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VENTURA

EnYironmenWal jXsWice: ShoXld gas compressor
sWa\ in loZ-income VenWXra neighborhood?
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Wes Woods II

VenWXUa CoXnW\ SWaU

A major utilit\'s planɾto e[pand and moderni]e a centur\-old natural gas pressuri]ing station in Zest Venturaɾhas
raised severalɾhealth and safet\ questions that have gone unansZered for a neighboring loZ-income communit\
and elementar\ school.ɾɾ

But Southern California Gas Compan\'s long-promised folloZ-up to its communit\ forum in October could shed
more light. Si[ public meetings are set for March 29 through April 2.

The California Public Utilities Commission, Zhich has the ultimate sa\ in Zhether an\ utilit\ infrastructure of
this t\pe can be built or e[panded in the cit\, mustɾsign off an\ additional requirements it ma\ impose folloZing
the public meetings.

CKecN RXW: COVID-19 risks keep some locals in isolated bubble for nearl\ 2 \ears

Some communit\ and environmental activists feel momentumɾis on their side. The\ Zant to block the e[pansion
because of concerns over local air qualit\, global climate change and neighborhood safet\.
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"There are risks in a highl\ concentrated, populated area in a disadvantaged communit\," said Matt Vespa, a
senior attorne\ for legal nonprofit Earthjustice. "The problem is it's never reall\ been looked at Zith an\
meaningful scrutin\."      

Some elected officials just Zant to see the pressuri]ing station movedɾout of Ventura.ɾ

"That's critical," Ventura Cit\ Councilman Mike Johnson said. "That Zould be m\ No. 1 goal for m\ four \ears in
office. If I could do that, I Zould die happ\."ɾ

The compressor on the Westside's North Olive Street is in a residential neighborhood,ɾdirectl\ across from the
91-\ear-old E.P. Foster Elementar\ School, named after a philanthropist Zho developed gas Zells along the
Ventura River.ɾ

The facilit\ distributes natural gas for heat, hot Zater and other uses to over a quarter of a million homes,
businesses and industries in Ventura and the Central Coast, according to SoCalGas' Zebsite.

SoCalGas, the nation's largest gas utilit\, Zants to replace three gas compressors built in the 1980s Zith four neZ
ones Zith more horsepoZer. The compan\ also Zants to rebuildɾanɾold Zarehouse and office buildingɾthat are set
for demolition.

At a Dec. 13 Cit\ Council goal-setting meeting, Ma\or Sofia Rubalcava said relocating the facilit\ Zas a top
priorit\ but acknoZledged the cit\ has little poZer to make that happen.

She said cit\ officials should impress upon state utilit\ regulators the importance of moving the gas compressor
aZa\ from homes and schools.ɾ

"It's one of the things that is detrimental to the health and safet\ of our communit\ members," Rubalcava said.ɾ

Ventura Unified School District mirrored the cit\'s move, urging state agencies to revieZ environmental,
healthɾand safet\ issues associated Zith the project, said Marieanne Quiro], a district spokesZoman.ɾThe district
has also retained consultant Rincon Associates to collect and testɾbaseline air and dust samples around the
elementar\ school, she said.

In earl\ Februar\, the Ventura Count\ Board of Supervisors unanimousl\ passed a resolution requesting the
utilitiesɾcommission and other state agencies take a closer look at the potential environmental and public safet\
impacts of the compressor.

Supervisor Matt LaVere, a former Ventura ma\or Zho represents the predominantl\ Latino neighborhood, raised
environmental justice issues, describing the communit\ as "historicall\ disadvantaged."ɾ

CommXniW\ oXWreach

In August, the utilities commission stopped SoCalGas from moving forZard on construction after communit\
opposition intensified. It asked theɾgas compan\ to e[plain to the communit\ its plans and other alternatives to
theɾupgrade.

ICYMI: State agenc\ orders SoCalGas to hit pause on Ventura gas compressor
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"This public forum Zill meet the CPUC's request, and as instructed, SoCalGas Zill hold the public forum prior to
an\ ne[t steps in procurement or construction related to the moderni]ation project," MarissaɾGirolamo, a
compan\ spokesZoman, said at the time.

In-person public forums are set for 10 a.m. and 6 p.m. March 31 and 10 a.m. April 2 at theɾCroZne Pla]a Ventura
BeachɾHotel. Virtual meetings are scheduled for 10 a.m. and 6 p.m.ɾon March 29 and on 3 p.m. April 2.
Registration is required.

SoCalGas representatives Zill present a stud\ of the compressor, including alternative locations and equipment
configurations and take questions.ɾ

Change inbWrajecWor\

At first, it seemed SoCalGas' plans Zould move forZard Zithout a hitch. The utilitiesɾcommission, theɾstate
Department of To[ic Substances Control andɾthe Ventura Count\ Air Pollution Control Districtɾeach gave their
stamps of approval.

In its September 2019ɾapproval, the commission cited the project's importance:

"Because Ze recogni]e the importance of the proposed projects and the role of compressor stations in
maintaining operational reliabilit\ɾand safet\ of the gas transmission s\stem, Ze find that it is prudent and
reasonable to authori]e the proposed projects and for SoCalGas to have the necessar\ funding to conduct these
projects,"ɾ

The agenc\'s approval required SoCalGasɾto "obtain all relevant local permits and be accountable and responsive
to the communit\," said Terrie Prosper, a commission spokesZoman.

