The Incredible Shrinking Keystone Pipeline
by Elana Schor
Oct. 14, 2014 - The pipeline that launched so many street protests, ad campaigns and political headaches for the White House is increasingly irrelevant in the mid-term elections and the energy markets — even for the groups that have fought so hard to either build it or block it.
Neither side will say publicly that the Keystone XL pipeline is less important than it once was.  But after Keystone’s 3-year rise to the top of Washington’s energy agenda, fueling lobbying and advertising bills well into the tens of millions of dollars, green groups and the oil industry are both moving on.
Environmental groups are happily endorsing pro-Keystone candidates, as long as they support President Barack Obama’s broader agenda of slashing greenhouse gases.  Climate activist billionaire Tom Steyer, who’s spending up to $100 million to influence 7 Senate and gubernatorial races, has yet to air a Keystone-focused ad in any of them.  Oil companies have found plenty of other ways to get Canadian crude into the U.S., even as Keystone enters its 6th year of awaiting a permit from the State Department.
Keystone isn’t even North America’s biggest oil-sands pipeline project anymore.  That title now belongs to a project most Americans have never heard of, called Energy East, which would bypass the need for U.S. approval by piping Alberta’s heavy crude oil to Canada’s Atlantic provinces.
Essentially, both sides have already won: Keystone is stalled, yet oil is booming.  “I don’t want to say there’s much less interest in getting the pipeline built, but there’s much less concern among guys in the business about whether it gets built or not,” GOP energy lobbyist and consultant Mike McKenna said in an interview.  “I don’t want to say they’re getting bored with the conversation, but they’re starting to get bored with the conversation.”
Keystone is “an important project in a series of important projects,” said the American Petroleum Institute’s top lobbyist, Louis Finkel.  But he added, “I would hate for the Keystone pipeline to become a distraction from a whole lot of other infrastructure projects and improvements that are very important and necessary.”
On the green side, League of Conservation Voters Senior Vice President Daniel J. Weiss readily acknowledged that Keystone by itself isn’t his group’s top priority.  “The overriding issue of our time, of which Keystone is a part,” is cutting greenhouse gas emissions, he said.
Keystone reached its peak as a campaign trail weapon during the 2012 cycle, when LCV counted more than $7 million in pipeline-related TV ads in congressional races alone.  But during this year’s mid-terms, Weiss said, “I think Keystone has been much more of a sideshow.”
Keystone also doesn’t resonate much with the swing voters that Steyer’s super PAC is trying to lure to the polls, senior adviser Chris Lehane said by email.  “Keystone works with the 65% of voters who believe climate is real — but these folks are voting” already, Lehane wrote, “and we are trying to impact the truly un-persuadables and drop-off voters.”
Last year, Steyer spent about $1 million on ads aimed at stoking opposition to the pipeline.  This time, he’s actively trying to re-elect Sen. Mark Udall (D-Colo.), who refuses to say whether Obama should approve or reject the project.
Of course, the pipeline remains a major priority for the staunchest combatants — including the Canadian government, Keystone developer TransCanada, and anti-Keystone groups like 350.org.  The GOP continues to use the pipeline as Exhibit A when attacking Obama as anti-energy, and climate activists will be sure to scorch Obama if he ever approves the project.  But some of those same activists are diverting their efforts to opposing other oil projects, including Energy East.
TransCanada spokesman Shawn Howard said Keystone’s prospective customers continue to take it as seriously as ever, noting that shippers “have still not walked away” from deals to run oil on the pipeline, “despite the musings by some in public about whether or not it’s as critical today.”
Rising interest in alternative Canadian oil-sands projects, Howard added, shows that “activists made a huge mistake in trying to characterize this whole debate around one pipeline.”  Activists working to defeat Keystone say they’re multi-tasking and deny that they made one pipeline into the be-all, end-all.  “It’s not within our control that what’s been made into a national political issue is Keystone,” said Stephen Kretzmann, executive director of the green group Oil Change International.  “Does all the attention to that distract from other efforts?  I’d say no — it lifts all boats.”
For all of Keystone’s vaunted symbolism, LCV drew a line with the candidates it endorses that does not include the pipe.  Weiss suggested that his group would reject any candidate who opposes acting on climate change, regardless of his or her stance on Keystone.
The political arm of LCV, which plans to spend $25 million to elect pro-climate candidates this fall, has endorsed at least 6 who openly favor the pipeline: Sens. Susan Collins (R-Maine) and Kay Hagan (D-N.C.); Georgia Democratic Senate nominee Michelle Nunn; Democratic House hopefuls Staci Appel of Iowa and John Lewis of Montana; and Rep. Frank LoBiondo (R-N.J.).  Another Keystone booster, Sen. Mark Begich (D-Alaska), has yet to claim an official LCV endorsement, but is set to get re-election help from the group.
After getting much of what they wanted from the Keystone feud, the two sides are now fighting largely for symbolic victories.  Greens have gained serious political momentum by stalling White House approval for a pipeline that most people originally saw as a shoo-in.  Winning on Keystone would complete their movement’s comeback from the death of cap and trade in 2010 — but even a loss would motivate their grass roots to find a new energy project to fight against.
At the same time, Canada’s share of U.S. oil imports has soared 60% since TransCanada first applied to build Keystone, according to a POLITICO analysis of the latest Energy Department data.  That means more than 850,000 extra barrels per day — more oil pumping south than Keystone is supposed to carry — thanks in part to alternative means of transport such as rail.
For the oil industry, the main benefit of getting Keystone approved would be denying the environmentalists a David-and-Goliath triumph.  Weiss suggested that falling prices at the pump — a trend driven by slumping demand and the U.S. oil boom — have also lessened Keystone’s rhetorical value to the pipeline’s supporters.  “The lower gasoline prices are, the less value Keystone as a symbol has to Big Oil advocates,” he said.
But energy companies that would gain from Keystone’s construction aren’t just waiting for Obama to end the suspense.  Valero, the world’s largest independent oil refiner and one of the few companies publicly named as prospective shippers on the pipeline, has “found other methods,” like rail, to ensure that its Gulf Coast refineries can get Canadian heavy crude, spokesman Bill Day said.  “The fact that people in Washington can’t get their act together hasn’t stopped Valero from doing its job, and I don’t think it will,” Day said.
Even Canada’s biggest oil producer says it is not worried about whether Keystone gets built.  “[A]n individual project like Keystone XL is not critical to our plans to get our products to market,” Suncor CEO Steven Williams said last month.  “Nor is it hampering our efforts to expand our production.”  A source close to the Canadian oil industry crowed that even as Keystone critics “have been yelling and screaming and pounding the drums,” Canada swelled from a 23% share of U.S. imports in September 2008 to a 37% share this July.
“The reality of it is, there’s been an awful lot of pipe that’s gone into the ground” since environmentalists first picked a fight over one pipeline, “and thank God that it has,” the source added.  “If Keystone isn’t built, the true picture is in those numbers, and it’s growing.” 
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