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January 3, 2020

Oil & Gas EIS Project

Mr. Robert Potts

Natural Resources and Planning Team Leader
National Forests and Grasslands in Texas
2221 North Raguet

Lufkin, Texas 75904

Dear Rob,

The Houston Regional Group and Lone Star Chapter of the Sierra Club (Sierra Club)
provide this twelfth set of comments for scoping for the U.S. Forest Service (FS) oil/gas
leasing environmental impact statement (OGLEIS) under the National Environmental
Policy Act (NEPA) for the National Forests and Grasslands in Texas (NFGT).

Although the official scoping period is over, the Sierra Club will continue to send the FS
documents and articles that relate to the OGLEIS. The Sierra Club has been told in the
past that although there is an official scoping comment period, that scoping extends from
the beginning of the scoping comment period until the draft EIS is released. There are
additional articles that the Sierra Club provides to the FS with this letter.

1. “Pipeline competition to heat up”, Sheela Tobben, Bloomberg, Houston Chronicle,
January 3, 2020.

This article documents how “boom-and-bust’ affects pipelines, “... already spurring
midstream rate cuts -and could mean cutthroat competition ahead ... yearly growth
slowing ... with older wells producing less and oil companies preparing to curb spending
this year to boost investor returns ... the differénce between the price of crude on the -
coast when compared with Midland in the Permian has plummeted in the last year,
making it more difficult for shippers to make money after paying the pipeline fees ... Oil
producers are warning that they are preparing to curb spending this year to boost investor
returns.”

2. “Late rally masks a difficult 2019 for Big Oil”, Jordan Blum, Houston Chronicle, January
1, 2020.

This article talks about the overall downturn in the oil/gas industry in 2019, “... what was
generally a disappointing year for the U.S. oil sector as drilling activity plunged and

“When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the universe.” John Muir 1
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employment levels fell ... essentially a state of limbo — purgatory if you're less charitable
— for the energy sector, allowing some companies to make limited profits while others
descend into bankruptcy ... The international and offshore markets are decent, but North
America is deteriorating ... Many analysts project natural gas to fall below $2 in 2020 ...
The huge supplies have driven the prices down.” '

The Sierra Club appreciates this opportunity to provide these additional initial scoping
comments about the social, economic, and environmental impacts of the OGLEIS. Thank

you.

Sincerely, % Wﬁé)j"

Brandt Mannchen

Forest Management lssue-Chair . . . : . _ N—
Lone Star Chapter of the Sierra Club

Chair, Forestry Subcommittee

Houston Regional Group of the Sierra Club

20923 Kings Clover Court

Humble, Texas 77346

281-570-7212

brandt mannchen@comcast.net
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Deal puts Tenaris on top in

steel pi

pes

i gas wells. With the deal finallzed, Tenaris A Tenaris
Firm buys Houston Tenaris, an Argentinlan com- 15 considered the largest steel P warker inspects
manufacturer of pany with two plants in the Hous-  pipe producer In North America. a pipe. The
oil well materials ton area, closed on a $Libilllon The move expands Tenarls’ geo- company has

deal on Thursday to buy IPSCO graphic reach and product lines bought
By Sergio Chapa Tubulars from the Russlan steel while adding more steel-making Houston's
ETAFF WRITER manufacturer TMK. IPSCO, which  capaclty in the United States. IPSCO

employs close to 400 people in  That added capacity will help the Tubulars,

The steel plpe maker Tenarisis the Houston area, also owns steel  company avold Tnonp adminis- making it the
makinga billlon-dollar beton the  and pipe-making plants in Penn-  tration tariffs levied on foreign largest steel
health of the energy industry af  sylvania in addition to other fac-  steel. pipe producer in
ter acquiring a Houston manufac-  ities in Arkansas, Ohio, Oklaho- “For us, vertically Integrating North America.
turer that speclalizes In making ma, lowa, Kentucky, Nevada and  steel making in the United States N
plpes and equipment for ofl and Canada. Tenoris continues on Bs )

Low REGULATIONS

mortgage
rates
forecast
for 2020

By R.A. Schuetz
STAFF WRITER

The average rate for a 30-year
fixed-rate mortgage ended 2019
nearly a point lower than the pre-
vious year and low rates for home
loans are expected to continue
through 2020, according to fore-
casts.

