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The proposal to build an LNG tanker platform in Mt. Hope Bay and connect it via an underwater pipeline to an LNG storage/distribution facility in Weaver's Cove has generated controversy and heated debate.   ALN has monitored the controversy closely, paying attention to the various sources of information available:  public forums, legislative hearings, newspaper and magazine articles, discussions on radio and television, information provided by experts in the affected disciplines and information disseminated over the internet.  In April, 2010, ALN presented a forum on the topic itself featuring the CEO of the company that proposes to build and operate the facilities, along with spokespersons in opposition representing a prominent environmental advocacy group and a prominent association of area businesses.  In response to that forum, ALN has received a steady stream of emails from supporters and opponents of the proposal providing personal viewpoints and links to additional information available online.
The abundance of  information that has been gathered produces a comprehensive picture of the pros and cons of the Weaver's Cove Project and facilitates the separation of facts from unsubstantiated opinions.
 
Claim:  The Weaver Cove Project will significantly increase the supply of natural gas to New England to help satisfy the area's steadily increasing energy demands and will result in a decrease in the high energy costs currently in effect here.
Discussion:  We have found no information indicating that New England is suffering from a shortage of natural gas.  We have found information indicating that the existing natural gas import facilities in New England are operating far short of capacity.  Further, the natural gas that would come to the proposed Weaver's Cove facility will come from foreign sources, predominately in the Middle East.  Increasing the dependence on foreign energy sources is questionable, especially when new technologies will allow the tapping of major sources of natural gas within the U.S. in the foreseeable future (extraction from shale that previously could not be cost-justified).  
Hess, which will own and operate the Weaver's Cove facility and supply the LNG, is a relatively small player in the international natural gas marketplace and cannot itself control product pricing sufficiently to move price points for acquisition of the product.  If Hess' additional supply of natural gas to this region is enough to create sufficient surplus to bring down the retail price of natural gas (a questionable outcome and something over which Hess presumably has no control), the primary impact most likely will fall on Hess' profit margin, with Hess being caught between its fixed acquisition cost and the lower sales price it receives.

Claim:  The Weaver's Cove Project will give a huge lift to the economy of Rhode Island by resulting in the creation of hundreds of jobs during the estimated five year construction of the loading platform, the storage/distribution facility and the underwater pipes connecting the two.  In addition, an estimated fifty to seventy permanent jobs will be created to operate and maintain the facilities.
Discussion:  There is no question that the Weaver's Cove Project will result in a boost to the economy during the construction phase and a lesser boost once construction is completed.  There are questions about how much of that boost will adhere to Rhode Island.  A significant portion of the jobs will require specialized skills and may very well require importing workers from outside Rhode Island (and Massachusetts, for that matter).  While it is true that the imported workers will spend some of their income in Rhode Island while working here, the majority of their income (and of their tax payments) will go elsewhere.  The permanent jobs will be split between the docking platform in Mt. Hope Bay and the storage/distribution facility in Weaver's Cove.  It can be expected that whatever  regional economic benefits are realized will be split between Rhode Island and Massachusetts. 

Claim:  The dredging of Mt. Hope Bay will have a permanent negative environmental impact.  Over 70 acres of spawning area for winter flounder will be destroyed and the Bay's ecosystem will be disturbed.  Where ever the dredged materials are deposited will be negatively impacted as well.
Discussion:  Weaver's Cove proponents argue that the winter flounder population has already been decimated beyond recall by over-fishing, so the loss of its spawning ground is immaterial.  While it is true that over-fishing has had a huge impact, experts agree that there still is hope for recovery.  Fishing limits have been established in Rhode Island and efforts are underway in other states and at the federal level to impose limits and allow the flounder population to reconstitute itself.  However, if the spawning ground is destroyed, those efforts will go for naught.  Proponents also claim that the dredging process will be done in a manner that will not materially disrupt the ecosystem.  Presently, we are not aware of any definitive studies regarding this matter.
Proponents of the project state that no supportable evidence has been presented to indicate that a well-planned program of spreading dredged material over a large area out to sea will have any significant environmental impact.  However, a speaker representing the National Geographic Ocean Now Project stated at a recent Naval War College lecture that the above statement is not true.  The speaker noted that just because it cannot be seen does not mean that it does not have any significant environmental impact.

