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Building the northern leg of TransCanada's controversial Keystone XL
pipeline won't have a major impact on Alberta's oilsands development,
the U.S. State Department says — a finding that might make it easier for
the White House to approve the controversial project.

A State Department official said the pipeline "remains unlikely to
significantly impact the rate of development of the oilsands or the
demand for heavy crude oil in the United States."

Kerri-Ann Jones, an assistant secretary with the department, said the
pipeline doesn't pose any greater risks to the environment than any
other modes of transportation.

The State Department has now given that new route its blessing, too,
despite claims by environmentalists that the risks to the Sand Hills region
of the state remained dire.

"The new proposed route is 509 miles [835 km] shorter than the
previously proposed route; however, it would be approximately 21 miles
[34 km] longer in Nebraska to avoid sensitive areas including the …
Sand Hills region," the lengthy report reads.

The department's findings represent the clearing of a significant hurdle
for TransCanada in its marathon bid to win approval from the Obama
administration.

Finding 'at odds' with scientists'
The State Department, tasked with assessing the pipeline because it
crosses an international border, is sorely mistaken that the pipeline won't
fuel more oilsands development, said Bill McKibben, head of 350.org.

That finding is "at odds" with what scientists around the world have
found, he said.

"Everybody who reads the industry press in Canada, anyone who pays
attention to the financials, knows that if they don't have it, they aren't
going to be able to expand the tarsands the way they want to," McKibben
added.

"We're hopeful that President [Barack] Obama and Secretary of State
[John] Kerry conclude that the bureaucrats have done a poor job here."

However, it wasn't all good news for TransCanada.

The report also cast doubt on one of the strongest pro-pipeline
arguments — that Keystone XL will help the U.S. meet its energy needs.

In fact, the report suggests, the growth in rail transport of oil from
Western Canada and America's Great Plains could provide plenty of
energy for the U.S. over the next decade, regardless of whether the
pipeline is ever built.

The analysis also put a far more conservative estimate on the number of
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jobs that would be created by Keystone XL.

Proponents of the pipeline have predicted a veritable hiring bonanza,
with some Republicans suggesting hundreds of thousands of jobs are in
the offing. But the report said that while the pipeline's construction would
support 42,100 jobs during the one- to two-year construction period, with
total wages of about $2 billion US, only 35 permanent and temporary
jobs would remain once Keystone XL is fully operational.

The department also set 45 days for public comment on plans by
Calgary-based TransCanada Corp. to build the $7-billion, 2,700-
kilometre pipeline to carry mostly oilsands crude from Western Canada
to refineries in Texas.

The department has jurisdiction over the project because it crosses an
international border. However, most observers expect Obama to make
the final decision, which isn't expected to come until mid-summer.

Proposal a flashpoint
The State Department will have to respond to the public comments on its
draft analysis before finalizing it.

As well, State officials still have to conduct a separate examination into
whether Keystone XL is in the national interest of the United States.

The pipeline plan has become a flashpoint in the U.S. debate over
climate change.

Republicans and business and labour groups have urged the Obama
administration to approve the pipeline as a source of much-needed jobs
and a step toward North American energy independence. Environmental
groups have been pressuring Obama to reject the pipeline, saying it
would carry "dirty oil" that contributes to global warming.

There are also worries about a spill.

Obama has twice thwarted the pipeline because of concerns over its
route through sensitive land in Nebraska, but has not indicated how he
will decide on the pipeline now that Nebraska's governor has approved a
new route.

Last month, Obama promised in his inaugural address to respond
vigorously to the threat of climate change.

With files from The Canadian Press and The Associated Press
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