The povemment-sponsored
mortgage company Freddie Mac
sald Thursday the rate for 30-year
fixed mortgage averaged 3.72 per-
cent this week, down from Just un-
der 4 percent during the same
week in 20i8. Both Freddle Mac
and the real estate listing site Real-
tor.com predict mortgage mates
will rise slightly in 2020. Freddie
Mac forecasts an average Interest
rate of 3.8 percent, Realtor.com
about 3.9 percent.

The drop in morigage rates dur-
Ing 2019 marked a dramatic turn-
around from what was expected a

Maorigoges continues on Bs

Gas prices
likely to
stay low
this year

The new year should bring a
sixth consecutive year of aflord-
able gasoline prices as record U.S.
oil production keeps downward

J.Scott Vi
House Nancy Pelosi speaks earlier this year in favor of a push to raise the federal minimum wage. Although that
push has not been successful, state and local governments have raised minimum wages in their jurisdictions.

2020 brings changes
for small businesses



Ppressure on crude prices and pro-
vides a buffer against supply
shocks.

GasBuddy, the website that
tracks gasoline prices nation-
wide, forecast Thursday that a
gallon of unleaded regular in

Houston will average between
$230and $2.45 this year, hittinga
peak of as much as $2.80 in May
or June, when the summer driv-
ing season gets underway, de-
mand is at its strongest and refin-

Nationally, gusoline prices will
average about $2.60 a gallon over
the year, likely hitting a low in
February before climbing near $3

lon in May, according to Gas-
e Gn:zﬂ continues on Bs

By Joyce M. Rosenberg

ASSOCIATED PRESS

EW YORK -

Small business

owners  have

plenty of chang-

es to deal with

now that It’s 2020 - higher

labor costs for many compa-

nies, and perhaps having to

comply with new laws that

aren't on the books in their
own states.

AsofJan. |, there are high-

ermintmum ina quar-

ter of the states, and new

federal overtime rules. The

New laws affect minimum wage,
W-4 forms, plastic bags and more

k"
.

Several states, counties and cities bave b d or

IRS has new W4 forms own-
ers will need to get used to.
Plastic bags are on their way
out at stores and other busi-
nesses In a growing number
of places around the coun-
try. And Callfornia has new
laws on freelancers and con-
sumer privacy that can af-
fect out-of*state companies.

A look at a handful of the
2020 changes in federal,
state and local laws and reg-
ulations:

Coniributed photo

Overtime rules
The Labor Department’s
| d of its

restricted the prevalence of single-use plastic bags.

BCMW continues on bBr
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Pipeline competition to heat up

By Sheela Tobben
BLOOMBERG X
R T T

Fivenew oll pipelines are set to
open In the Permian Basin
through 2021, expanding a gap
between production and take-
away capacity that'salready spur-
ring midstream rate cuts and
could mean cutthroat competi-
tion ahead.

Prodh in the West Texas

Courtesy

The BridgeTex pipeline, completed in 2014, carries Permian Basin

crude oil from Colorado City to Houston.

and New Mexico oll fleld are
pumping about 4.72 millfon bar-

relsaday, according to Rystad En-
AS. That with

about 3.5 million barrels in the
next two years as planned new
condults come online.

Most of those planned projects
were announced when the Perm-
ian was posting annual growth
rates in excess of 1 million barrels
a day. Now, some analysts see

growth slowing to as little
as 650,000 barrels a day, with

Campetition will heat up par-
tcularly among pipeline compa-
nies seeking to renew long-term
shipper contracts that are set to
expire, including those seeking to
proceed with new pipellne proj-
ects, said Sandy Flelden, director
of research for Morningstar Inc.
“There is a chance that some of

Pppefines continues on Bs
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3 countries plan gas pipeline to Europe

By Nicholas Paphitis
and Menelaos HadJicostis

ASSOCIATED PREBS

ATHENS, Greece — The leaders
of Greece, Israel and Cyprus met
here Thursday to sign a deal for
an undersea plpeline that would
carry gas from new offshore de-
posits in the southeastern Medi-
terranean to continental Europe.

