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CHICAGO’S PET COKE
PROBLEM: A DUSTY

CONUNDRUM
by CONOR DESMOND

A mere twenty miles southwest from Chicago’s Gold Coast, lies one of the
biggest oil refineries in the United States, capable of processing over

400,000 barrels of oil daily.1 This process of refining oil, or “cracking,” pro-
duces the fuel that we need to power our cars, heat our homes, and run our
power plants.2 When the oil is “cracked”, a dusty coal-like product is generated
along with the various fuels. This product is called Petroleum Coke.3 The
refining process has generated Petroleum Coke, or “Pet Coke,” for almost 100
years, and refiners have found marketable uses for the solid, grainy, coal-like
material.4 It can be burned as a fuel, assist in making dry cells for batteries, and
make products necessary to smelt aluminum, steel, and titanium.5 However,
this by-product has a far nastier side to it.
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Today, piles of Pet Coke are sitting on the Southside of Chicago and have
grown so large that natural forces like wind and weather are working to spread
dust to localities, causing both health and environmental problems.6 The City
of Chicago and the State of Illinois are facing this growing issue head on, as
there is evidence that Pet Coke is exacerbating asthma conditions for those
with the disorder, as well as polluting the Calumet River.7

WHAT IS PET COKE AND WHY IS IT A PROBLEM NOW?

Normally, Pet Coke is stockpiled until enough has accumulated to make it
feasible to sell on the market.8 For years, the piles were relatively small, as
refineries were not producing large amounts of the substance.9 Companies
found numerous buyers and the Pet Coke did not sit on the ground, uncov-
ered, for an extended amount of time. With the changing U.S. economy, de-
mand for Pet Coke has decreased recently and fluctuating market forces along
with increased environmental regulations have resulted in Pet Coke accumulat-
ing in uncovered piles on Chicago’s Southside.10 However, the real problems
with the growing piles did not become as apparent until about 20 years ago.

Since 2000, the U.S. has greatly increased its production of domestic, high
quality, sweet (light) crude oil.11 In fact, current production is at its peak for
the last two decades.12 A significant source of this production comes from
processing the oil sands found in Canada through refineries located in the mid-
western states, such as the Whiting, Indiana Plant.13 This increase in produc-
tion combined with a large drop in demand has led to a massive increase in the
production of Pet Coke, and unfortunately, its accumulation as well.14 Because
the companies are producing so much more Pet Coke than normal, they are
unable to find enough buyers or even move the product into the market at a
pace that would prevent its collection.15

In actuality, pet coke is in high demand.16 Many companies want the product
for use in various industrial projects but as these companies are often located
outside the U.S., the shipment of Pet Coke is often slow.17 Another issue with
Pet Coke is that it is a very dirty substance. Burning Pet Coke as a fuel source
is very effective on a weight basis relative to coal.18 Some studies suggest that it
can emit 30-80 percent more energy per unit than coal!19 However, the process
is incredibly unclean. By burning the material, an energy consumer would
release up to 10 percent more carbon dioxide than if they were using coal.20
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Given environmental regulations in the U.S., that is not an economically feasi-
ble option.

EFFECTS OF THE PILES OF PET COKE: DUST DEVILS ABOUND

The rising concern is that the piles of Pet Coke are being scattered throughout
the Southside due to wind and changing weather conditions.21 The dust is
causing numerous problems by damaging homes, destroying personal property,
and polluting the air.22 The residents of the nearby Pet Coke factories claim
that on windy days, they cannot open their windows for fear of having Pet
Coke dust blow all around the interior of their homes.

On the environmental front, the weathering of the piles has caused Pet Coke
dust to blow into the Calumet River, a significant waterway on the Southside
of Chicago.23 The river itself serves as a conduit between Lake Michigan and
the Mississippi River. It is also rich in animal and plant life.24 The effect of the
Pet Coke dust on plants and animals is not specifically known, but Pet Coke
can carry heavy metals and other toxic materials, both of which have severe
health effects.25 Beyond animals and plants, drinking water contaminated with
Pet Coke dust could have cancerous or other significant health concerns for
humans.26 Because it is a drinking water source, contamination of the Calumet
River is a significant concern. The far more concerning effect of the blowing
dust is the effect that it has on individuals who breathe it.27 Children with
asthma or other breathing disorders could have their conditions exacerbated by
the presence of this dust.28 Moreover, the particles would act as an irritant to
eyes and could cause other health problems.29

ENCLOSE, CONTAIN, CLEAN

The City of Chicago and State of Illinois have reacted quickly to this issue. Bill
McCaffery, a spokesman for the Mayor of Chicago, declared that a proposed
ordinance to limit Pet Coke dust in Chicago addresses the problem. “Under
this ordinance, Chicago will not become a dumping ground for petcoke and
we are preventing this material from negatively impacting our communities.”30

This ordinance bans the creation of new Pet Coke storage areas but allows
existing operations to continue. Along with these rules, Attorney General Lisa
Madigan and the EPA have brought significant lawsuits against the pile own-
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ers. In response, one of the pile owners KCBX, a division of Koch industries,
threatened litigation and the fight continues to this day.

CONCLUSION: WHAT IS THE BEST APPROACH?

The existence of Pet Coke is a reality. Our economy relies on developing af-
fordable forms of energy and Pet Coke is an unfortunate byproduct of process-
ing oil to make the fuel that powers our lives and economy. However,
reasonable and affordable regulations can be put in place to manage the health
and environmental risks of the dust. To develop a regulatory system to enclose,
contain, and keep our streets clean of Pet Coke dust is a reasonable and just
objective for society to pursue.
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