
INTRODUCTION:
For all the talk about U.S. “energy independence” among our nation’s 
leaders, a project at the Savannah harbor set to open in 2018 will, instead 
of processing natural gas for domestic use, ship it overseas while at the 
same time threatening the safety of Savannah residents and the health 
of the Savannah River. Energy infrastructure giant Kinder Morgan is in 
the midst of building a $2 billion gas liquefaction plant on Savannah’s 
Elba Island that will ready natural gas for shipment. The Federal Energy 
Regulatory Commission (FERC) has already signed off on an Environmental 
Assessment, saying the plant would not significantly impact local residents, 
and the agency has since denied a Sierra Club request to reopen an 
environmental review. As work on the liquefaction and export facility 
continues, the project raises questions about the realities behind the 
rhetoric of American energy independence and the real risks to local 
communities with massive natural gas processing and shipment facilities in 
their backyards.      

THE WATER BODY:
Draining a watershed of 10,577 square miles, the Savannah River forms the 
stateline between Georgia and South Carolina and is shared by users on 
both sides of the border, not only providing drinking water to 1.5 million 
residents, but also providing the water for mutliple industries from Augusta 
to Savannah. On the coast, it’s home to the Savannah Harbor, the nation’s 
third largest container ship port, which generates an estimated $33 billion 
in economic activity and creates some 300,000 jobs. The river is also a 
treasure trove of fish diversity. It harbors more native fish species (108) 
than any other river in North America draining to the Altantic Ocean. 
That count includes the federally endangered Atlantic sturgeon, a 
species commonly found in the harbor area. 
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THE DIRT:
These days many intown Savannah residents are casting concerned eyes downstream toward Kinder Morgan’s Elba 
Island gas liquefaction and export facility and wondering if their leaders are really serious about American energy 
independence—especially when the facility poses a safety risk in their community. 

While rare, explosions at natural gas facilities have occurred. In 2014, an incident at an Algerian facility killed 27 
people and injured 56. Kinder Morgan’s choice of a location near the mouth of the Savannah River leaves the facility 
susceptible to both hurricanes and sea level rise. The location not only threatens Savannah, but also the proposed 
Jasper Port facility in neighboring South Carolina where construction is expected to begin soon. The risks associated 
with moving large quantities of natural gas are so great that when gas tankers are in the Savannah Harbor, the 
shipping channel must be closed. 

The area surrounding the facility that is endangered in the event of an explosion extends into neighborhoods and 
business districts near Savannah’s historic River Street, and also extends into South Carolina where the Jasper Port is 
now under construction. 

The Savannah River, itself, is also at risk from polluted runoff and other discharges from the industrial facility. 
Already, multiple discharges from a dredge area at the plant have harmed the river, and algae-filled water and 
chemicals used to control that algae have been documented being discharged from the facility. 

Looming over these concerns is the debate over 
energy independence. During recent years, the boom 
in natural gas extraction brought on by fracking 
technology has resulted in greater reliance on 
domestically produced fossil fuels. Oil imports as a 
percentage of the country’s daily oil demand have 
dropped more than 50 percent in the last decade. By 
2020, energy analysts predict that the U.S. will get just 
11 percent of its oil from imports. 

Shipping the very commodity that could bring about 
this independence seems counter to national goals 
and points to the conclusion that the Kinder Morgan 
facility is being driven not by national priorities but 
private profit motives.   

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission 
should reconsider its approval of the Kinder 
Morgan facility and conduct a complete 
Environmental Impact Statement.  The  
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers should also 
review how the facility will impact the 
Jasper Port in South Carolina. 

Tonya Bonitatibus, Savannah Riverkeeper,  
706-826-8991, riverkeeper@savannahriverkeeper.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: The Kinder Morgan natural gas liquefaction plant will prepare domes-
tically-produced natural gas for export. Above: Anglers try the waters of the 
Savannah River. In addition to supporting the nation’s third largest container 
ship port, the Savannah fishery provides countless recreational opportunities.


