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WASHINGTON, March 7 /PRNewswire/ -- In a stunning development just
one month before BHP Billiton's controversial proposal to build a massive
liquid natural gas terminal off the coast of Oxnard and Malibu goes before
California state officials for approval, the powerful chairman of the House
Committee on Oversight and Government Reform has accused the federal
Environmental Protection Agency of dropping a key environmental
roadblock to the project for political reasons and then stonewalling
Congress by refusing to turn over key documents.

In a letter sent earlier this week to EPA Administrator Stephen Johnson,
Rep. Henry Waxman (D-CA) said that politics was behind the EPA's 2005
decision to reverse an earlier determination requiring the Cabrillo Port
LNG project to comply with Clean Air Act requirements -- a ruling that
would have doomed the project.

According to Rep. Waxman, "a
senior EPA political official intervened
in the permit decision after meetings
with the company seeking the
permit."

Rep. Waxman added that not only
had career EPA staff strenuously
opposed the reversal, but "the
analysis that EPA cited to justify
reversing the career officials does
not appear to exist."

Waxman's letter went on to
lambaste the EPA for what the
congressman called its "decision to
withhold potentially important

documents" -- a decision he said "is impeding Congress' investigation into
these issues."

"BHP Billiton has known since 2004 that its proposed Cabrillo Port LNG
Terminal project was a non-starter under the requirements of the Clean
Air Act," said Susan Jordan, Director of the California Coastal Protection
Network (CCPN). "BHP's solution was to go behind the public's back and
use its political connections to pressure the EPA to reverse course and
drop the requirements that every other major new source of pollution
would have to comply with. BHP's disingenuous behavior is reprehensible,
EPA's reversal is illegal, and nothing short of full compliance with the
Clean Air Act is acceptable."
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In 2004, EPA Region IX (located in San Francisco, California) determined
that the Cabrillo Port LNG project would have to comply with Clean Air Act
requirements for the use of "best available control technology" (BACT) and
"emission reduction credits" (offsets) because the project would be such a
large source of new air pollution. BACT is required to ensure that air
pollution emissions from new facilities are as low as possible, through the
use of state-of-the-art technology. Emission reduction credits are required
to cancel out, or offset, any remaining emissions and are secured based
on emission reductions acquired from other approved sources.

Apparently determining that it would not or could not secure enough
offsets to comply with the Clean Air Act requirements, BHP Billiton instead
lobbied the White House and EPA political appointees in Washington in an
attempt to overturn the decision made by EPA Region IX. In July 2005,
EPA issued a short letter announcing that the Cabrillo Port LNG project
would be exempt from requirements of the Clean Air Act.

"What Rep. Waxman has confirmed is that EPA had no valid justification
for reversing its position," said Linda Krop, Chief Counsel for the
Environmental Defense Center. "The decision was based on pressure from
Bush appointees in the EPA. It is illegal to exempt this company from the
Clean Air Act requirement to obtain emission offsets. We know it. BHP
Billiton knows it. And now the public knows it."

CCPN's attorneys at the Environmental Defense Center did the painstaking
legal detective work that uncovered the string of events that led to the
EPA reversal. They used the Freedom of Information Act to uncover
thousands of pages of key documents and correspondence that
demonstrated the behind-the-scenes lobbying by BHP Billiton.

Last November, CCPN and EDC provided Representative Waxman with the
timeline of EPA's decisions and supporting documents. When
Representative Waxman assumed the Chairmanship of the House
Committee on Oversight and Government Reform, he made it a priority to
launch an inquiry into the EPA's reversal on the BHP Billiton air permit.
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