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Arizona seeks compromise on Copper Ridge


Arizona state legislators are quietly engaging in delicate talks that


could have a profound impact on the future of El Paso’s Copper Eagle


Gas Storage proposal and Luke Air Force Base, officials told Gas Daily


this week.


The issue came to the front burner of the state House of


Representatives when the new chairman of the House’s Natural


Resources and Agriculture Committee blocked consideration of a bill


that would prohibit any gas storage facility within three miles of an


airport or military airport. Luke Air Force Base is situated about a mile


from the Copper Eagle site.


Following a meeting with legislators last week, House Speaker Jake


Flake instructed legislators to work out a compromise. A spokesman for


Flake said earlier this week stakeholders have been meeting and a


resolution of the issue is expected soon.


The stakes involved are high. On one side is El Paso’s plan to boost the region’s


gas supplies with a huge storage facility. On the other is the future of a 62-year-old


military base that contributes $1.4 billion annually to the central Arizona


economy. In addition to 5,585 active duty and reserve military personnel assigned


to the base, it employs 2,250 civilians. The base’s population includes more than


80,000 military retirees and 15,000 active-duty military family members.


The Air Force insisted Thursday that it is not engaging in an attack of “not-inmy-


back-yard” mentality. The base commander, U.S. Air Force Brig. Gen. Philip


Breedlove, said in a February letter to legislators that his job is “to ensure the


safety and security of our Air Force personnel and their families at Luke and to


conduct our flying training mission. Anything that has the potential to adversely


affect the safety and security of our people or our ability to conduct our flying


training mission is of great concern to me.


“Having met with representatives of El Paso Gas, it’s my perception that, due


to the close proximity of the proposed site, there can be no guarantee that the gas


pipeline or its storage facility will not now, nor at some point in the future,


adversely impact the safety and security of the people of Luke AFB, or the wing’s


ability to conduct its national security mission,” he said in the letter.


What the general didn’t mention in his letter was that the base is under


consideration for closure. The spokesman for Flake acknowledged that the


proximity of the storage facility could be a factor in whether the base remains open.


Supporting the Air Force in its opposition to the storage facility is the Maricopa


County Board of Supervisors and the mayors of several nearby municipalities.


While the project’s public supporters may be few, the driving force behind El


Paso’s proposal is the area’s strong need for more natural gas and the lack of gas


storage facilities in Arizona. According to local distributor Southwest Gas, the


region’s population is growing at a rate of 5% a year, second only to the growth


in the Las Vegas metropolitan area.


The Arizona Corporation Commission has signaled its desire for companies to


bring more gas to the area as quickly as possible by offering to be supportive of


infrastructure expansion projects. It has even said it would consider pre-approval


of cost recovery of utility investments in major projects.


El Paso owns the pipelines that carry virtually all of the state’s gas supplies. El


Paso Natural Gas bought the equity interests in the Copper Eagle Gas Storage


project for an undisclosed price in August 2003. As planned, the facility would


store 9.6 Bcf in salt caverns situated thousands of feet beneath the surface. The


project also includes a 35-mile-long, 36-inch pipeline that would cut across the


base’s southern departure corridor.


El Paso is holding a non-binding open season to gauge customer needs for the


project. If sufficient commitment exists, the company has said it will ask FERC


next month for authorization to build the facility. If all goes as planned, the first


cavern would go in service in early 2007.


A spokeswoman for El Paso said the company has been meeting with state and


local officials and is working hard to mitigate safety concerns about the project.


Company officials are making themselves available to legislators and want to


work out an arrangement that is mutually beneficial, she added. 
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