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Federal energy panel grants certificates for Mountain Valley and
Atlantic Coast pipelines
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Buy NowGeorge Jones (left) and his son, Don Jones, opponents of the Mountain Valley Pipeline, protest prior to a
public hearing held by the Virginia DEQ at Radford University in August. They own property along the line’s
proposed route.

ERICA YOON | The Roanoke Times
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The Mountain Valley Pipeline won a core approval Friday for the deeply controversial project by

securing from the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission a “certificate of public convenience

and necessity.”

Securing FERC’s blessing moved the venture a giant step forward toward launching construction

of the 42-inch diameter, 303-mile buried pipeline. The project would transport about 2 billion

cubic feet per day of natural gas that has been extracted by fracking in the Appalachian Basin.

The commission granted the certificate for the interstate pipeline through a “notational order,”

which is a decision made outside a public meeting.

FERC also granted a certificate Friday for the separate-but-similar Atlantic Coast Pipeline.

Commissioners Neil Chatterjee and Robert Powelson, nominated by President Trump, voted to

approve the certificates. The commission order noted: “We find the benefits that the MVP

project will provide to the market outweigh any adverse effects on existing shippers, other

pipelines and their captive customers, and landowners or surrounding communities.”

Commissioner Cheryl LaFleur, the lone Democrat on the commission, dissented on both

decisions, noting, “I cannot conclude that either of these projects as proposed is in the public

interest.”

FERC’s certificates also effectively grant both pipelines the authority to invoke eminent domain

to acquire easements across private properties, a reality that has helped stiffen resistance to the

projects.

Given FERC’s record of approving interstate natural gas transmission pipelines, the decision by

the commission surprised no one familiar with the agency’s history. An analysis published in July

by the Center for Public Integrity and StateImpact Pennsylvania found that FERC had rejected

only two proposed pipelines in 30 years.

As proposed, the Mountain Valley Pipeline would begin in Wetzel County, West Virginia, and end

near Chatham at the Transco pipeline. It would pass through 11 counties in West Virginia and six

in Virginia, including Giles, Craig, Montgomery, Roanoke, Franklin and Pittsylvania. Three

compressor stations in West Virginia would keep the non-odorized gas moving through the

pipeline.
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Maury Johnson owns and operates a farm in Monroe County, West Virginia, that is on the

proposed pipeline route. He reacted to FERC’s order granting the certificate.

“As expected, FERC rubber stamped this unnecessary, destructive project that will benefit only

those involved in the project,” Johnson said. “If built, it will destroy our water, our farms, our

homes and our local communities.”

The pipeline route would come within a few hundred feet of Jean Porterfield’s property in Giles

County. She described her reaction to FERC’s decision as “overwhelming sadness, secondary only

to overwhelming anger.”

Porterfield added, “Our lives mean nothing to the people making these life-changing decisions.

We are just in the way, an inconvenience, our little lives are inconsequential. They know nothing

and care nothing about the connection we feel to place. They think everything can be fixed if

enough money is thrown at it.”

Johnson, Porterfield and every other landowner interviewed for this story expressed

determination to continue striving to stop the Mountain Valley project.

Jerry and Jerolyn Deplazes of Giles County referenced the late Clarence Givens in an email.

Givens died August 22; his obituary mentioned his concerted efforts to halt the pipeline.

The Deplazeses wrote, “We’ve fought long and hard, spent time, energy and money to protect

what we always thought was ours. There’s a hard core of landowners and community members

in Newport who don’t plan to give up. We are not resigned. We’ve lost our leader, Clarence

Givens, and his motto was ‘Fight MVP to the end.’ That’s our stance.”

Yet others celebrated FERC’s decision.

“FERC approval of the pipeline is good news,” said Joyce Waugh, president and CEO of the

Roanoke Regional Chamber of Commerce.

“From the beginning of the process, the Roanoke Regional Chamber has been clear that

Mountain Valley Pipeline is an important part of the infrastructure needed for our region’s

continued economic growth and vitality,” Waugh said.

