
 

US 'pause' on future liquefied gas exports
throws doubt on fossil fuel's place in energy
transition
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Since the first cargo of American liquefied natural gas (LNG) left a
terminal on the Gulf of Mexico bound for Brazil in February 2016, US
exports of the fuel have boomed. In 2023 the US was both the world's
largest producer of natural gas and its largest exporter of LNG, with
exports that year totaling 86 million tons.

Natural gas (methane) is burned to generate heat and electricity. Cooling
it to -162 degrees centigrade at an LNG plant turns it into a liquid that
makes possible transport internationally using specialized ships, LNG
carriers.

Pressure was building on the US president, Joe Biden, and his energy
secretary, Jennifer Granholm, to review the legitimacy of new licenses
for producing LNG at the end of 2023. On January 26, Biden announced
a temporary pause on approvals of pending LNG projects until a review
could be completed.

The pause will allow the US Department of Energy to update the basis
upon which it determines whether a particular LNG project is "in the
national interest". The review will consider the impact of LNG exports
on energy costs for American consumers, the sufficiency of domestic
supply and the environment, both locally and in terms of climate change.

Biden has not stopped exports from existing projects or construction
work on future ones, whether or not they have the necessary approvals. It
is only the Department of Energy's approval process that is under review.
The Department of Energy authorizes exports to countries with which
the US does not have a free trade agreement (FTA) and between
February 2016 and November 2023, 80% of all US LNG exported by
vessel went to non-FTA counties, among them China, Japan and all
European importing countries. In 2023, Europe alone accounted for 60%
of US LNG exports.
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https://www.csis.org/analysis/us-lng-export-boom-defining-national-interests
https://www.merkley.senate.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/23.11.14-DOE-LNG-Letter.pdf
https://techxplore.com/tags/energy+secretary/
https://techxplore.com/tags/energy+secretary/
https://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/2023/12/19/170-scientists-to-biden-reject-cp2-lng-terminal-and-all-new-fracked-gas-infrastructure/
https://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/2023/12/19/170-scientists-to-biden-reject-cp2-lng-terminal-and-all-new-fracked-gas-infrastructure/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2024/01/26/statement-from-president-joe-biden-on-decision-to-pause-pending-approvals-of-liquefied-natural-gas-exports
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2024/01/26/statement-from-president-joe-biden-on-decision-to-pause-pending-approvals-of-liquefied-natural-gas-exports
https://techxplore.com/tags/free+trade+agreement/
https://www.energy.gov/sites/default/files/2024-01/Natural%20Gas%20Imports%20and%20Exports%20Monthly%20November%202023.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/articles/doe-update-public-interest-analysis-enhance-national-security-achieve-clean-energy-goals#:~:text=As
https://www.energy.gov/articles/doe-update-public-interest-analysis-enhance-national-security-achieve-clean-energy-goals#:~:text=As


 

So, the "pause" will not stop a massive expansion in the capacity of the
US to make and distribute LNG. Enough terminals are being built to add
70 million tons of LNG a year, bringing total annual capacity to 160
million tons by 2028. The pause will at least affect the dozen or so
terminals yet to be decided on (amounting to about 50 million tons a
year).

It is unclear how long the pause on regulatory approvals will last, but an
outcome is unlikely before November's election. The spotlight on US
LNG exports is at least a chance to question whether gas should have a
place in the energy transition.

Freedom LNG

Environmental groups and communities living near LNG terminals (who
are exposed to dangerous levels of pollution) have welcomed Biden's
decision.

Republican politicians and the oil and gas industry have been less
supportive. One group of senators argued a limit on US exports would
not affect the world's demand for natural gas, but was bad for the
American economy and would cost jobs.

The US media meanwhile has portrayed the pause as an attempt by the
Biden administration to bolster its environmental credentials ahead of
the election. Donald Trump, his likely opponent, vowed to "…approve
the export terminals on [his] very first day back".

