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‘It’s barely lunch money’: Shell Deer Park Chemical plant h
thousands of violations before recent fire, paid less than $
million in fines

Residents, lawyers, and environmental groups point to aging facilities and reluctant state regulators as reasons for the continu

string of industrial fires.
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The fire at Shell's Deer Park Chemicals facility took place shortly before 3 p.m. in the 5900 block of State Highway 225 in Deer Park. Taken May 5, 2023.

The air quality in Houston was already bad on Friday, May 5. Carolyn Stone, who lives in Channelview, along the Houston Ship Channel, said it was

her a headache.

"That particular day I was downing the Tylenol," she said.

Then a fire broke out (https://www.houstonpublicmedia.org/articles/news/local/2023/05/05/450995/deer-park-industrial-plant-catches-fire-after-

explosion/) at Shell's chemical plant in Deer Park. Stone got a call from a friend telling her to look outside.

"Within a few minutes, I could see the column of black smoke coming up over the tree line, heading this way," she said.

Click here for more inDepth features. (/topics/in-depth

Farther west, Deer Park resident Joe Robles IV was driving home from work to his house near the Shell facility when he started getting texts from 

and family.

The first thing he did was pick up his son and bring him to stay with family, further away from the fire.

"I just wanted to get my son out of here, off of the street where it’s happening," he said.

The fire was briefly put out on Saturday before reigniting hours later (https://www.houstonpublicmedia.org/articles/news/energy-

environment/2023/05/08/451122/reignited-fire-at-shells-deer-park-chemicals-facility-extinguished-sunday-night-officials-say/). It wasn't extinguish

Sunday.

Having lived in southeast Houston for 25 years, Robles said he wasn't surprised there was another fire.

"But it doesn’t make it any less scary because my family works in the refineries," he said. "It’s always concerning, no matter how kind of constant i
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There have been six chemical fires this year in the Houston area, according to an analysis by the law firm Arnold & Itkin. Residents, lawyers, and

environmental groups point to aging facilities and reluctant state regulators as reasons for the continued incidents. The Shell facility itself had a h

violations from both state and federal agencies.

As a result of the fire at Shell's Deer Park facility, 15 contract workers were taken to the hospital for neck, spine and foot injuries, according to the

lawyers.

Shell has yet to report how much pollution the fire emitted and is still investigating the cause.

"Safety is our priority at Shell," Shell spokesperson Natalie Gunnell wrote in an email to Houston Public Media. " At Deer Park, our employees and

contractors are empowered with the authority and responsibility to stop work if they believe conditions are unsafe."

Gunnell said they'll implement what they learn from the investigation into future operations.

The Harris County Fire Marshal's Office, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), and lawyers representing the injured workers

investigating the fire.

Attorney Benny Agosto Jr said so far the initial evidence indicates that workers were trying to fix a valve that wasn't working properly. In trying to f

valve got stuck open.

"Because the valve was stuck open, it was in uncontrolled release or loss of containment of a mixture of chemicals and hydrocarbons," Agosto sai

eventually the release found that ignition source and then there was a fire."

On top of representing contract workers, Agosto said he also represents dozens of residents who live close to the plant and were affected by the 

"Some people had breathing problems. They had nausea and burning eyes, symptoms that come with being in contact with these chemicals or sm

said.

The number of chemical fires in Texas and Louisiana has more than tripled in the past 10 years, according to the analysis by the law firm Arnold &

which represents injured workers. So far, the first half of 2023 has had as many incidents as all of 2022. About a week after the Shell Deer Park fir

broke out (https://www.houstonpublicmedia.org/articles/news/energy-environment/2023/05/15/451734/texas-city-marathon-refinery-fire-officials

monitoring-air-quality/) at the Marathon Refinery in Texas City, killing one worker.
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** Data from an analysis by law firm Arnold & Itkin

"Accidents are almost treated like changes in the weather," said Eric Schaeffer, the director of D.C.-based advocacy group the Environmental Integ

Project. He previously worked at the EPA for a decade.

An analysis by the Environmental Integrity Project found Shell received nearly 2,000 violations from the state environmental agency, the TCEQ, in 

10 years. These ranged from failing to operate equipment correctly to excess pollution.

About 80 of those were the most severe types of violations given by TCEQ.

Though fires get more attention, Schaeffer said "invisible accidents" where plants emit a lot more pollution than they're permitted for are just as

concerning.
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"For example, in 2015, in less than an hour, Shell released more than 300,000 pounds of butadiene, which is a very deadly carcinogen, " he said. "

lot of butadiene."

"We take seriously our responsibility to comply with federal and state regulations, including reporting unexpected emissions," said Gunnell the Sh

spokesperson.

Schaeffer said for all those violations, Shell paid roughly $700,000.

"It’s barely lunch money for a big company like Shell," he said

When asked about its fines for polluters, a TCEQ spokeswomen said that the agency "has a robust enforcement program to ensure compliance. T

consistently pursues administrative, as well as civil enforcement, against non-compliant regulated industries in accordance with a vigorous, clearly

articulated regulatory framework. "

A bill (https://capitol.texas.gov/BillLookup/History.aspx?LegSess=88R&Bill=SB1397) passed during the recent legislative session will increase the m

daily fine companies can receive to $40,000 in certain circumstances, though environmental groups say they don't think the increase is enough to

any significant change.

"I don’t think anything we’ve done this session will have a significant impact on the prevalence of these kinds of incidents, said Adrian Shelley with

advocacy group Public Citizen. "I don’t think we will see a significant change in the state’s approach to addressing them."

The EPA lists Shell’s Deer Park facility as in violation of the Clean Air Act, the Clean Water Act, and the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act

In addition to state violations, Shell's Deer Park facility has also been fined by both OSHA (https://www.osha.gov/ords/imis/establishment.search?

p_logger=1&establishment=Shell&State=TX&officetype=all&Office=all&sitezip=&p_case=all&p_violations_exist=all&startmonth=06&startday=12&s

and the EPA (https://echo.epa.gov/detailed-facility-report?fid=110031267064&ej_type=EJ) for federal workplace and environmental violations.

As the Shell fire burned overnight, Joe Robles of Deer Park said they could hear sounds from the plant through the night.

"It was like an airplane like passing overhead, but it never faded out," he said.

Not found

fire still burning pic.twitter.com/eSs8z6ddSb (https://t.co/eSs8z6ddSb)

— joe robles iv (@joeroblesiv) May 5, 2023 (https://twitter.com/joeroblesiv/status/1654625168680009728?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw)

A photographer, Robles captured the fire to show its impact on the community. He wants accountability and safer facilities.

"The job being safe makes a difference between us having you know, 40 years with somebody versus, 80 or 90 or however long they might live," h
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Briefcase (https://www.houstonpublicmedia.org/shows/briefcase/)
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Encore Houston (https://www.houstonpublicmedia.org/shows/encore-

Support

Membership

Update Payment Method (https://www.callswithoutwalls.com/pledgeCart3/?

campaign=15605107-AEB7-4016-898F-9287A03226E9&source=#/home)

Upgrade your Monthly Gift (https://www.callswithoutwalls.com/pledgeCart3/?
campaign=15605107-AEB7-4016-898F-9287A03226E9&source=#/home)

Give a Gift Membership (https://donate.houstonpublicmedia.org/hpmf/gift-
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Innovation Fund (/support/innovation-fund/)

Other Ways to Give (/support)
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More Ways to Give (/support)
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Foundation Board (/about/houston-public-media-foundation/)
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Partnerships

Corporate Partnership (http://sponsorhoustonpublicmedia.org/)
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