
 
 

IN CASE YOU MISSED IT… 
  

THE CURRENT ANNOUNCES OPPOSITION TO WPO 
 

“The WPO is fatally flawed and should be rejected by voters” 
  

South Portland, ME - Today, the Current became the second newspaper to announce its opposition to the proposed 
Waterfront Protection Ordinance (WPO) scheduled for a vote in South Portland on Tuesday, November 5th.   The 
Portland Press Herald previously announced its opposition to the WPO on October 17th. 
 
The entire text of the Current’s editorial is found below and available online at:  
http://www.keepmecurrent.com/american_journal/opinion/editorials/editorial-wpo-good-intentions-but-bad-policy-
for-city/article_504c799a-3c51-11e3-9ad2-0019bb2963f4.html  

CURRENT EDITORIAL: WPO: Good intentions, but bad policy for city 

“Buffeted by scare tactics from both sides for the last several months, voters in South Portland Nov. 5 will be weighing in 
on the Waterfront Protection Ordinance, which will dictate land uses within the shipyard district near Bug Light, as well 
as the 250-foot-wide shoreland overlay district in the city’s commercial district, where oil companies now off-load oil 
products for shipment via the pipeline to Canada. 
 
While the ordinance never mentions the terms oil sands or tar sands, it does address the concerns of tar-sands 
opponents, who worry that the “dirtiest oil on the planet” could leak from the pipeline facility or spew from to-be-built 
smokestacks, causing untold ecological and commercial harm to the city. On the other hand, WPO opponents tell us the 
ordinance is overbroad and will wipe out the entire petroleum industry in South Portland, ruining the local economy. 
 
While residents are justifiably nervous about tar sands, a sticky tar-like substance that requires the addition of toxic 
chemicals like benzene to be transported through the pipeline, their solution to tar sands – the WPO – is fatally flawed 
and should be rejected by voters. 
 
Since primary source documents are the best source of information, rather than campaign rhetoric, voters need to read 
the three-page ordinance, which is available on the city’s website. The heart of the question is found in Section 4, which 
reads: “…There shall be no enlargement or expansion of existing petroleum storage tank farms and accessory piers, 
pumping and distribution facilities, or facilities for the storing and handling of petroleum and/or petroleum products in 
the shipyard district or within the shoreland area of any commercial district.” That heavy-handed sentence is extremely 
troubling for anyone who believes a business has the right to expand if the marketplace allows or demands it. The 
retroactive WPO freezes oil-related operations in South Portland as of May 1, 2013.  
 
To use an analogy, telling the oil industry it can’t expand when something better made or more efficient comes along is 
like telling the Maine Mall it can’t enlarge or expand as the market allows. That isn’t the way we do business in America, 
where companies that don’t innovate die a quick death. 
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The ordinance is also flawed because it is open to interpretation. Legal minds have taken opposite views on its language, 
and that ambiguity should be a bright red flag for voters. Since the law bars “new” facilities or “enlargements” or 
“expansions” of existing ones within the shoreland zone where the companies need to build those facilities, the WPO 
would add a thick layer of bureaucratic red tape, which could lead to lawsuits against the city. The oil companies would 
have to seek clarification whenever they needed to “upgrade” an existing or potential project, and city code enforcers 
would be in over the heads trying to determine what projects were “repairs” and what were “upgrades” or 
“expansions.” And if one of those projects weren’t approved, the industry would likely sue the city until it was. 
Taxpayers would bear the costs of those lawsuits. 
 
Unwisely, the ordinance would also ban any loading of oil from the tank farms onto ships. It’s understandable why the 
authors would insert that as a way to defeat tar sands coming from Canada, but it’s also overly restrictive, since who 
knows what petroleum products will be in use in the future? What if they find a better way to ship tar sands, or make it 
less toxic? What if Canada refines it in Montreal and wants to send it through Maine? It’s foolhardy to hamstring such an 
important sector of our economy, and presumptuous for one city at the end of the pipeline to dictate how oil gets to 
market, especially if the nation were in the middle of a crisis or war and North American oil was our only energy source. 
 
The hard-working and passionate WPO supporters have good intentions, and we believe they’re right to sound the 
alarm on tar sands and its potential effect on Maine’s air and water quality. But this ordinance is overbroad and would 
have unintended consequences. After the WPO is defeated by the voters, city councilors should enact a short-term 
moratorium to allow an in-depth analysis of the toxic substance, the pipeline, the smokestacks and how the petroleum 
companies would handle a spill. Portland Pipe Line Corp. CEO Larry Wilson has already agreed to such a discussion. That 
is the way forward, not a referendum that effectively hog-ties reputable and vital local businesses such as Sprague, 
Irving and Portland Pipe Line.” 
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