The 1,300-mlle EastMed pipe-
line is intended to provide an al-
ternative gas source for energy-
hungry Burope, which is current-
ly largely dependent on supplies
from Russia and the Caucasus re-
gion.

As designed, the pipeline
would run from Israel’s Levan-
tine Basin offshore gas reserves
to Cyprus, Crete and the Greek
malnland. An overland pipeline
to no tern Greece and an-
other planned undersea pipellne
would carry the gas to Italy.

" The project, with a rough bud-
get of $6 billlon, Is expected to
satlsfy about 10 percent of the Eu-
ropean Unlon's natural gas
needs. But it also Is fraught with
political and logistical complexd-
tles.

The race to clalm offshore en-
ergy deposits In the southern
Mediterranean has created new
tensions between Greece and Cy-
prus, on one side, and historic ri-
val Turkey.

Ankara has raised the stakes
with recent moves to explore wa-
ters controlled by the two EU

Anastasiades arrive for a signing

nomic rights.

Cypriot President Nicos Anas-
tasiades sald the EastMed pipe-
line, while not almed against Tur-
key, affirms that Greece and Cy-
prus hold soverelgn rights to the
waters they control.

Anastasiades, Greek Prime
Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakds and
Israell Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu were to meet in Ath-
ens to sign an agreement on

¥ Y

that would bolster regional sta-
bllity and turn lsrael “into an en-

ergy powerhouse.
Israell Energy Minlster Yuval
Stelnltz has sald the EastMed
plpeline would take up to seven
years to bulld and that its advan-
tages Include being less vulnera-
ble to sabotage and not crossing
many national borders to reach
markets,

Anastastades sald In a New

“Especially under current
conditfons, it demonstrates the
strong political will of the coun-
tries involved, as well as the Eu-
ropean Unlon, that they don't ac-
cept Turkey's unlawful actions,”
Anastasiades said.

Cyprus is divided Into a Greek
Cypriot south, where the Island
nation’s intemnationally recog-
nized government islocated, and
a breakaway Cypriot

Yomos Karshalls £ Assockated Press

1sraeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, from left, Greek Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis and Cypriot President Nicos
Tt day in Athens on the 1,300-mile EastMed pipeline,

Turkey Is also laylng clalm to
large tracts under Greek control
In the Aegean Sea and off the
Greek Island of Crete. Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
has said no project can proceed
without his country’s consent al-
ter a maritime border agreement
that Ankara signed with the Lib-
ya's Tripoll-based government.

The Cypriot government has
lecensed Itallan energy company

member countries. Cyprus and  bullding the pipeline. Year's Day interview with Cy- north backed by Turkey. The Enl, France’s Total, Exxon Mobll
Greece are particularly dis- Before departing for the Greek  prus’ Phileleftheros newspaper  split followed 21974 Turkish tnva- and Texas-based Noble Energy to
turbed that Turkey sentwarship- ~ capital, Netanyahusald thethree that the construction agree- sion after an aborted coup alm-  carry out exploratory drilling in
escorted drill ships Into waters countries have established “an  ment’s signing “sends messages  Ing to bring Cyprus under Greek  the country’s offshore economic
where Cyprus has exclusive eco-  alllance of great Importance™ in every direction.” rule. zone,
From page Bx From page By

Buddy.

the projects would get canceled or
consalidated, and that would de-
pend on shipper commitment.”
Adding to this, the difference
between the price of crude on the
coast when compared with Mid-
land in the Permlan has plummet-
ed in the last year, making it more
difficult for shippers to make mon-
ey after paying the pipeline fees.
Operators of legacy pipelines in
the oil patch already started cut-
ting tariffs last year toretain or lure
shippers to keep their systems ful-

users on portions of its Permian
Express system, while Magellan
Midstream LP Issued incentive
Tates for large-volume shippers on
Its Bridgetex pipeline. Epic Pipe-
line Co LP halved its transporta-
ton rate prior to the line coming
into service.

