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harder to stay in place," says Keith Rattie, chairman of Questar Corp., a Utah-
based gas producer and distributor.

With declining production and unusually high demand last winter, gas storage
levels fell this past spring to the lowest level they've been since the government
began keeping track in 1976.

This week about 1,400 billion cubic feet of gas were in storage, 22 percent below
the five-year average and less than half of the amount needed this fall to avoid
problems approaching even a normal winter.

Meanwhile, demand for gas has been growing, largely because of the widespread
use of the fuel for producing electricity. Nearly every power plant built in the past
six years runs on natural gas.

The love of natural gas — and problems getting enough of it — did not develop by
accident.

"We can't blame OPEC (news - web sites) for our natural gas situation. We have
to look at the long-term policies we put in place over the past decade or even
longer," says William Whitsitt, a consultant for Burlington Resources, a leading
independent Rocky Mountain gas producer.

Those policies promoted natural gas as the fuel of choice to run power plants,
alternative fuel vehicles and, because gas emits less carbon dioxide than coal or
oil, as a way to help address climate change.

But less attention has been paid to finding gas and producing it.

"It's a problem of our own creation," Rattie told a recent congressional hearing.
While encouraging consumption, federal policies have impeded development of
new supplies.

The industry has been using the recent run-up of gas prices and supply concerns

to buttress their argument for opening more federal lands, especially in the Rocky
Mountain area, to gas development and for easing federal permitting
requirements.

With prices jumping to more than $6 per thousand cubic feet this spring, twice
what it was a year ago and triple what it has been in recent years, producers
already have been drilling more wells.

But those same high prices are taking a toll on gas users.

Farmers are paying $10 to $15 an acre more to plant crops since the cost of
fertilizer tripled to $350 a ton this spring because of higher gas costs, Al
Christopherson, a farmer from Pennock, Minn., recently told a congressional
hearing.

In Colorado and Wyoming, where natural gas wells abound, sugar beet processors
are facing problems as well because of the high cost of the fuel. One beet-
processing plant near Greeley, Colo., that uses natural gas was closed because it
was cheaper to ship beets to a coal-fired plant in Morgan, Colo.

In Texas, Dow Chemical decided to shift one of its plants to Germany, in part
because it expects high U.S. natural gas prices to persist.

"Big companies won't go out of business," says Greg Lebedev, president of the
American Chemistry Council. "They will move."
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