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Environmental & Socio-economic Impact Assessment


10.7 Impacts of project decommissioning

10.7.1 Planning for decommissioning

In relation to offshore facilities, the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) 1982 states under Article 60(3) that:

“Any installations or structures which are abandoned or disused shall be removed to ensure safety of navigation, taking into account any generally accepted international standards established in this regard by the competent international organization.  Such removal shall also have due regard to fishing, the protection of the marine environment and the rights and duties of other States”.

The competent international organization under UNCLOS is the International Maritime Organisation (IMO).  The IMO Guidelines for Offshore Installations Removal states that platforms in waters deeper than 100 m must be removed to give a clear water column of 55 m for safety and navigation.  In addition, all structures installed after 1998 must be designed so as to be feasible for complete removal.

To date, Azerbaijan has not ratified UNCLOS but it should be noted that a call has been made by the General Assembly for landlocked states such as Azerbaijan to consider doing so in light of the importance of the provisions of Part X
 of the convention for them.  Part X relates to rights of access of landlocked state to and from the sea and freedom of transit.

The ACG Phase 1 facilities will be passed to SOCAR in 2024 along with any other ACG FFD facilities that have been developed.  AIOC will work with SOCAR to prepare a detailed decommissioning plan for all onshore and offshore facilities.  According to the terms of the ACG PSA, AIOC is required to produce a Field Abandonment Plan one year prior to the completion of 70% production of identified reserves.  At this time, all partners involved in the project are required to contribute a proportionate share of the decommissioning costs to an “Abandonment Fund” such that the funds can be accrued against the decommissioning costs.

The Field Abandonment Plan will include a Comparative Assessment the purpose of which will be to consider the options for field abandonment in terms of:

· cost;

· technical feasibility;

· safety;

· environment; and

· external influences.

These five factors will be assessed ranked for each decommissioning option and a most appropriate approach determined.  The Comparative Assessment process will be conducted in consultation with stakeholders, including relevant government authorities, to ensure that the most practical environmental (and socio-economic) option is selected.  In order to fully evaluate the consequences of the decommissioning programme, an ESIA will be prepared.

Approaches to decommissioning

The eventual abandonment of the ACG Phase 1 facilities will probably be conducted by SOCAR as the facilities are likely to have passed into SOCAR ownership by the time the time the Field Abandonment Plan is prepared.  It is not possible at this time to list all options or to evaluate the options in terms of their environmental (and socio-economic) consequences because the operating environment may be very different in 25 years time.

The Comparative Assessment will have to consider advances that have been made in technology as well as advances in equipment (e.g. heavy lift vessels) that may have occurred over the life of the project.  Additionally, it is likely that technological resources that are not presently available in the Caspian region will have become so by the time planning for decommissioning is commenced in earnest.  Finally, international maritime law and stakeholder expectations may have also changed in the intervening period.

Despite these variables and uncertainties, there are some basic approaches to decommissioning of offshore and onshore oil/gas facilities and these are likely to form the basis from which detailed planning for decommissioning of the Phase 1 facilities will be undertaken.  These generic approaches are discussed below.

10.7.1.1 Baseline conditions re-characterisation

It is expected that over the life of the project, there will be some degree of change to the receiving environment within the project area.  It is considered therefore, that the environmental baseline would need to be re-characterised on the basis of the continued monitoring that would be undertaken during the project.

The decommissioning strategy for Phase 1 facilities will be developed based on the findings of the Comparative Assessment (Section 10.7.1 above) and will be documented in the draft Field Abandonment Plan.  Potential environmental (and socio-economic) impacts associated with the decommissioning strategy would be dependent on the detail of the strategy and the environmental character of the area at the time.  These would be assessed via an ESIA that would include consultation with relevant authorities and stakeholders, prior to decommissioning commencing.  In finalising the Field Abandonment Plan, the facilities owner/operator will take account of the findings of the ESIA and will make any necessary adjustments to the decommissioning strategy.

Many of the materials used in these facilities have high intrinsic value, for example the steel used in the construction of the jacket has a high re-use value.  AIOC will ensure that a recycle and re-use philosophy is followed for all of the decommissioned components to minimize the generation of wastes and maximize the resale value of the installations and equipment.  With careful management, decommissioning of oil/gas production facilities and particularly offshore platforms in other parts of the world, have resulted in less than 5% of the platform material ending up as waste.  Most of the material has been re-used.  The level of recycling of Phase 1 facilities that could be achieved would, in part, be dependant on suitable facilities being available in Azerbaijan.

10.7.1.2 Wells

Before removing any of the platform facilities it will be necessary to plug and abandon all of the Phase 1 wells in order to isolate individual productive intervals and prevent any flow of fluids to the surface.  The clearing of any obstruction will require the cutting of the sub-sea wellheads and conductor casing below the surface of the seabed.

Cutting operations will typically results in the localised and short-lived re-suspension of sediments that could affect benthic filter feeders through smothering.  The degree of disturbance to the sediments and benthos will depend on whether excavation or blasting is required to free the conductor casing, although the impact will still be relatively short-lived and localised.  Operations would need to take account of the presence of drilled cuttings on the seabed as it is planned that the surface and top-hole section drilled cuttings be discharged from each of the Phase 1 wells (Section 10.3.3.3).  These sections will be drilled with seawater drilling fluids and in some cases water based muds that are chemically inert.  Any further dispersion of these cuttings would result in localised increases in water turbidity and potentially some additional physical smothering on the benthos in the vicinity of the operations but would not be expected to result in chemical impacts.

