonged 
period of heavy rainfall and flooding across portions of Texas and Louisiana into early next week.”  

 By midday on Thursday, August 24, Harvey reached hurricane status and projections indicated 
that the Corpus Christi area was going to take the brunt of the storm by late Friday night. With 
forewarning of a strong storm coming, the energy industry began preparations by shutting in offshore 
production in the storm’s path and removing non-essential personnel from facilities. 

 When hurricanes are projected to make landfall nearby, refinery managers must make critical 
decisions about when to shut down and release workers. Since these are complex systems, refineries 
need time to cool and shut down safely so as to not damage equipment or release emissions. 

 On Thursday, the Corpus Christi refineries began their shut-down process. Additionally, ship 
loadings were suspended at the Port of Corpus Christi. 
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Landfall 

 By the morning of Friday, August 25, Harvey had strengthened to a Category 2 Hurricane and 
was situated about 140 miles southeast of Corpus Christi. The NHC was forecasting rain accumulations 
in the 15- to 25-inch range for the middle and upper Texas Coast through the following week (actuals 
ended up far surpassing those estimates), and landfall was expected close to midnight near Corpus 
Christi. Signs of impending fuel problems were taking shape as consumers quickly filled up their 
vehicles in areas between Corpus Christi and Houston. At this point, all three Corpus Christi refineries, 
the two condensate splitters, plus the Three Rivers refinery were shutting down. As we covered in Part 
1 of this series, the Corpus Christi facilities are key suppliers of refined products up through the Central 
Texas region, which includes San Antonio, Austin, and Dallas/Fort Worth. Genscape noted that Texas 
gasoline rack demand spiked 13% versus the previous day as residents began making hurricane 
preparations. In areas closer to the coast, such as Corpus Christi, gasoline rack liftings spiked 37%. 

 By the time Harvey made landfall northeast of Corpus Christi around 8 pm, it was a Category 4 
hurricane. Rainfall forecasts increased to 15 to 30 inches with isolated areas receiving 40 inches (this 
would still prove to be too low). The worst was yet to come as the storm stalled near Victoria, TX, a city 
in between Houston and Corpus Christi. 

 

One Day After Landfall 

 On Saturday, August 26, a day after landfall, Harvey was downgraded to tropical storm status 
and parked itself in between Corpus Christi and Houston with a slight southeastern movement. The 
Houston refining infrastructure was still in processing mode, although some refiners were adjusting 
rates due to logistical constraints since the ship channel was closed. These refineries included 
ExxonMobil Baytown, Marathon Galveston Bay, and Lyondell Houston. Meanwhile, with the worst 
behind them, the refineries in Corpus Christi started to assess their facilities for damage. Due to some 
fuel shortages that were starting to arise, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) issued fuel 
waivers to several areas which allowed for gasoline and diesel sales that did not meet the seasonal 
specifications. 

 

Houston Begins Having Problems 

 For the next couple of days — August 27-28 — as the storm continued on a slight southeasterly 
movement, increasing amounts of rain started to hit the Houston area. By Sunday morning, as massive 
amounts of flooding were starting to be reported across the Houston area, four more refineries 
announced they were shutting down, including ExxonMobil’s Baytown refinery, Shell’s Deer Park 
refinery and Petrobras’ Pasadena Refining System. 

 With the Ports of Houston and Galveston closed, reports came in that tankers carrying 
approximately 15.3 MMbbl of crude oil were waiting offshore. 

 

Beaumont/Port Arthur Troubles Begin 
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 Harvey was the storm that just would not quit. After being downgraded to tropical storm 
status, Harvey moved offshore before changing directions and moving back toward shore in the 
Beaumont and Port Arthur areas. The highest storm-related rainfall ever reported in U.S. history was 
documented in Nederland, TX, between Port Arthur and Beaumont, at over 60 inches of rain. 

 Over the course of the next couple of days — August 29-30, all four refineries in the Beaumont 
and Port Arthur areas were forced to shut down. These included ExxonMobil’s Beaumont refinery, 
Total’s Port Arthur refinery, Valero’s Port Arthur refinery and Motiva’s Port Arthur refinery. In addition, 
Marathon announced it was suspending operations at its Galveston Bay and Texas City refineries, 
where it had been running at reduced rates for the previous few days. 

 Figure 2 below shows those refineries which were completely offline (red triangles) or were in 
partial operations (yellow triangles) as of August, 30 (2017). Total shut-in refinery capacity peaked on 
that day with nearly 4.5 MMb/d of capacity offline or in partial operations (which we’ve included at 
50% capacity). 

 

Figure 2. Status of Gulf Coast Refineries on August 30, 2017. Source: Baker & O’Brien Estimates based 
on published news. Partially operating refineries are estimated at 50% of capacity. Refineries in Eastern 
Louisiana are not shown but were operating. 

 From August 31 to late September 2017, refinery and pipeline capacity remained in flux. Due to 
dwindling supplies of refined products in Southeast Texas, Colonial pipeline announced that the main 
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gasoline pipeline from the Gulf Coast to the Northeast would be shutting down on August 31. 
Colonial’s diesel and jet fuel pipeline had already shut down the prior evening. It would take until 
September 4, 2017 for Colonial’s pipeline shipments to start up again between Houston and Lake 
Charles, LA. 

 Similarly, Explorer Pipeline was forced to shut down both of its main lines from Houston to 
Chicago due to supply availability. It would also take until September 4 (2017) for pipeline shipments to 
start again. 

 By the time Harvey moved out of the Gulf Coast and flood waters receded, up to 4.5 MMb/d of 
refinery capacity had been taken offline. Some refineries would take until early October to resume 
normal operations. The reduced supply from Gulf Coast refineries caused portions of major pipelines 
to the Northeast and Midwest to shut down. As a result, retail gasoline prices spiked by nearly 
$0.70/gallon in Dallas, TX, and Atlanta, GA (blue and red lines, respectively in Figure 3), and the EPA 
was forced to issue fuel waivers to 38 states and Washington D.C. 

 

Figure 3. Retail gasoline price spikes in Atlanta and Dallas during Hurricane Harvey. Source: 
GasBuddy.com 

 The timeline of events highlights the breadth of infrastructure and price disruptions that 
affected the local and broader market, not only ahead of and during Harvey, but also well after the 
storm had dissipated. Within four days, Harvey went from a disturbance that had a potential of 
forming to a full-fledged Category 4 hurricane. A week after that first warning from the NHC, 20% of 
U.S. daily refined product supply requirements — was offline. 

 In Part 3 of this series, we’ll continue with an analysis of how Harvey-related refinery outages 
compare with other major hurricanes that have hit the Gulf Coast. 
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"After the Storm" is the last track on Mumford & Sons debut studio album, Sigh No More, which was 
released in October 2009.  The song was written by Marcus Mumford, Ben Lovett, Winston Marshall, 
and Ted Dwane. It’s about hope, redemption, and that which came before, and that which lies ahead. 

For those of us on the Gulf Coast, recovery is still ongoing from the devastation caused by Hurricane 
Harvey.  Over 300,000 structures in the Gulf Coast region were flooded or destroyed and repairs are still 
underway.  If you would like to donate to an organization engaged in rebuilding homes on the Gulf 
Coast, we would encourage you to look into SBP, Rebuilding Together Houston or Habitat for Humanity. 

 

Note: The article was authored by Amy Kalt of Baker & O’Brien and published on RBN Energy’s Daily 

Energy Post on August 29, 2018. 
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