
BP FIXED A NEGATIVE
PRESSURE TEST BEFORE
THE WELL BLEW
Back when the House Commerce Committee had its
first hearing on the BP Disaster, Henry Waxman
revealed some inconsistencies about the negative
pressure test BP did on the well before it moved
to close off the well.

The next bullet says: “After 16.5 hours
waiting on cement, a test was performed
on the wellbore below the Blowout
Preventer.” BP explained to us what this
means. Halliburton completed cementing
the well at 12:35 a.m. on April 20 and
after giving the cement time to set, a
negative pressure test was conducted
around 5:00 p.m. This is an important
test. During a negative pressure test,
the fluid pressure inside the well is
reduced and the well is observed to see
whether any gas leaks into the well
through the cement or casing.

According to James Dupree, the BP Senior
Vice President for the Gulf of Mexico,
the well did not pass this test. Mr.
Dupree told Committee staff on Monday
that the test result was “not
satisfactory” and “inconclusive.”
Significant pressure discrepancies were
recorded.

As a result, another negative pressure
test was conducted. This is described in
the fourth bullet: “During this test,
1,400 psi was observed on the drill pipe
while 0 psi was observed on the kill and
the choke lines.”

According to Mr. Dupree, this is also an
unsatisfactory test result. The kill and
choke lines run from the drill rig 5,000
feet to the blowout preventer at the sea
floor. The drill pipe runs from the
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drill rig through the blowout preventer
deep into the well. In the test, the
pressures measured at any point from the
drill rig to the blowout preventer
should be the same in all three lines.
But what the test showed was that
pressures in the drill pipe were
significantly higher. Mr. Dupree
explained that the results could signal
that an influx of gas was causing
pressure to mount inside the wellbore.

Another document provided by BP to the
Committee is labeled “What Could Have
Happened.” It was prepared by BP on
April 26, ten days before the first
document. According to BP, their
understanding of the cause of the spill
has evolved considerably since April 26,
so this document should not be
considered definitive. But it also
describes the two negative pressure
tests and the pressure discrepancies
that were recorded.

What happened next is murky. Mr. Dupree
told the Committee staff that he
believed the well blew moments after the
second pressure test. But lawyers for BP
contacted the Committee yesterday and
provided a different account. According
to BP’s counsel, further investigation
has revealed that additional pressure
tests were taken, and at 8:00 p.m.,
company officials determined that the
additional results justified ending the
test and proceeding with well
operations. [my emphasis]

Today, Waxman is out with an interim report on
what happened. And here’s what that report says
about this negative pressure test.

Further, BP’s preliminary findings
indicate that there were other events in
the 24 hours before the explosion that
require further inquiry. As early as
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5:05 p.m., almost 5 hours before the
explosion, an unexpected loss of fluid
was observed in the riser pipe,
suggesting that there were leaks in the
annular preventer in the BOP. Two hours
before the explosion, during efforts to
begin negative pressure testing, the
system gained 15 barrels of liquid
instead of the 5 barrels that were
expected, leading to the possibility
that there was an “influx from the
well.” A cementer witness stated that
the “well continued to flow and
spurted.” Having received an
unacceptable result from conducting the
negative pressure test through the drill
pipe, the pressure test was then moved
to the kill line where a volume of fluid
came out when the line was opened. The
kill line was then closed and the
procedure was discussed; during this
time, pressure began to build in the
system to 1400 psi. At this point, the
line was opened and pressure on the kill
line was bled to 0 psi, while pressure
on the drill pipe remained at 1400 psi.
BP’s investigator indicated that a
“fundamental mistake” may have been made
here because this was an “indicator of a
very large abnormality.” The kill line
then was monitored and by 7:55 p.m. the
rig team was “satisfied that [the] test
[was] successful.” At that time, the rig
started displacing the remaining fluids
with seawater, leading to the three flow
indicators described above.

[snip]

Negative pressure testing was initially
done on the drill pipe rather than the
kill line, even though the drill plan
specified that it would be done on the
kill line. After anomalous results, the
negative pressure testing was conducted
on the kill line and ultimately
accepted. Evidence suggests that spacer



fluid used during the displacement of
drilling fluid with seawater did not
rise above the BOP to the level required
by the drilling plan; this increased
pressure in the drill pipe and may have
interfered with later pressure testing.
[my emphasis]

Click through to read the whole memo. You’ll see
that before BP played this little game with the
negative pressure test, there were already
indications that something was amiss. Yet they
still used procedures that violated their drill
plan. And in spite of indications of a “very
large abnormality,” they kept testing until they
got something they could claim fulfilled the
test. And then, kaboom!

I’m most disgusted by the description of some
discussion of the procedure they were using for
the test. Remember–there were a bunch of BP
bigwigs on the rig, celebrating its spotless
safety record! It sort of makes you wonder who
took part in those discussions that ultimately
led them to ignore two contrary tests and do
another one?

And I’m wondering about Mr. Dupree. Did he
deliberately forget to tell the Committee about
the third test, the one they miraculously
declared adequate?

You almost get the feeling BP didn’t know
precisely what it wanted to tell Congress about
these multiple and contradictory tests, huh?
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