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Goals:

· To define and address key environmental issues, both natural and human, associated with the construction of a natural gas pipeline.

· To make recommendations for policies and procedures necessary to ensure that the design, construction, and operation of the natural gas pipeline will proceed in an environmentally sound manner.

· To identify potential environmental benefits of a natural gas pipeline.

Introduction and Background
The proposed Alaska natural gas pipeline project is comparable to the Trans-Alaska Pipeline System (TAPS), which was built in the mid-70s to transport crude oil from Prudhoe Bay to the Valdez Marine Terminal.  The gas pipeline under consideration is proposed to be large-diameter (up to 52 inches), high-pressure, chilled, completely buried (except for above ground crossings of the Yukon River and possibly the Tanana River), and supported by a number of compressor stations.  In addition, a large conditioning plant will be required on the North Slope to treat the natural gas before it enters the pipeline.  Furthermore, the proposed Highway route would be international, crossing portions of the United States and Canada and thus requiring trans-boundary coordination of the pipeline’s daily operation, maintenance, and emergency response capabilities.  Except where noted the comments in this report deal solely with the Alaska segment of the proposed gasline.

Much has been learned from the TAPS experience over the last 27 years.  When the State of Alaska and federal agencies undertook oversight of the design and construction of the TAPS project, they embarked on a new frontier and there was limited understanding of the impacts and problems associated with a project of that magnitude.  Delays caused by litigation provided industry and agencies with an opportunity to review and improve TAPS engineering design and construction planning. This review resulted in successes, but there were also unanticipated failures. Careful planning and design, as well as continuing vigilance in monitoring and enforcement are essential to reducing environmental concerns.

Oversight and regulation of TAPS have been enhanced over time due to a commitment to continuous improvement of the oversight process by industry, government and the public.  In the early 1990s, the Joint Pipeline Office (JPO) was established to provide a coordinated, cooperative federal-state structure for oversight of the line.  This has proven to be an effective inter-agency oversight mechanism. A similar joint office, the Gas Pipeline Office (GPO), has been established for the natural gas pipeline, and it is important that it be adequately funded and staffed with highly qualified personnel to provide the needed agency liaison and coordination of the permitting standards and process.

The impacts of a project of this magnitude will be extensive, particularly during the construction phase, and must be considered not only in the context of the natural environment but also as it will affect the human environment.  Quality of life in communities can be degraded in numerous ways ranging from reduced services, traffic congestion, crowded schools and health services, reduced recreational opportunities, and inflationary pressures.  Rural residents depending on subsistence may experience increased industrial and recreational activities in traditional hunting and fishing areas.  On the other hand, pipeline construction will create jobs and increase short-term economic opportunities, and the completed pipeline could supply natural gas to communities that presently depend on less efficient liquid petroleum products for energy, altering lifestyle and environmental patterns ranging from fuel consumption to air quality over the long term.

The charge for the Environmental Considerations Committee of the Natural Gas Policy Council is to make recommendations to assure that the project follows Governor Knowles' policy of “doing it right.”  The committee has determined that its most effective contribution is to recommend needed policies and procedures, many of which should be put into place as early as possible during engineering design and prior to the start of construction.  Every effort must be made to ensure that best technology and best environmental practices are implemented in order to make the project as environmentally benign as possible, and to make sure that the net impact on human lives will be positive.  The following recommendations to decision-makers are presented with these goals in mind.

Recommendations and Supporting Rationales

1. Endorse the Alaska Highway gas pipeline route as the environmentally preferred pipeline route that minimizes the potential adverse environmental effects and maximizes potential environmental benefits to Alaska.
An Alaska Highway route would limit the gasline to an existing corridor, minimizing impacts to the environment as well as to fish and wildlife. It would also allow Alaska communities access to a cleaner, more efficient fuel.  In addition, a highway route following the TAPS line would make oversight of both lines more efficient and effective.  At hearings of the Gas Policy Council, Alaskans voiced overwhelming support for the environmentally preferred southern route. 

Any frontier route would require a “start from scratch” approach, including collection and analysis of physical, biological, and social data and determination of required technology.

2. Recommend that the GPO conduct a thorough review of "lessons learned" from TAPS design, construction, and operation.  This review should include public comment and public participation. Use "lessons learned" to develop procedures for the gas pipeline that ensure past mistakes are avoided and successes repeated. 

A natural gas pipeline following the TAPS/Alaska Highway corridor will have many environmental concerns similar to those of the earlier project.  Certain differences need to be identified and addressed, such as the effect of a buried, chilled pipeline crossing beneath streams, geologic and hydrologic data for areas where TAPS is not buried, and design and operational differences between a low-pressure, hot oil line and a high-pressure, cold gas line.  In addition, Canadian and other high-latitude gas pipelines should be studied for lessons learned.

A rigorous environmental review should be required and could be done either by a supplemental environmental impact statement (EIS) building on the ANGTS EIS or a full EIS done in an expedited manner using information from the ANGTS EIS. The outcome of either process should spell out for public review the full range of alternatives, environmental pros and cons associated with them, and mitigation measures that should be taken to avoid or minimize adverse impacts. 

3. Adequately fund and staff a natural gas pipeline office that is housed in one place to facilitate communication, coordination, and cooperation among all affected state, federal, and Canadian agencies.

Lack of timely and complete communication among agencies can have severe consequences on any project, but can be particularly difficult in one of this size.  A facilitated review of the JPO operation by all the involved agencies to note procedural changes they might recommend to improve effectiveness and efficiency would be beneficial.  Acquiring personnel with the necessary technical and scientific expertise may be difficult for both federal and state agencies when competing with industry, which will be hiring for the same positions and will have considerably higher salary scales.  Every effort should also be made to include the considerable number of borough and local agencies concerned with the various project alternatives, along with Alaska Native corporations, tribes, and villages that will be affected by a pipeline right-of-way (ROW).