Ofl producers are warning that
they are preparing to curb spend-
ing this year to boost Investor re-
turns. “The Permian is definitely
slowing down,” said Ellsbeth
Murphy, an analyst at ESAI Energy
LLC. Declines from legacy wells
are outstripping the new wells,
and there aren’t enough rigsto off-
set the decline in the legacy wells,
she sald.

Courtesy EOG Rasoucces

Oil producers in the Permian Basin are pumping about 4.72 million barrels a day, according to
Rystad Energy AS. That compares with neary 6 million barrels of pipeline capacity.

pacity,” sald John Auers, executive

For pipelines still in the propos-
al stage, it doesn't help that the
spread

pnn:rmiuls,hasnmed&w';
over $10 a barrel a year ago to
around $2.50. This would mean

tion of nearly 1 million barrels a
day of new connecttvity from Mid-
land to its ECHO terminal in South-
east Texas, ready in 202, accord-
ing to Tony Chovanec, senfor vice
president for findamentals and

on 1 5 e
plus points that will usher their
projects through to completion,
he added.

Still, some companies are forg-

< diry risk assessment,

“It’s no surprise to anyone that
next year and probably for the
next couple of years, It's golng to
be highly competitive, which will
creste volatilly bn eamings." Ma-

“It will be another year where
gasoline prices will be relatively
affordable. But don't close your
eyes:— the price varlation be-
tween stations and states will ap-
proach record levels” sald Pat-
rick DeHaan, GasBuddy's head of
petroleurn analysis. “Never has
there been a bigger opportunity
tospend less, or to spend more, if
you aren't checking prices before
filling up”

In 2019, GasBuddy predicted a
national of $2.70 per gal-
lon and a‘lJ:f"s‘E:nnr::-.tge ended up
cheaper at §2.62. Conversely, In
2018, the projection was for §2.57
and It ended up well higher at
5273,

US. crude ofl production, at
neariy 3 million barrels a day, is
pushing fuel prices down and In-
sulating against unpredictable ac-
cidents, hurricanes or geopolitl-
cal evenis that otherwise could
cause gasollne costs to spike, De-
Haan said. Crude settled Thurs-
day at $6118 a gallon in New York,
up 12 cents.

Seasonally, fuel prices typically
hit an annual low in February and
then rise with the switch to sum-
mer-grade fuels, peaking in May
or June and then falling back after



“New pipe startups [ke Cactus

I starting up and Epic in the sum-
mer have put us over the topon ca-

stons because ol Industry support.
Enterprise Products Partners LP
plans to push ahead with the addl-

MORTGAGES

From page Bt

year ago, when mortgage rates
briefly reached 5 percent and the
Federal Reserve signaled two In-
terest rate Increases were on the
way, asign of falth in the economy.
Instead, escalating trade wars
shook confidence in the markets,
the Fed cut rates and Investors - so
hungry for the relative security of

mdﬁﬂmm“vdﬂ-
Ing to accept lower ~ drove
rates down.

The drop In mortgage rates was
a balm on the budgets of potential
homeowners, who could take out
larger loans for the same monthly

fn his forecast. “Citles in Arizona,
Nevada and Texas will continue to
benefit from shoppers looking for
more affordable alternatives to

California. ‘
Ratiy also predicted that as

largest California clties, as well as
Seattle, could see $4 gasoline.

g costs continue to eat up
larger portions of worker's pay-
checks, many will have to cut back

Jordan blum@chron.com
twitter.comfjdblum23

TENARIS

From page Bi

Is very important,” Luca Zanott,

of Tenaris’ U.S, subsid'

fary. “Including this deal, Tenarls
has Invested more than $10 billion
in the United States over the past
10 years,”

bined comp The system was
designed to reduce the amount of
time pipe and other ucts sit
In distribution yards before sent
to drilling sites.