Claim:  LNG tankers making their way up Narragansett Bay to the proposed docking platform in Mt. Hope Bay create the risk of an accident or terrorist attack resulting in horrific destruction to the area.
Discussion:  The threat of horrific destruction assumes the contents of a loaded LNG tanker explode, creating a massive shock wave and fireball that devastate the surrounding area.  While that is possible in theory, LNG tankers have been around for decades without any such massive explosion occurring.  There have been accidents, some of which included minor explosions, involving LNG tankers and some resulted in casualties; but to date the casualties all have been members of a tanker's crew or workers on a dock or loading platform.  The threat of a terrorist attack on a loaded LNG tanker resulting in the massive explosion that accidents have yet to cause cannot be dismissed completely.  However, the attack would have to be quite sophisticated to have the desired result and especially to overcome the extensive security measures required by the U.S. Coast Guard and other federal agencies.
Claim:  The transits of LNG tankers through Narragansett Bay to and from the platform in Mt. Hope Bay will disrupt recreational and other commercial uses of the waterway and also cause serious disruptions of traffic over the Pell and Mt. Hope Bridges.
Discussion:  This issue raises the most controversy and is the most difficult to pin down, as the matter of "trust" plays a significant role and "facts" are subject to a variety of interpretations.  One set of facts that all seem to agree upon is that transiting LNG tankers will be subject to a federally enforced moving security zone  extending two miles ahead of the tanker, one mile behind and one thousand yards to either side.  Watercraft are not to be operated within that zone (Navy and Coast Guard vessels are exempted).  Assuming the tanker maintains an average speed of ten knots, activity at any point will be restricted for eighteen minutes during the passage of a tanker.  At fifteen knots, the restriction will last for twelve minutes; however, it is doubtful that a tanker would maintain that higher speed during the majority of its passage.   Although average tanker speeds within Narragansett Bay have not been established, there appears to be agreement that the average will fall somewhere in the ten to fifteen knot  range.  However, as the LNG tanker approaches the Mt. Hope Bay docking platform, it will have to begin to slow its speed in preparation for stopping at the platform.  As it passes under the Mt. Hope Bridge, its speed may be reduced to closer to five knots, causing the  bridge traffic to be impacted by closer to twenty-four minutes.
Concerns have been raised about the impact of the floating security zone on recreational use of the Bay.  Proponents of the Weaver's Cove Project point out that supply of LNG follows demand and, hence, will be greater in the colder months and less in the summer months when most recreational use of the Bay occurs.  The Weaver's Cove representatives promise to work closely with local officials and businesses to time transits to avoid regattas and other such scheduled events, including scheduling some transits after dark.  Similarly, they promise to coordinate the transits to avoid interfering with cruise ships entering and leaving the area and with regularly scheduled ferry services.  
Here is where the lack of trust comes in, with opponents claiming that such promised coordination will not be realized, because transit schedules must be kept secret and nighttime transits are currently prohibited (the prohibition might be lifted for an empty tanker returning to sea).  Clearly, lack of coordination would have the greatest impact on regattas and other scheduled boating events.  There, coordination is a must.  Other use of the Bay might be inconvenienced by a twelve to eighteen minute pause (or closer to twenty-four minutes around Mt. Hope Bay) -- an annoyance, but not necessarily a deal breaker.  With the anticipated frequency of transits, typical vacationers spending two weeks or less in this area might be inconvenienced once, or at most twice, during their visit.  A twelve to eighteen minute pause should be something that ferry services and harbor tour craft can accommodate without too much difficulty.  Proponents dispute the restriction from nighttime transits and clarification by federal sources is lacking.
Another concern is the impact of twelve to eighteen minute closures of the Pell Bridge and twelve to as many as twenty-four minutes of the Mt. Hope Bridge during transits under the bridges.  Depending upon the time of day, day of the week and season, added to the closure time would be anywhere from ten to thirty-five minutes for backed up traffic to clear.  Since transit schedules cannot be published in advance, commuters would be subject to significant delays without being able to plan in advance to avoid the delays.  People crossing the bridges to reach a destination by a specified time, would have to allow at least an additional twenty to forty-five minutes to guarantee not being late.  A major problem would result if an exemption to the closures could not be secured for emergency vehicles.  Whether or not such exemptions are possible is not clear at this time.  Proponents claim that the bridge closures are not federally mandated, but are the decision of the Rhode Island Bridge & Turnpike Authority.  The Authority has indicated it will enforce closures during LNG tanker transits under the bridge as is done in other locales, such as Boston.  However, if it is up to the Authority, they also should be able to exempt emergency vehicles.  
The Authority also has been asked for clarification as to whether their restrictions would apply to empty tankers on their return transits.  As of now, no response has been received.  The U.S. Coast Guard has indicated that its security zone restrictions for empty LNG tankers might be lowered to those for regular shipping.  Weaver's Cove authorities have stated that returning tankers indeed will be empty, unlike LPG tankers that presently return from Providence with some LPG cargo remaining on board.

Conclusions:  As the above discussions illustrate, this is a complex issue with many clarifications still lacking.  However, there are some telling points that stand out --
· There is no proven need in New England for the LNG the proposed facility would bring to the region.
· The dredging required for the project would most likely have a significant negative environmental impact upon Mt. Hope Bay and possibly on the sea bed where the dredged material is deposited.
· LNG tanker transits will have a noticeable impact on use of the Bay, with the potential for serious impact if some accommodations cannot be realized.
· LNG tankers will have a significant impact on commuter use of the Pell and Mt. Hope Bridges.
· While the risk of an horrific event caused by accident or terrorist attack is almost immeasurably small, it does exist.
That leaves the weighing of a significant short term economic boost and a much smaller long term economic boost along with an unsubstantiated possibility of a reduction in area energy costs against the impacts and risks noted in the last four bullet items above.
Given the information presently available, it is our opinion that the proposed LNG facilities for Mt. Hope Bay and Weaver's Cove should not be built.
