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Since the 2001 energy crisis, fear has driven 
California’s most important energy policy 
decisions. Dire sounding threats from the 

same companies that brought us that ‘perfect 
storm’ have fueled the state’s head long rush to 
embrace the industry’s next product: liquefied 
natural gas (LNG). But we would be wise to 
look before we leap into long term dependence 
on LNG, an imported and polluting fossil fuel.

Millions of lobbying/PR dollars are being 
spent to convince California that it desperately 
needs LNG. For example, 
BHP Billiton, seeking 
approval for its proposed 
‘floating’ LNG terminal, 
spent 1.8 million dollars 
lobbying in California in 
2005, making it the sev-
enth highest spender in the 
state. 

The LNG lobby claims 
skyrocketing natural gas 
prices are proof positive that 
there is a severe domestic 
natural gas shortage and 
that LNG will be a cheap, 
reliable and clean source of 
energy for Californians. 

Instead of blindly 
accepting the industry’s hype on domestic sup-
ply shortages, we should have listened back in 
2004 when large industrial users called on a 
non-responsive federal government to investi-
gate natural gas price spikes in spite of record 
high gas inventories. 

Price spikes are not proof of the need for 
LNG, nor do LNG imports guarantee that 
natural gas prices will come down. 

The enormous costs of extracting the gas, 
liquefying it, transporting it across the world 
in specially designed tankers and building the 
industrial infrastructure to receive it, demand 
that the companies charge higher prices to 
recoup their upfront costs. 

In exchange for their ‘investment’, most 
LNG companies want privately owned ‘closed 

access’ sole supply LNG ter-
minals. Cheaper gas from 
other sources would be shut 
out and CA held hostage 
once again to the whims of 
the market. 

In addition to impor-
tant unresolved economic 
issues, the confusion of dif-
ferent technologies must 
be addressed. Many incor-
rectly assume that one LNG 
terminal proposal is like 
any other. But each existing 
proposal for California is 
site specific, uses vastly dif-
ferent technology and the 
impacts to public health & 

safety, the environment, military base opera-
tions, and national security vary significantly. 

To date, there’s the onshore LNG terminal 
proposed for the busy Port of Long Beach next 
to densely populated neighborhoods, a retrofit 
of an aging offshore oil platform to berth LNG 

Legal, energy disputes aside, LNG poses threat to environment
tankers, and a never-been-done-before massive 
floating terminal, three football fields long, to 
be moored offshore Oxnard and Malibu. Yet 
another entrant recently proposed a design that 
does not require massive new industrial infra-
structure on or off the coast; LNG is regassified 
on the tanker and downloaded into a pipeline 
distribution system—no ‘terminal’ required

California needs to critically reassess its 
approach to LNG imports. Credible sources 
believe that California can meet its energy 
needs through aggressive energy efficiency, 
upfront investment in renewables, and alter-
native domestic supplies. To date, California 
Energy Commission Chairman Joe Desmond 
has not had the courage to debate the issue on 
the record. Desmond appears entirely content 
to let the market decide whether and where 
California gets LNG. But that’s no way to plan 
for the state’s energy future and protect con-
sumers and communities who object to these 
facilities being placed in their midst. 

Senator Simitian’s SB 426 “Informed 
Choices on LNG” is the state’s best chance to 
intervene before the federal government moves 
to approve one or more LNG terminals on our 
coast. This landmark legislation would enable 
us to examine all sources of natural gas to its 
markets and analyze the relative merits of 
individual LNG terminal proposals. Only the 
safest and most needed facilities with the fewest 
impacts would be built. 

The Legislature should send SB 426  
to the Governor’s desk and let the lobbying 
dollars fly.
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Labor, environmentalists in partnership with shared goals

Make no mistake about it. Construction 
workers like to build things. That’s 
their trade, and the 400,000 

California construction workers who are mem-
bers of building trades unions take special pride 
in their work because they became journeyper-
sons after completing the best apprenticeship 
programs in the world through their unions.

About 20 years ago, after concerns over the 
environment vaulted to the top tier of state and 
national consciousness, progressive leaders in 
the building trades recognized that companies 
which pay substandard wages while providing 
no health care, no pensions, and inadequate 
training were the same companies that cut envi-
ronmental corners.

