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Floating an idea for energy needs 
 

By Paul Rogers 
Mercury News 

OXNARD - California's energy future looms over this stretch of Ventura County coast. It's not in the distant offshore oil platforms 
silhouetted against the Channel Islands every afternoon at sunset, however. 

This area of strawberry fields and beaches 60 miles north of Los Angeles has become the front line in a major West Coast energy 
battle: whether to build one or more billion-dollar terminals to bring liquefied natural gas (LNG) from across the world to provide 
electricity to California's growing population. 

Three companies have proposed building LNG terminals in California -- two in the ocean off Oxnard and one farther south in Long 
Beach Harbor. The outcome will ripple across the state, from the Bay Area to San Diego, affecting everything from home utility bills 
to terrorism alerts. 

LNG is a form of natural gas that has been cooled to 260 degrees below zero, turning it to a liquid. Under the proposals, tanker ships 
would bring LNG from Australia and Indonesia to Southern California. The LNG would then be heated back to a gas and distributed 
into onshore pipelines. 

But LNG generates as much emotion as energy. 

Community outcry ended plans by Shell and Bechtel for a terminal in Vallejo in 2002. San Jose's Calpine dropped plans for an LNG 
terminal in Humboldt Bay in 2004 after Eureka residents protested. 

Four LNG terminals have operated on the East Coast since 1971. There are none on the West Coast. But one under construction 50 
miles south of San Diego in Mexico, due to open in 2008, would supply gas to California. 

With natural gas demand increasing and U.S. production flat, supporters say LNG is needed to boost supply. Natural gas prices have 
doubled since 2002, and will be 50 percent higher this winter, Pacific Gas & Electric says. 

``LNG is an essential new part of our economy, and we need to encourage it. When people open their PG&E bills this winter, they'll 
know how important this is,'' said Justin Bradley, director of energy programs at the Silicon Valley Leadership Group, a business 
association in San Jose representing 190 companies. 

Over the past 20 years, environmentalists have succeeded in making natural gas the leading fuel burned in California power plants to
generate electricity because it is cleaner than coal or oil, reducing smog. This year, 48 percent of the state's electricity will come 
from natural gas, up from 30 percent in 1987. 

But California produces only 13 percent of the natural gas it uses, piping in the rest from the Rockies, Texas and Canada. If 
approved, the LNG terminals would help meet the growing demand. 

Oxnard proposal 

Opponents call the LNG plans too risky. 

Critics, including Greenpeace, Public Citizen and the League of United Latin American Citizens, have mobilized. When returned to a 
gaseous state, LNG is highly explosive, and could be a terrorist target, they note -- not to mention what might happen in an 
earthquake. They also worry about property values and pollution. And they say California should invest in solar, wind and other 
renewable energy instead. 

``When you talk about possibilities, if there is a one-in-a-million chance of an accident, it still can happen,'' said Manny Lopez, an 
optometrist and former mayor of Oxnard. 

Lopez, 78, was born in Oxnard, a blue-collar city of 190,000 people. 

When he talks about plans to bring LNG pipes ashore near Oxnard, Lopez, a soft-spoken man whose family dates to the community's 
1890s ranching days, says it is a story he's heard before. 



``Airports, heavy industry, landfills and freeways always seem to go into communities like ours. It's always done that way,'' he said 
with a sigh. 

Oxnard is 66 percent Latino. There is a paper mill, a power plant on the beach and a downtown with struggling mom-and-pop stores. 

``I've lived a long life, but I have two daughters and they have children,'' he said. ``It wouldn't be morally right for me to look the 
other way.'' 

The highest-profile California proposal -- and the one furthest along in the approval process -- is a plan by BHP Billiton, an Australian 
mining company, to build a floating LNG terminal 14 miles off Ventura's coast. The project, named Cabrillo Port, would be 937 feet 
long and 102 feet tall, moored to the seabed. Gas would be pumped from the terminal to two pipes along the ocean floor and 
brought ashore near Oxnard. 

``We understand that nobody wants it in their back yard,'' said BHP Billiton spokeswoman Kathi Hann. ``We're not in anybody's 
back yard. We're in the middle of the ocean.'' 

Hann said the reason BHP chose an offshore project, barely visible from the beach, was to address concerns about explosions or 
terrorism. But some Oxnard opponents still are worried the terminal could break loose or be hijacked somehow. 