Tenarls was founded In Italy by
CEO Paolo Rocca's grandfather
and later moved Its maln opera-

the South, whereas IPSCO facill-
ties are located In the Midwest
and Northeast.

1PSCO's steel mill inKoppel, Pa.
will be. the first Tenaris plant In
the Unitéd States to make steel
bars, while another TPSCO plant
in Ambridge, Pa. will produce
new products for the company,
such as heattreated pipe and
seamless pipe, which Is made us-

of inga process that does not leave

any welding seams.

serglo.chapa@chron.com
twilter.com/sergiochapa
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trillion tax cut of 2018 was no
longer providing much mo-
mentum.

In the last day of trading in
2019, the Dow Jones industrial
average galned 76 points to
close at 28,538, up 22 percent
from a year ago. The broader
S&P 500 Index surged nearly
30 percent in 2019, closing
Tuesday at 3,231,

The gains are an endorse-
ment that the underlying
economy s strong and grow-
Ing, with no major signs of
downturns, either domesti-
cally or internationally, ana-
lysts said.

“We're in a sweet spot,”

"‘._“'.* o i -

Richard Draw / Assaclated Press
There’s plenty of money for new investment, but as a heated presidential election looms
and some segments of the econonty weaken — such as the bile industry —

expect the new year to be wilder as the market pendulum swings.

ready In bear market mode ~
meaning it Jost more than 20
percent of Its value — and the
Dow and S&P 500 were quick-
ly approaching bear territory.

Cralg Pirrong, a Unlversi-

sald aryand stayed In the black the
ty of Houston finance profes- restof 2019,

despite anintensi-
fying trade war with China, a
pullback in business spwding

sor
But the year didn't start out
and a slowing global economy,

that way, with markets still

reeling from a broad sell-off at
the end of 2018 and the worst
losses since the 2008 financlal
crisls. The technology-laden

But the downward spiral
turned out to be short-lived.
Major market Indexes moved
Into positive territory by the
end of the first week of Janu-

But American consumers
came to rescue, supporting
the US. economy with

healthy spending, which In
Investors continues on By

stock index Nasdaq was al-

Late rally masks a difficult 2019 for Big Oil

By Jordan Blum

STAFF WRITER

Crude oll prices rose by

md?&wm@ﬂ;ﬁ Finishing kick

spent the m; ol

2019 stuck in the frustrating g‘l'mcusbmkeoutmdrnummmelnuucloslnamaksaftheyear
range of $50 to $60 per bar-
rel. That $50-something ter-
riory ls essentiallyastateof 70
limbo — p y, If you're

$63.9
A3 $61.06
Dec. 3\

don't capture what was gen-
erally a

year

for the U.S. oll sector as dril-

ling activity plunged and
employment levels fell.

Although the year saw the

U.S. crude benchmark be-

gin at just $45 perbarreland

less charltable — for the en- 60
ergy sector. allowing some
some companies to make g,
lirited profits while others
descend Into bankruptcy.
Oll settled at $6L06 a bar- 40
relon 'l‘uesday in New York,
' onB7

S45.4 $5114
hn.l' Juns:

2

Ban Feu.mmwrlu%mm mly% Ot  Now.
209 208 2019 2019 208 2019 20 2019 200 2019 2019
Dept, NYMEX

natural gas, environmental con-
cerns about emissions from the
Leviathan platform were ralsed
by people living nearer the coast-
line as well as these who would
rather Israel focus on renewable
sources of energy, such as wind
and solar power.