In addition to the physical disturbance caused by the well abandonment, there is an issue concerning waste disposal.  On the ACG PDQ platform there may be as many as 48 wells to be decommissioned.  The production tubulars or injection tubulars as appropriate and the conductor casing that is removed will have to be shipped to shore for disposal.  It is likely that these facilities will be contaminated with hydrocarbon product and other chemicals (as used during drilling and production operations) and therefore, handling procedures will need to ensure that the risk of these contaminants being introduced to the marine environment are minimised.
10.7.1.3 Process equipment (onshore and offshore)

Process equipment on the offshore installations and at the onshore terminal is typically decommissioned before the installations are.  In regards to offshore installations, process equipment decommissioning can be completed offshore but is typically undertaken only to the level that ensures safety during installation decommissioning due to the high costs of such activities.  Any remaining decommissioning work is completed onshore once the facility has been removed from the jacket and shipped-to-shore (as one piece or in pieces).

Process equipment is generally decommissioned by circulating nitrogen through the process train.  The gas strips hydrocarbons that may still be present within the system after production operations have ceased.  In regards to offshore process equipment, wastes generated by this stripping process are sent to the onshore terminal via the subsea pipeline before the latter is disconnected from the offshore installation.  Once received at the terminal, the gas/hydrocarbon mixture is processed to remove the hydrocarbon component as a viable fuel product.  In regards to the onshore terminal, depending on the availability of other processing facilities to receive and process the gas/hydrocarbon mixture, wastes may need to be collected and disposed of in an alternative manner (e.g. flared; high temperature incinerator).

10.7.1.4 Offshore installations

The platform topsides installation offshore allows for a reverse floatover thus enabling straightforward removal by barge for onward transport to shore.  Topsides will be dismantled following decommissioning of the offshore processing facilities.  If crane barges with the sufficient carrying capacity are available in the Caspian Sea at the time, the jackets would be lifted and removed as one piece.  It is more likely however, that they will be removed in sections for shipment to shore.

Removal of jackets in pieces will required the use of explosives and mechanical cutting devices cut the facility into liftable components.  These methods would result in short-term high level noise emissions to the underwater environment resulting in disturbance to any resident marine fauna in the area (see Section 10.3.2.1).  As there would be considerable activity in the area prior to the cutting of the jacket it is considered that marine fauna that could leave the area would have done so already.  Potential for significant noise impacts or direct mortality to individuals would therefore, be minimal.

10.7.1.5 Subsea pipelines

Neither UNCLOS or the IMO Guidelines contain specific specifications for decommissioning of subsea pipelines.  Generally though, decommissioning options include complete removal or abandonment in-situ.  The decision of which option to adopt in regards to the Phase 1 pipeline would be based on an evaluation of cost, safety and environmental impact as well as the potential to re-use the pipeline for other production operations at the time.  Abandoning the pipelines in-situ would require that any areas that may prevent a snagging risk to fishermen or vessels be covered or removed.  Total removal would result in impacts as described for pipeline installation, principally disturbance to benthos as well as marine flora in the nearshore zone (Section 10.3.3.2).

10.7.1.6 Onshore terminal

A decision on the decommissioning and removal of the terminal facilities would be made based on whether it can be used for ongoing oil and gas production from other fields at the time or if any re-use opportunities are available.  If a decision to remove the facility was made, the land would need to returned to its original state.

Site re-instatement after removal of terminal facilities would include:

· a soil (and groundwater) contamination investigation with remediation as required;

· landscaping of the area so that it more closely resemble the surrounding terrain; and

· re-seeding and or re-planting for soil stabilization and habitat restoration.

It should be noted that as with the early civil works programme, terminal decommissioning and particularly landscaping may have an effect on the local hydrological regime and associated wetland features.  The implications of this element of the decommissioning programme would need to be assessed.

10.7.2 Schedule of abandonment and decommissioning

Table 10.38 presents an approximate schedule for Phase 1 abandonment and decommissioning activities.

Table 10.38
Approximate abandonment and decommissioning schedule

	Activity
	Approximate Date

	Materials inventory:
	During detailed design and construction.

	Inventory of harmful substances:
	During productive life of production facilities and wellhead platforms.

	Structural integrity of facilities:
	Annually during productive life of the installations.

	Certification of platforms as being structurally sound and fit for intended use:
	Annually throughout the life of the platforms as required by the certifying body.

	Field Abandonment Plan and Comparative Assessment:
	At 70% depletion of reservoir.

	Decommissioning ESIA:
	At 70% depletion of reservoir.

	Abandonment management system and environmental procedures:
	At 70% depletion of reservoir.

	Abandonment Fund:
	At 70% depletion of reservoir.

	Wells plugged and abandonment:
	As required.

	Decommissioning:
	As logistics allow.

	Post abandonment environmental surveys:
	2 and 5 years after abandonment.


�  X = Roman numeral for 10.
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