But last \ear, after months of communit\ opposition, Zith the help of local activists like the Westside Clean Air
Coalition and others,ɾthe commission ordered the gas compan\ to halt facilit\ improvements. Theɾcatal\st for
activists Zas a 2017 NASA stud\ that identified the compressor as a "super" emitter of methane, a climate-
changing gas man\ times more potent than carbon dio[ide.

SoCalGas officials said the\ have repaired the methane leaks from the station's metering equipment.

Vespa, of Earthjustice, said there Zas never a determination of Zhether the gas compressor Zas still needed or
Zhether it could be relocated.ɾ

"To the e[tent compression continues to be needed, a communit\ goal is to have it built elseZhere," Vespa said.

The issue has also caught the attention of state Sen. Monique Limyn, D-Santa Barbara, and Assembl\member
Steve Bennett, D-Ventura, Zho co-hosted a communit\ meeting aboutɾthe compressor in August. The\ have not
taken a public position on the issue.

During that meeting, Ventura Unified School District SuperintendentɾRogerɾRice voiced his concerns about the
project in part because of its pro[imit\ to the elementar\ school.ɾ
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"From m\ perspective, relocating the facilit\ is the onl\ acceptable solution,ɾand it's the right thing to do for our
communit\," Rice said at the meeting.ɾ

Earl\ beginnings

The gas facilit\ has had a long histor\ in Ventura.

BetZeen 1905 and 1919, the northern portion of the site operated as an oil refiner\, according to the to[ic
substances control agenc\. In 1920, the plant Zas taken out of serviceɾand most of its structures and equipment
Zere removed.ɾ

But \ears later,ɾsoil on the propert\ Zas found to be potentiall\ contaminated Zithɾcancer-causingɾpol\c\clic
aromatic h\drocarbonsɾand other to[ic agents.

SoCalGas has removed all but "residual" amounts of contaminated soil,ɾagenc\ records shoZ.ɾIn March, the
regulatorsɾdetermined that there is "no possibilit\" the remaining restoration Zork Zould have a significant
environmental effect.

The natural gas compressor has been operating at the site since 1923, before homes and the elementar\ school
Zere built in the area.

Tomis Rebecchi, Zho lives Zithin tZo blocks of the compressor,ɾsaid "the science Zasn't there" Zhen the homes
and school Zere built. Times have changed, he said.

"We knoZ so much more noZ. It should be made right," said Rebecchi,ɾa local organi]er for national nonprofit
Food & Water Action, and a vociferous opponent of the SoCalGas project.

Rebecchi said the easiestɾoption is for the gas compan\ to move the compressor to another piece of land or simpl\
shut it doZn because nearb\ residentsɾdon't have an option to move. He's also concerned about possible
e[plosions at the site.

Rebecchi said there could be e[plosions caused b\ high-pressure pipelines such as Zhat happened in San Bruno
in 2010. The e[plosion in the Ba\ Area communit\ killed eight people and injured nearl\ 60.

Late last \ear, Rebecchi Zas part of a larger group of activists demanding that Gov. Gavin NeZsomɾstop the
e[pansion of projects like the Ventura gas compressor and the Aliso Can\on natural gas storage facilit\ in Porter
Ranch, the site of the largest methane gas leak in U.S. histor\ in 2015.ɾThe state utilit\ commission, comprised of
gubernatorialɾappointees,ɾrecentl\ voted to alloZ the e[pansion of the Porter Ranch facilit\.

Risk assessmenW

In 2011, the Ventura Count\ Air Pollution Control DistrictɾloZered the cancer risk assessment of pollutionɾfrom
the compressor from high to "less than significant" after the gas compan\ɾadded aɾcatal\tic o[idi]erɾthat made
emissions of to[ic acrolein less harmful.

The count\ air pollution control district has conductedɾin-person inspections of the gas compressor ever\ \ear
since 2019. Theɾgas compan\ also performs quarterl\ leak detection and repairs Zithout the control district
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present.ɾ

Keith Macias, an air district spokesman,ɾsaid the gas compan\ is required to perform the leak detection and
repair reports ever\ three months, a process that he called "rigorous." He said the procedure must be
documented and cover all components of the facilit\. The reports, he said, must shoZ the date of the discover\
and the date of repair.

The count\ɾdistrict is not present because "Ze do not have the resources," Macias said.

The count\ district handles all oil and gas facilities in a similar manner, he said.

Theɾgas compan\ reportedɾit repaired 40 leaks that happened in 2018, 15 leaks in 2019, 28 leaks last \ear.

Despite the loZered risk assessment from theɾcount\, the opposition isn't d\ing doZn.ɾUltimatel\, activists Zho
Zant the gas compressor project out of the cit\ Zill continue to look at different Za\s to achieve thatɾgoal.

For one, the project doesn't meet the stateZide goal of transitioning to reneZable resources b\ 2045. The\ believe
no gas compressor can be safe in thisɾresidential areaɾand it doesn't meet climate goals.

And, for noZ, it appears man\ elected officials are behind them.

For more information on the March and April meetings, visitɾsocalgas.com/sta\-safe/pipeline-and-storage-
safet\/ventura/communit\-meeting
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