The Trump administration described US LNG exports as "molecules of
freedom" in 2019 that could reduce Europe's reliance on Russian gas.
This now seems prophetic. Exports of US LNG have played a major role
in Europe's pivot away from Russian pipeline gas since the 2022 Ukraine
invasion. However, the US boom has also had a profound impact on the
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https://www.csis.org/analysis/us-lng-export-boom-defining-national-interests
https://www.oxfordenergy.org/publications/what-next-for-us-lng-exports
https://www.sierraclub.org/press-releases/2024/01/frontline-national-organizations-respond-biden-administration-announcement
https://www.ft.com/content/5c051556-6efd-4db3-9152-508d7e0de566
https://prismreports.org/2023/02/20/lng-climate-sacrifice-zones/
https://techxplore.com/tags/gas+industry/
https://www.cramer.senate.gov/news/press-releases/senators-warn-biden-administration-against-shortsighted-pause-of-lng-export-permits
https://www.cramer.senate.gov/news/press-releases/senators-warn-biden-administration-against-shortsighted-pause-of-lng-export-permits
https://www.cramer.senate.gov/news/press-releases/senators-warn-biden-administration-against-shortsighted-pause-of-lng-export-permits
https://techxplore.com/tags/natural+gas/
https://www.motherjones.com/environment/2024/01/will-bidens-pause-of-big-gas-export-projects-win-back-young-voters/
https://subscriber.politicopro.com/article/eenews/2024/01/29/trump-pledges-to-undo-bidens-lng-export-freeze-00138337
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jamesellsmoor/2019/05/30/trump-administration-rebrands-carbon-dioxide-as-molecules-of-u-s-freedom/?sh=33e8e9cc3a24
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jamesellsmoor/2019/05/30/trump-administration-rebrands-carbon-dioxide-as-molecules-of-u-s-freedom/?sh=33e8e9cc3a24
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2024-01-27/europe-s-energy-security-at-risk-due-to-reliance-on-us-natural-gas-exports?sref=PF2RkEmW


 

global LNG market.

The traditional LNG model tied producers and consumers into long-term
contracts with destination clauses that constrained where LNG could be
sold. In effect, a floating pipeline connecting two countries.

Instead, US LNG is sold free on board, meaning buyers (other oil and
gas companies, utility companies and traders) take ownership at the
export terminal, arrange shipping and sell the LNG wherever they wish.
Buyers of US LNG can send cargoes to both Europe and Asia, enabling
arbitrage between these two markets, effectively globalizing the trade.

Industry and energy thinktank analysis suggests that the liquidity of the
global LNG market will be untouched by the pause. It does not affect the
coming expansion of US production, which is mirrored by a surge in
Qatari output, and so by 2028 the global market may be oversupplied.

US LNG exports to Europe are secure for now, but Europe has pledged
to significantly reduce how much gas it burns. And so, there is a lot of
uncertainty around gas demand in the 2030s and beyond.

Time to take our foot off the gas?

The LNG industry argues that natural gas is a cleaner fuel than coal,
producing about half the emissions when burned to generate electricity.
If countries meet future energy demand with gas instead of coal,
emissions will fall. However, other analyses highlight the methane that
leaks from pipelines and suggest that gas may actually be worse for the
climate than coal.

Even if the industry were to address these so-called fugitive emissions,
gas-fired power would still warm the planet and countries transitioning
to natural gas now will be locked into using it for decades to come,
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https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00130095.2017.1283212
https://www.energypolicy.columbia.edu/consequences-of-the-pause-for-us-lng/
https://www.ft.com/content/86a30758-229d-46d6-97cc-85ae62a6c6d7
https://www.reuters.com/breakingviews/eus-energy-security-drive-may-have-gone-too-far-%202024-01-11/?utm
https://www.progressivepolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/PPI-Climate-Case-Natural-Gas-Exports-Final.pdf
https://www.eenews.net/articles/is-lng-dirtier-than-coal-its-complicated/


 

remaining exposed to unexpected changes in its price.

The solution is to leapfrog from coal to renewables and avoid gas as a
transition fuel. If this happens, the LNG industry could be building
production capacity for which there is no market. Of course, industry
analysts predict that demand will continue to grow.

The review may compel future export projects to clamp down on
methane leaks or impose a ban on new projects, although that seems
unlikely. Its outcome may simply be swept away by a new president. But
as the world has promised to transition away from fossil fuels,
questioning the logic of expanding US LNG exports is a good place to
start.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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