That’s when the Pipe Trades—the plumbers 
and pipefitters union—pioneered a program to 
deal with those bad actors. The plumbers said: 
If you don’t toe the line on the environment, you 
shouldn’t get a permit for your project.

Many bad projects were either stopped in 
their tracks or compelled to turn over a new 
leaf. From this idea, many in the building trades 
began to understand the common ground they 
share with the environmental community. The 
result was two-fold: an improved economy and 
a cleaner environment.

Simply put, better air and water quality 
means more jobs for working families. Polluted 
air means no emissions offsets for future proj-
ects. It means federal transportation money is 
cut off. And it means that new business goes 
somewhere else.

In 1993, the Pipe Trades again stood shoul-
der to shoulder with the environmental commu-
nity to preserve the California Environmental 
Quality Act from attack by the Wilson adminis-
tration and the oil industry. 

Then in 1997, a coalition of building trades 
unions whose members build, maintain and 

operate California’s conventional and renewable 
energy power plants formed an organization 
called California Unions for Reliable Energy 
(CURE). CURE has dual purposes: secure fair 
labor agreements for the construction, mainte-
nance and operation of new power plants, and 
help California stay ahead of the curve on energy 
needs while protecting the state’s air, land and 
water from pollution.

Since then, the member unions of CURE 
have secured fair labor agreements for the con-
struction of roughly 40 new power plants. These 
agreements provide a living wage, health bene-
fits and a secure retirement for the highly skilled 
labor force needed to construct, maintain and 
operate these complex plants. By hiring top-of-
the-line workers, developers reap the benefits 
of on-time, on-budget construction projects. 
Moreover, CURE is improving California’s air 
quality through its negotiations with energy 
companies before the plants are built. As a 
result, the nitrogen oxide (NOx) emission rate 
from new power plants has been cut in half from 
the original plant design, preventing thousands 
of tons of emissions from polluting California’s 
air every year.

Agreements negotiated by CURE also have 
scaled back emission rates for Volatile Organic 
Compounds (VOCs), ammonia and other toxic 
emissions from new plants. CURE was also the 
first to advocate requiring an oxidation catalyst 
to reduce the emission of acrolein, a hazardous 
substance that burns the lungs and causes eye 
irritation, even before the state officially recog-
nized the level of risk.

These accomplishments are but a tiny por-
tion of CURE’s environmental achievements over 
the last nine years. Last year, in recognition of 
his work as CURE’s chairman, Bob Balgenorth, 
who is also president of the State Building & 
Construction Trades Council of California, AFL-

CIO, received a Leadership award from the 
California League of Conservation Voters.

It was also last year that a sizable controver-
sy erupted in the State Capitol when anti-union 
forces opposed a provision in a bill that would 
have required the payment of prevailing wages 
for the installation of solar energy systems by 
Californians. 

Coincidentally, many of those who made 
outrageous claims that a prevailing wage provi-
sion could drive up solar installation costs by 
30 percent were the same folks from the same 
organizations that for decades have paid sub-
standard wages and provided no health care, 
no pensions, and inadequate training for their 
workers— the employers that for years have cut 
environmental corners. 

Sadly, the Governor’s Office bought into 
this cost inflation fiction and chose to do an 
end-run around the legislative process by imple-
menting the program through action by the 
Public Utilities Commission. The truth is that 
to achieve the 30 percent solar installation cost 
increase that the Governor and the anti-union 
forces claimed, the prevailing wage would have 
to be $168.75 per hour for 40 hours of work, 
which is patently ridiculous. The average certi-
fied prevailing wage for electrical workers is $28 
per hour in California. An honest calculation 
shows that paying prevailing wages for solar 
installation units might result in a maximum 
budget increase of slightly more than 2 percent.

This the bottom line: Labor and the envi-
ronmental movement share common goals—a 
more prosperous future based on a cleaner 
environment and the payment of fair wages and 
benefits to working people. And leaders in both 
arenas are determined that they have too much 
in common to let anyone drive them apart.
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