4. Establish an open and available data and information process for the public, agencies, and industry.

Frustration and suspicion take hold when individuals, organizations, and communities are unable to get information on issues of concern in a timely and appropriate manner.  Such a process should start at the beginning of the project and make available all non-proprietary material.  Meaningful involvement by affected communities is important.  Effort should be made to include all stakeholders, not just decision-makers.  Websites, e-mail addresses, and information repositories, such as local libraries, borough offices, and central sites such as the Alaska Resource Library & Information Services (ARLIS) should be used as effectively as possible and adequately funded.  An information clearinghouse such as the Exxon Valdez Oil Spill Library (which is now consolidated in ARLIS) could be an appropriate approach.

5. Establish mandatory training for all personnel involved with the gas pipeline project.

Timely, appropriate, and sufficient training is vital for all personnel associated with a major project.  Such training should start with applicable federal, state, and local laws and regulations, agency mandates and responsibilities, enforcement options and penalties for noncompliance, best practices, and appropriate technologies.  Government and industry should coordinate to ensure commensurate levels of training for the public and private sectors, including all contractors and subcontractors.  Sessions to update personnel as the project progresses should be included, along with required orientation for those joining it. 

6. The state should take a long-term view of the gas pipeline to minimize environmental concerns.
In view of the likely long-life of this project, the state should encourage a long-term view be taken in design, construction, operation, and maintenance in order to mitigate environmental risks over the entire life of the project.  

7. A records management system for compiling and maintaining complete and updated documentation should be in place at the beginning of the project and maintained and updated throughout the life of the pipeline in accordance with professional document control standards.  The state must have copies of all documents.

The TAPS experience has shown that older engineering drawings, including “as-builts” and documents confirming original facility configurations and placements, have not always been readily accessible by pipeline managers and regulators when needed.  Establishing a professionally designed and maintained document control system will help to ensure that accurate records from every phase of pipeline development remain rapidly retrievable under unforeseen future circumstances.  This process will undoubtedly be aided by recent advances in technology.

8. Assure that effective and adequate monitoring and enforcement systems are in place at the start of the project and continue throughout the life of the pipeline.

Adequate funding will be needed to ensure that a sufficient number of appropriately trained agency personnel are available for monitoring and enforcement throughout pipeline construction and operation.  Agency personnel without a working knowledge of pipeline construction, operation, and maintenance will have little credibility with their industry counterparts. Training of agency personnel associated with all aspects of the pipeline should be integral to the project.  Such training should emphasize the prevention and early detection of problems, and understanding of regulations, codes, and penalties.  Enforcement of regulations and codes is essential but will not occur without trained personnel who are actually available on site.

9. Direct the GPO to establish a comprehensive citizen's involvement plan. This effort may include the creation of a citizen advisory council with representatives from communities affected by construction of the pipeline.

A determined effort should be made to aggressively involve and engage affected communities during the planning and construction phase through a coordinated federal/state effort.  If necessary as determined by the federal/state plan, a citizen advisory council should be formed and adequately funded to receive and evaluate information and respond to pertinent issues. If established, the council would also evaluate their role following construction of the pipeline.  

The public involvement process should also include a full review, including stakeholder involvement, of proposed federal grant and state lease right-of-way provisions and

stipulations.

10. Provisions should be incorporated into ROW lease agreements to ensure that adequate DR&R funding will be available for the Alaska segment of the natural gas pipeline.

The actual DR&R provisions will depend on ownership of the pipeline and should take into consideration the long-life of the asset. 

11. Perform a full security review and develop a comprehensive and detailed security plan early enough to influence the pipeline design and alignment process.

Heightened security concerns throughout the United States should be reflected in the engineering design and alignment of the natural gas pipeline, which will be a significant part of America’s domestic energy supply.  Any aspect of the design of pipeline facilities and structures that would be particularly vulnerable to sabotage, such as compressor stations, bridge crossings, and above-ground valve housings, should receive attention from a security standpoint early in the design process, and not as an afterthought.  This concern applies also to the alignment, which may present opportunities for modifications or adjustments that will minimize the potential for harm.

12. Continue to ensure that environmental scientists and permitting specialists work side-by-side with design engineers and construction planners from the earliest stages of the project through to its completion.

It is essential that environmental safeguards be built into the design of the project, not added as an afterthought to satisfy regulatory requirements and stipulations.  Preliminary engineering design products will be used to support major permit applications with long lead times and must contain fully integrated environmental features at that early stage.  This can best be accomplished if environmental and permitting specialists work on the same teams and in the same facilities as the engineers.

13. The State of Alaska ROW lease should require long-term environmental surveillance and monitoring, and annual reporting.  This function should continue throughout the life of the pipeline.
14. The GPO, in cooperation with the federal government, should continue to coordinate the trans-boundary aspects of construction, operation, and maintenance of a gasline, including operations control and emergency response.

Although it may cross land belonging to two nations, the gas pipeline will be a single integrated system.  Emergencies, whether structural, operational, or environmental, will not respect the international boundary.  The U.S. and Canada must establish integrated control protocols that can regulate the pressure and flow of gas through the pipeline as a single system and thus respond quickly and effectively to emergencies.  This will require open communications, shared data, and a close working relationship between personnel of both nations. It may be necessary to establish an international commission to coordinate this effort. The state should look to other international pipelines for models in handling the trans-border oversight aspects of construction, operation and maintenance.
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