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Why a Two Pipeline, Two Bcf/day Strategy Makes Sense for Rhode Island's Environment 

and Economy 

 

1. The construction of 2 billion cubic feet per day (Bcf/d) of new natural gas pipeline 

capacity into New England is the single most important action the region can take to advance its 

economy and environment. 

 

2. On a peak winter day, New England homes and businesses use about 4.5 Bcf of natural 

gas for space and water heating, cooking, and industrial processes.  This number is rapidly 

increased with conversions from heating oil.  On the same day, New England’s fleet of natural 

gas-fired electric generators (NG generators) uses about 1 Bcf.  This number has also increased 

after electric restructuring, with the construction of over 22 highly efficient NG generators 

intended to displace coal and oil.  In total, the region now demands about 5.5 Bcf/d of natural gas 

on a peak winter day.  Despite rising peak demand, New England’s natural gas pipelines have a 

combined capacity of only about 3.4 Bcf/d.  Thus, demand exceeds supply by 2.1 Bcf on peak 

winter days and by a lesser but significant amount from December to March.   

 

3. Despite the cost of oil, in dollars, public health effects, and climate impacts, New 

England remains the most oil-reliant region of the U.S.  Because of a constrained pipeline 

system, New England has reverted to burning oil (and coal) for electricity in the winter.  

Meanwhile, the fleet of existing NG generators is underutilized, unable to receive natural gas at 

reasonable prices or at all through much of the winter.  

 

 Winter 2014: From January to March 2014, oil and coal combined to produce over 20% 

of New England’s electricity, compared to just 3.2% annually in 2012.   

 Winter 2015: In February 2015, oil and coal produced over 26% of the region’s power. 

 Peak 2015: At the evening peak on February 15, 2015, oil produced 30% of our 

electricity, while coal creating another 12%.   Natural gas produced only 17%.   

 

This dramatic reversion to oil and coal undermines the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative and 

inhibits the integration of more renewables.   

 

4. Nearly 33% of Rhode Island’s households still heat with oil, compared to the U.S. 

average of 5.5%.  The typical household heating with oil in the U.S. (81% of which are in the 

Northeast) spent $2,355 in 2013-14, while the average Northeast household heating with natural 

gas spent $971.  If the approximate 133,679 households in Rhode Island still heating with oil had 

switched to natural gas, they would have saved over $185 million in 2013-14.  

  

5. The typical Northeast household burns between 850 and 1,200 gallons of heating oil per 

winter.  Assuming a Rhode Island household burns 1,050 gallons of oil, it emits 23,610 pounds 

of carbon dioxide, or about 10.7 metric tons, per year.  A typical Northeast household heating 

with natural gas emits only 10,144 pounds of carbon dioxide, or about 4.6 metric tons, per year.  

The huge emissions advantage of natural gas exists because it contains about 70% of the carbon 

of heating oil and modern natural gas boilers and furnaces are much more efficient than the old 

oil boilers and furnaces common to New England.  If all 133,679 households in Rhode Island 
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using heating oil converted to natural gas, the state would have saved approximately 

1,800,121,414 pounds of carbon dioxide, or about 816,522 metric tons.  

 

6. Due to pipeline constraints, energy prices have skyrocketed since 2011-12.  National 

Grid’s residential standard offer electricity price (energy-only) in Rhode Island has risen from 

about $.068/kWh in January of 2013 to $.086/kWh in January of 2014 and $.117/kWh in January 

of 2015.  The price of natural gas for heating and cooking will also continue to rise similarly, 

until New England builds at least 2 Bcf/d of new natural gas pipeline capacity.  With winter 

2011-12 as a baseline, Rhode Island consumers (who use about 6.7% of New England’s 

electricity) will pay roughly $114 million more for electricity in the winter of 2012-13 and an 

extra $258 million for the winter of 2013-14.  These costs of insufficient pipeline capacity impair 

Rhode Island’s economic growth, disproportionately hurt low-income consumers, and make it 

less likely that the region can advance its renewable energy and climate change goals. 

 

7. The small, incremental amounts of new gas pipeline capacity already announced (AIM at 

.342 Bcf/d, Atlantic Bridge at .133 Bcf/d, and TGP Connecticut Expansion at .072 Bcf/d) barely 

offset the known loss of natural gas from Atlantic Canada (about .350 Bcf/d) and several 

announced power plant retirements.  Significantly lowering costs requires construction of two 

gas pipelines at slightly more than 1 Bcf/d each: Tennessee Gas Pipeline Company’s “Northeast 

Energy Direct” at 1.3 Bcf/d and Spectra Energy’s “Access Northeast” at approximately .9 Bcf/d.  

 

8. Time is running out to bring these projects on-line prior to the winter of 2018-2019.  

Permitting and building projects requires significant lead time.  The region lost valuable time 

when the Patrick Administration required yet another study, which ultimately found that 

Massachusetts alone needed .6 to .9 Bcf/d.  Every winter matters greatly, as recent winters have 

shown. Winter 2013-2014 cost New England nearly as much as all of 2012.  In the winter of 

2014-2015, New England benefitted from a series of fortuitous external events, including 

crashing world oil and LNG prices, which capped electricity prices, and warmer weather.  But 

that luck ran out in February, when wholesale electricity prices reached the third highest level: 

$126/MWh. 

 

9. Two Bcf/d of new pipeline capacity meets the current need only; all energy options 

remain on the table for the future.  In order to greatly increase penetration of renewables, the 

region’s fleet of flexible NG generators will need enough pipeline capacity to produce their 

maximum electricity output whenever intermittent renewable energy production falls or drops to 

zero, when the wind stops blowing or clouds cover the sun.  Over time, however, because 

renewable energy displaces natural gas energy on the margin, less natural gas will be burned to 

produce electricity.  

 