The regional drama began in June 2014. That’s when EQT Corp., based in Pittsburgh, and
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NextEra Energy, based in Florida, announced plans to build the Mountain Valley Pipeline. In

October 2015, the joint venture applied to FERC for the certificate granted Friday.

Over time, Mountain Valley, a joint venture incorporated in Delaware, added partners, including

Consolidated Edison and RGC Midstream, with the latter being a subsidiary of Roanoke-based

RGC Resources, parent of Roanoke Gas. Another partner, WGL Midstream, acknowledged in June

2015 that natural gas from the Mountain Valley project could be part of its supply portfolio for

exports to India of liquefied natural gas.

Mountain Valley, which now estimates the pipeline project will cost about $3.7 billion, has

reported that the pipeline’s natural gas will serve markets in the mid-Atlantic and Southeast.

More hoops

The Mountain Valley project isn’t a done deal yet. It must first obtain other key permits and

approvals.

Mark Haviland, a spokesman for the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, said earlier this month that

the agency is reviewing applications from Mountain Valley and Atlantic Coast and evaluating

whether the corps’ review will be guided by its Nationwide 12 permitting program. He said

nothing to date suggests the corps would adopt another approach.

Environmental watchdogs protest that a Nationwide 12 permit review would not require an

adequate analysis of the pipeline’s impacts, both short-term and long-term, on streams and

wetlands.

The Virginia Department of Environmental Quality came under fire in May after clarifying it

planned to rely on the Corps of Engineers to review the crossings of streams and wetlands by

both the Mountain Valley and Atlantic Coast Pipeline projects. DEQ countered that its review of

the pipelines’ other potential impacts on water quality will be thorough and unprecedented.

The department is currently weighing whether to recommend to the State Water Control Board

whether to grant Clean Water Act 401 water quality certification for the pipelines. DEQ said it will

make those recommendations to the board in December.

Meanwhile, on September 7, the West Virginia Department of Environmental Protection

announced it was withdrawing the 401 water quality certification issued in March to Mountain
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Valley. The DEP’s action followed litigation alleging its analysis of the pipeline’s water quality

impacts had been inadequate. A statement from the department reported that “it was

determined that the information used to issue that certification needs to be further evaluated

and possibly enhanced.”

Cliff Shaffer is a landowner in Giles County whose property would be crossed by the pipeline. He

said West Virginia’s withdrawal of the water quality permit is more noteworthy than FERC’s

decision to grant what he described as a “gimme” certificate to Mountain Valley “because now

Virginia DEQ is going to think twice” before recommending similar water quality permitting.

Many landowners who rely on wells and springs have expressed concerns that construction of

the pipeline, including trenching work and blasting, will divert or pollute their water sources. The

pipeline route also would burrow through karst landscapes rife with sinkholes, caves and

underground aquifers vulnerable to contamination, travel steep slopes and pass through soils

prone to erosion.

Mountain Valley also will need a right-of-way grant from the U.S. Bureau of Land Management

before it can route the pipeline through a total of about 3.5 miles of the Jefferson National

Forest.

Before issuing a grant to Mountain Valley, the BLM must have concurrence from the U.S. Forest

Service and the Corps of Engineers, according to Brad Purdy, a bureau spokesman.

Joby Timm is the Roanoke County-based forest supervisor for the George Washington and

Jefferson National Forests. Timm reported September 19 that the Forest Service has extended

until October 21 the period during which the service will work to resolve objections to proposed

changes to the Jefferson National Forest’s management plan that would allow pipeline

construction.

Other factors, including court rulings or litigation, could delay the project.

Shaffer said Mountain Valley faces the prospect of prolonged and varied challenges.

“I think we are going to spend literally years with MVP playing ‘whack-a-mole,’” he said.
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Duncan Adams writes about manufacturing, utilities and environmental issues.
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