HAS BP'S PURSUIT OF A GREEN IMAGE BEEN JUST A LOAD OF SLICK CYNICISM?
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WASHINGTON -- BP PLC has always prided itself on walking the talk, as it were.

The company's familiar sun-shaped green and yellow logo wasn't just a

pretty design. The logo embodied what BP touted in its advertising as its industry-leading environmentally responsible policies and practices.

BP chief executive officer Lord John Browne was the first of the Big Oil executives to acknowledge global warming. He boosted BP's investments in wind power and other alternative energy sources. And he called for mandatory controls on greenhouse gases -- a position that won him kudos from environmentalists and raised eyebrows among rivals.

All that now looks like clever spin. The company's Prudhoe Bay pipeline fiasco suggests a company that would do almost anything to avoid doing the right thing to maintain its aging network of feeder pipelines from its oil field on Alaska's North Slope.

Badly corroded and prone to leaks and spills, BP was forced to shut a key pipeline this month, taking off-line indefinitely more than half of the 400,000 barrels a day of oil it produces in Prudhoe Bay.

BP has apologized. But it has insisted that it could not possibly have anticipated the corrosion problem, which became apparent only after U.S. regulators ordered special tests following a major oil major spill in March.

But the company is now facing allegations that it turned a blind eye to the problem, and may even have altered data to avoid costly repairs. The Financial Times reported yesterday that BP had "misrepresented corrosion data" over the years to indicate its

pipelines were in better shape than they were, even as it cut back on monitoring and prevention. BP has denied the allegations. 
If true, the allegations are another black mark for BP, which is already facing investigations by U.S. and Alaska environmental officials as well as the U.S. Congress. Over the weekend, state officials subpoenaed BP and its partners in the massive Prudhoe Bay oil field (Exxon Mobil and ConocoPhillips) for documents and e-mails related to pipeline maintenance.

More troubling is that BP's handling of its Prudhoe operations may not be an isolated case. There were several near misses before a massive blast killed 15 workers and injured 170 at a BP refinery in Texas City in March, 2005. U.S. health and safety investigators have fined the company for similar safety lapses at a BP refinery in

Toledo, Ohio. And Koch Industries Inc., the buyer of a former BP chemical plant in Joliet, Ill., has alleged in a lawsuit that BP hid safety and environmental problems at the site.

Some people might dismiss these incidents as part of doing business in the messy petrochemicals industry. But some regulators now believe BP's problems are more than just a fluke. 
"You look at what happened in Alaska and look at what was revealed in Texas, and it does seem to be systemic problem of management oversight and assurance of high reliability," Carolyn Merritt, chairman and CEO of the U.S. Chemical Safety and Hazard Investigation Board, an independent agency probing the Texas City blast, recently told the Chicago Tribune.

After touring BP's facilities in Alaska last week, acting U.S. Transportation Secretary Maria Cino offered a similarly sober assessment of the company's maintenance record. "When we look at other operators, this problem has not been found," Ms. Cino said. "I think this problem is unique to BP." 
BP, for its part, has cast itself as a pioneering company that would go the extra distance to protect the environment and curb North America's oil addiction.

Business is all about choices and BP, which like the rest of the industry is enjoying the spoils of record high oil prices, could have opted to spend more on health, safety and the environment in recent years.

In the past year, BP spent $60-million (U.S.) trying to fix corrosion of its aging Prudhoe Bay pipelines. That might seem like a hefty sum, but consider that over the past 16 months the company has rung up more than $30-billion in profits.

And how has BP spent its riches? Over the past year and half, two-thirds of those profits, or $20-billion, went to buy back its shares. Share buybacks are typically used to boost a company's stock. 
BP said the repurchased shares would be used for various employee share programs. The saga is a powerful reminder that reality inevitably catches up with a slick, but shallow corporate image.  

