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Been there.  Done all that.  That what Dave Harbour must feel, listening to the current debate over routes for a North Slope natural gas pipeline.

Harbour, an Anchorage public affairs and business consultant, was one of several Alaskans who’ve had senior management positions in companies deeply involved in the gas pipeline route wars a quarter of a century ago.  Others included Anchorage Mayor George Wuerch, retired Colonel Mo Mathews, former Lt. Gov. Robert W. Ward, retired BG John Bennett and Morris Thompson, the latter three being now deceased.

Harbour worked for Arctic’s president, Bob Ward as director of public affairs for Alaskan Arctic Gas, a consortium formed in the 1970s by 27 US and Canadian energy companies to build a gas pipeline east from Prudhoe Bay across the coastal plain of the Arctic National Wildlife Range (i.e. now, a Refuge) to Canada's Mackenzie Delta, and then south along the Mackenzie River valley.

Today a similar "northern" route is being considered, except that given ANWR’ s political status it is designed to run offshore to the Mackenzie.

In those days there were early versions of all the current proposals for North Slope pipelines.  The predecessor to proposals now for a pipeline across Alaska to a liquefied natural gas plant in southern Alaska was an idea put forth in the mid-1970s by Governor Walter J. Hickel and El Paso Natural Gas Chairman Howard Boyd.

El Paso Alaska’s John Bennett, promoted shipping LNG from south Alaska to the U.S.  West Coast, but the company withdrew after a Federal Power Commission (now Federal Energy Regulatory Commission) preliminary decision in favor of Arctic Gas.

After helping secure Congress’ approval of the Alaska Natural Gas Transportation Act of 1976, Harbour saw Arctic Gas blown from the water by a Canadian government decision in 1977 to impose a 10-year moratorium on pipelines in the Mackenzie valley, to allow time to settle Aboriginal land claims, and by a National Energy Board decision favoring an AlCan Highway proposal.  

Thus, the surviving proposal was for a pipeline through Interior Alaska and into Canada along the Alaska Highway, known as the Alaska Natural Gas Transmission System (ANGTS).  Harbour’s Arctic Gas owners recruited him to assist ANGTS sponsor, John McMillian in securing U.S. approvals for that project.  After obtaining support for the U.S. approvals, Robert O. Anderson asked Harbour to join ARCO as director of governmental affairs.  ANGTS fell apart in the early 1980s when gas prices plummeted and a large gas surplus developed in the Lower 48.  With LNG proposals seemingly uneconomic now, many Alaskans are now promoting a similar "southern" route.  

Harbour recalls the vigorous public debate over those previous competing pipeline proposals played out in Alaska, and nationally.  Working with the member companies of Arctic Gas, a "who's who" in the U.S. and Canadian gas industry, Harbour organized a national grass-roots campaign in support of his group's proposal, which had over $200 million of environmental and engineering studies supporting it.

This campaign countered El Paso's idea of liquefying the gas, shipping it to the U.S. West Coast, then converting it back into gas, an idea heavy with “All American” emotionalism but no consortium or market support.  Slowly, then with greater speed, national support began streaming into Washington, from scores of chambers of commerce, governors, state legislatures, public utility commissions, gas associations and minority organizations.

Harbour's information campaign helped create a friendly political climate in Congress and the administration, then headed by President Gerald Ford.  Arctic Gas won that round when on February 1, 1977 FPC administrative law judge Nahum Litt ruled the Arctic Gas proposal would deliver gas more economically to U.S. consumers than El Paso's plan.

But problems were brewing in Canada.  Harbour thinks a decision by the Arctic Gas Canadian sister company not to organize a structured public information campaign behind its proposal, relying almost exclusively on traditional governmental application processes, was a mistake.  Better communications could have generated public support for the highly researched project and encouraged the government to take a stronger stand in dealing with unresolved Aboriginal land claims.  A similar problem confronted the petroleum industry when it first proposed the trans-Alaska oil pipeline in 1969.  The U.S.  government began working toward settling the land claims, with support from Alaska Natives and the petroleum industry.  The happy result was passage of the 1971 Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act and construction of the TAPS oil pipeline a few years later.

Had Canada's government been firmer, Harbour thinks Aboriginal people there might actually have gotten a better deal—and sooner--because an economic development project at stake would have helped pay for it.

Alaska Natives took advantage of the oil pipeline to get Congress to settle the land claims, and to pay over half the cost.  Five hundred million dollars of the $962 million cash settlement paid to Alaska Natives in compensation for lands was paid for by a temporary federal royalty override on Prudhoe Bay oil production.

By the Journal 

Are there lessons history can teach us about natural gas pipeline "wars"?

Dave Harbour thinks there are.  In the 1970s, Harbour directed public affairs and grass roots information campaigns for Alaskan Arctic Gas, an industry consortium that worked on a plan to build a pipeline across northern Alaska and to the Lower 48 via Canada's Mackenzie River valley.  A quarter of a century ago there were other, competing plans to build pipelines across Alaska and then to the Lower 48 through Interior Alaska and along the Alaska Highway.  None of these were built.

"There was an economic window of opportunity.  The pipeline was ready for construction.  Then politics and price decreases intervened, and the window closed," Harbour says.

The U.S. faced shortages of gas in the 1970s.  These were also years of heightened sensitivities over oil prices.  Congress had approved a mechanism for U.S. utilities to bill customers for new, high-cost capital projects to secure new gas supplies.

Because of that, oil producers, gas transmission companies and utility sponsors of the gas consortium had a unique way of financing the project.

The estimated construction cost for the Arctic Gas system also seemed manageable because the chilled pipeline would be buried into the permafrost and would cross no major mountain systems, unlike the more complex trans-Alaska oil pipeline.

The heated TAPS oil pipeline had to be built above ground half way along a permafrost route that crossed difficult mountain and hill terrain.

"When Canada closed the door with its moratorium on Mackenzie valley pipeline construction, the window closed," Harbour recalls.  In the time it took the ANGTS project to get up and running, Congress had begun its long process of deregulating the U.S. gas industry.  U.S. gas prices began to fall and the window of opportunity for the Alaska Natural Gas Transmission System also closed.

Had the Arctic Gas system actually begun construction in the late 1970s Harbour is convinced it would have been completed and would be delivering North Slope gas today at rates lower than could be possible when a new millennium system is built.

“In a way I don’t regret the delay, though,” he said, “since our state will more productively use a new project now than it could have then.”

The lesson from all this?

"Here we are now in 2001 with the invisible hand of economics creating a new market window, and Alaska needs a gas project to support an economic soft landing," Harbour said.  "Oil companies are researching how best to move the gas.  I believe our elected leaders should support the private sector in its decision to build whatever project is most economically and environmentally feasible."

"A policy creating political roadblocks for any particular project could delay the whole process, and close the window for another generation,” he warned.  “While the public expects proper government oversight, investors putting billions of dollars on the line must be respected for making a wise routing decision.”
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