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Plans to refill a depleted underground natural gas reservoir in south Sacramento would result in a "significant"
risk of fire, explosion and groundwater contamination, according to environmental documents.

The final environmental impact report issued in June examines a plan by the Sacramento Natural Gas Storage
LLC to use a sandstone formation 3,800 feet below the Avondale Glen Elder neighborhood to store 7.5 billion
cubic feet of natural gas.

The risk of leakage into an overlying groundwater aquifer and perhaps reaching ground level is unlikely,
according to the report, which is part of California Public Utilities Commission proceedings on the storage
project.

But the report concludes that the possibility cannot be ruled out and, therefore, the risk is deemed "significant
and unavoidable."

"Gas migration could result in groundwater impacts, health effects, and potentially flash fires or explosions,"
the report said. "Therefore this impact is considered significant."

Donald Russell, president of Sacramento Natural Gas Storage, said in an interview that company officials are
pleased overall with the report but don't agree with its finding that the risk of gas leakage from the sandstone
reservoir is significant.

"It's significant to whom? And when?" Russell said. A geophysicist has calculated that it would take an
earthquake of extraordinary magnitude – 8.8 – for the stored natural gas to breach the rock capping it.

As for the possibility that gas will simply migrate to the surface? That would take tens of millions of years,
Russell said.

"If it's even 10 million years from now, can we sit here and say it's significant? I don't think so," Russell said.
"That's what it comes down to."

Pacific Gas & Electric Co., in a response to the EIR, also called the finding of significant environmental risk
"misleading" and warned that interpretation "could adversely affect the storage industry beyond the scope of
this single project."

Opponents, on the other hand, readily embraced the significant risk assessment.

The EIR shows the need for further hearings on several fronts, including whether any project benefits outweigh
environmental effects and whether the local project is even needed, attorneys for the Avondale Glen Elder
Neighborhood Association said in a June 21 response to the EIR.

The association, which represents nearly 2,000 households, includes 760 properties whose owners were offered
$500 in signing bonuses and annual lease payments for storing gas below their properties.



So far, 570 owners have signed the leases, Russell said.

Constance Slider, a spokeswoman for the association, said owners' willingness to receive signing bonuses and
lease payments doesn't mean the project is safe.

"We've been saying we have some concerns for almost three years now," Slider said. "This (environmental)
document vindicates the neighborhood association's concerns.

"We want to be safe, just like any other community."

The Public Utilities Commission is expected to decide before the end of the year whether to approve the project.

But the findings of significant environmental impacts raise the bar under the California Environmental Quality
Act.

CEQA requires that before the PUC can approve a project with one or more significant environmental effects, it
must issue a "statement of overriding considerations" that spell out the balancing public factors. The project also
would need a permit from the city of Sacramento.

The natural gas reservoir – the former Florin Gas Field – supplied natural gas to a range of companies until
1987, when the supply was depleted and the wells were capped.

The gas to be stored at the site under the current plan would be injected and removed via a well on the east side
of Power Inn Road at Junipero Street.

A compressor, which creates the pressure to push the gas into the ground, would be built in Depot Park, the
former Army Depot. These facilities would connect to an underground pipeline that brings gas from sources as
far away as Canada.

The Sacramento Municipal Utility District has signed up to store gas at the site. But Russell said his group does
not plan to sign additional utility contracts before the project wins approval.


