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Refinery Communities Fight for Environmental Justice
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Refineries are Major Sources of Local Pollution 

In Benicia, cancer rates are much higher than the rest of the state and Solano County, 
including a breast cancer rate nearly double that of the average Californian.  

Stephen Golub, “The Price Benicia Pays” Benicia Independent, from Solano County Health Department Data 
https://beniciaindependent.com/stephen-golub-the-price-benicia-pays-valero-public-health-and-safety-and-moving-forward/

Photo of homes next to the Valero oil refinery in Benicia, from the Benicia 
Community Air Monitoring Program (BCAMP)

In 2017, Valero emitted more than 74,000 pounds of sulfur 
dioxide during 14 days of flaring, which has serious 

respiratory impacts, and 350 pounds of carbonyl sulfide, a 
highly toxic and extremely flammable gas. 



Last fall, Phillips 66 announced plans 
to shutter its Wilmington-Carson 
refinery by the end of 2025, but will 
still import in refined gasoline at the 
Port of LA.

This spring, Valero announced intent 
to close the Benicia Refinery by the 
end of 2026. 

These unplanned closures shocked 
many legislators and regulators – it’s a 
clear indication California needs a 
managed transition away from fossil 
fuels.



Oil companies started 
using refinery closures 
and the threat of gas 

price shocks to roll back 
decades of progress on 

health, safety, and 
environment. 



MYTH: Refineries 
are closing due to 

CA health and 
safety and climate 

regulations

FACT: 
Big Oil avoided basic 

maintenance investments 
and cut corners on health 
and safety for years, while 
spending billions on stock 

buybacks. 

Now, they want taxpayers 
and consumers to foot 

the bill.



#

Annual gasoline consumption per person 

In California, the demand for fossil fuel products 
has been steadily dropping since 2005.

In California—and the rest of 
the world—demand for refined 
oil products are falling…

…as electrification policies 
are working! Cars have 
become more fuel efficient 
and Zero Emission Vehicles are 
more available.UCS, ‘Has Gasoline Use in California Peaked?’ Sept. 11, 2024 

https://blog.ucs.org/dave-reichmuth/has-gasoline-use-in-california-peaked/


Refiner Margins are STILL 
highest in CA 

Recent report by DPMO 
shows that CA refiners 

have higher gross 
refining margins than 

any other market



Valero Benicia Refinery Pollution 
In 2024, Valero was fined for flagrantly, 
knowingly violating environmental health and 
safety laws for 16 years.
● Since at least 2003, Valero knowingly 

violated climate, health and safety laws, 
emitting 8,400 tons of cancerous 
chemicals and skipping routine safety 
checks. 

● In 2019, regional Bay Area Air District 
expert refinery inspectors caught Valero.

● After a five year investigation, the Air 
District teamed up with CARB to fine 
Valero $82 million dollars toward 
community pollution abatement efforts.

Now, Big Oil wants to undo these 
environmental health and safety regulations 
that held them accountable. 

https://www.ethree.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/CPUC-Air-Quality-Report-FINAL.pdf 

https://www.ethree.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/CPUC-Air-Quality-Report-FINAL.pdf




How Did the State Respond?



California Energy Commission Recommendations



What Ended up Moving? 

This Bill was primarily focused on buckets 1 & 2; Bucket 3 on holistic 
transition was untouched 

● SB 237
● Focus was to increase in oil extraction in Kern County 
● Significant Oil Extraction stipulations: 

○ Offshore Drilling, New Pipelines regulations 
○ Accepts the KOGO EIR until 2035 
○ GO authority to suspend summer blends 
○ Direction for CARB to create regional blend

● Did include intent language on remediation needs but 
nothing substantive



Refinery Communities Priorities: Remediation Costs

➔ Unlike any other energy infrastructure, there are no clear standards or agency 
timelines for refiners to develop safe decommissioning and remediation plans.

➔ Under financial disclosure laws, oil refiners have avoided disclosing the value of 
their full asset remediation obligations (AROs). In 2023, Phillips 66 rejected the State 
of New Jersey Pension Fund’s 2023 shareholder action to require disclosure 
“since…these [refinery] assets have no retirement date…”



Refinery communities and 
allied advocates have 
called for the state to 
plan ahead for refinery 
closures. 

Instead of an abrupt, 
chaotic, and unjust 
transition, we can 
prepare for an equitable 
transition by prioritizing 
investment and 
protections for the most 
impacted workers and 
communities.