And the concerns that Oxnard was picked because it is mostly Latino? 

``Not true,'' said Hann, noting the terminal also would be 14 miles from mostly white Malibu. ``We chose this spot because it has a 
coastal pipeline connection already existing that we can hook into.'' 

Environmental groups also are girding for a battle. 

Trevor Smith, 55, is a surfer, a carpenter and a former commercial sea urchin fisherman. He's lived in the area since 1959 and spent 
much of his life on the ocean, most recently on his 35-foot sailboat, Solace. 

Smith is chairman of the Sierra Club's LNG Task Force. He said he's worried about smog, and whether conservation could make the 
plans unnecessary. 

``A lot of people here are scared,'' he said, strolling the beach on a recent afternoon as pelicans drifted overhead and cargo ships 
steamed into nearby Port Hueneme Harbor. ``They are saying, `Who are these people who want to industrialize our sea breeze?' '' 

The BHP project would provide 800 million cubic feet of natural gas a day -- 15 percent of California's entire demand. An 
environmental report came out last fall, but after the outcry from environmentalists, the Coast Guard has gone back for more study. 
If approved, the project would take about five years to build. 

A second project by Crystal Energy of Houston proposes to convert Platform Grace, an oil platform 12 miles off Oxnard, to an LNG 
terminal. A third project is proposed for Long Beach by Mitsubishi. 

In June, Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger seemed to favor Cabrillo Port. 

``I think that the one, for instance Oxnard, where you build it out approximately 11, 12 miles off the shore, could be probably the 
most safe one for California,'' he told reporters. 

In addition to the Coast Guard and the governor, the state Lands Commission must approve offshore LNG projects. The federal 
government has final say on onshore terminals -- but the Long Beach project still needs a lease from Long Beach Harbor. 

How dangerous is LNG? It depends on how close you get to it. 

A report by Sandia National Laboratories in December found that a fire or explosion at an LNG facility from a terrorist attack or 
accident would cause ``major injuries and significant damage to property'' within one-third of a mile, including fatalities and severe 
burns. Beyond a mile, ``the risks and consequences to people and property of a large LNG spill over water are minimal,'' the report 
said. 

During the past 40 years, more than 80,000 LNG carrier voyages have taken place, mostly to Japan, South Korea and Europe, 
without any major accidents or safety problems. An explosion at an LNG plant in Algeria last year, however, killed 27 people. 

Supporters say the state's needs outweigh the risks. 

``There's no expectation population will do anything but grow,'' said PG&E spokesman Jason Alderman. ``There's going to be more 
gas needed to heat homes and generate electricity.'' 



Growing energy demand 

California's natural gas use is up 20 percent since 1980, and will grow 12 percent more by 2016, according to the California Energy 
Commission. 

The state's population, now 36 million, has grown 55 percent since 1980, mostly because of immigration and economic booms. In 
the next 15 years, state officials estimate, California will add 7 million more people, the equivalent of a new Los Angeles, San Diego, 
San Francisco and San Jose. 

Nobody knows for sure what LNG might mean for gas bills. But PG&E and the California Energy Commission say they expect it to at 
least limit future price increases. 

Some environmentalists say solar and wind energy are preferable. 

``But the wind is not always blowing and the sun doesn't shine at night,'' said Joe Desmond, chairman of the California Energy 
Commission. ``You have to have some way to deliver electricity all the time.'' 

Some experts say environmentalists are being hypocritical -- and potentially driving up power bills -- by having pushed for natural 
gas but now opposing bringing more into the state. 

``If you look at their view objectively, they are doing two things to push up the price,'' said Hillard Huntington, director of Stanford 
University's Energy Modeling Forum. 

``They are saying for environmental reasons you have to use natural gas, but we don't want any more of it coming in from 
elsewhere on boats. They are pushing up demand and restricting supply.'' 

In August, a San Francisco coalition including Greenpeace, Public Citizen and the Center for Biological Diversity sued to block LNG 
from being piped into California from the Mexico plant now being built, on the grounds that LNG increases the state's fossil-fuel 
dependency. 

``What do you want us to use?'' asked Bradley of the Silicon Valley Leadership Group. ``We could always approve more nuclear 
power plants, but I don't see a lot of people lining up for that, either.'' 
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