“We had to make the regulators
comfortable,” sald Relth Elliott,
Noble’s sentor vice president for
offshore. *They needed their
time to take one more look at
things, and we understand that.
We had complete confidence in

Noble continues on B

I 1 [
Jack Guezl /7 ARR viaGetty Immpes
Somes Israelis protested the
start of the offshore
Leviathan gas production.
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Insurer’s contract with Methodist to end

UnitedHealthcare tract expired at midnight Tues- treatment will have to apply to The Houston
b tto | y. UnitedHealthcare in order to re- Methodist
!'nem erssettolose Both sides sald that negotia- celve In-network rates for the re- West Hospital
in-network access tons over the contract, which mainder of their treatment. in Katy is one
sets reimbursement rates, had all Plan members will still be able of the
By R.A. Schuetz but stalled. “There Is no progress  tocontlnueseeing Houston Meth- hospitals
STAFF WRITER inthem tions,” said Stefanle  odist doctors In-network undl where United-
Asin, spo. for Houston  April §, but if those doctors rec- Healthcare
~ As many as 100,000 United- Mdthodist. ommend surgery, physical thera- plan
Healthcare plan membérs are set Without a new contract, Uni-  py or other treatment, they will members
to lose in-network access toelght  tedHealthcare planmembers will  not be able to send patients toa will lose
Houston Methodist hospitalsand  no longer be able torecelvelower  Methodist hospltal or dinlcs in-petwork
dozens of Its outpatient facilities in-network rates at Houston without going out-of-network access,
asthe health insurer and hospital  Methodist. Patients who are al- and costing patients substantially
systems were unlikely to resolve ready hospitalized, § or more money. Emergency care Siaey /5t
their differences before a con-  undergoing an active course of Merbodlist continues on By phatogrpher
Feon Noble
Record run
The Dow Jones Industrial average reached new highs In 2019, casting aside recession and trade concems Starts up
30,000 mﬁw
> | Leviathan
®
25,000
- project
e:d °
e in Israel
20,000 X Feh March il . ; , i
mmoomn owen omn o Mm ome o M M W M W @
‘Source: Bloombarg Staft gaphic By Jordan Blum

Great year for investors, but
don’t expect repeat for 2020

Expanslon, bull market likely to ebb as global economy slows, firms curb spending

By L.M. Sixel

STAPF WRITER

?nr stock in-
exes navigat-

ed trade wars

and recession

fears to close
the year at near record levels
as gains propelled by Interest
rate cuts and wage m.mms
?‘q)end. But enjoy It now be-
cause if history Is any clue,
2020 isn't likely to be quite as
grand.

The economic expansion —
and the bull market - are now
nearly 0 years old, making
them the longest in the na-
tion's history and continually
defying expectations  the
economy would run out of
steam. The Federal Reserve
cut Interest rates three times
in 2018, julcing the economy
as concems mounted that
mm was slowin

were cutting bac!

il

STAPP WRITER

Noble Energy started produc-
tion early Tuesday on the massive
Leviathan natural gas project off-
shore of Israel, achieving a major
nilestone for a discovery made
nearly a decade ago.

The Leviathan startup by the
Houston ofl and gas producer
puts Israel on the path of
Ing a natural gas exporter after de-

known natural gas field in the
growing Eastern Mediterranean

jon that's attracting other top
ofl and gas players, including the
Texas energy major Exxon Mobil.

*This Is a project that's been
about a decade [n the making and
it has very significant benefits for
the environment, econoriles and
the energy security for the re-
gion,” sald Nable President Brent
Smolik In a phone interview from
Israel. “It’s a great day here in Is-
rael, It's changing the country
and it's changing this of the
world. We're just pmugzl be part
of it”

Noble aimed to bring Levia-
than online before the end of this
year and just narrowly su
with the New Year’s Eve startup.
The nearly $4 billion project was
delayed a bit in December until 2

Judge lifted an injunction that

threatened to stall production be-
cause of environmental con-
cems.

While the project will help re-
place coal with cleaner-burning



vestments In capital equipment
and technology, according to
one analyst.

“There’s is still a lot of money
on the sidelines that can come

“You'll want to lasten your
seat belt,” sald McBride, “be-
cause it's likely to be a bumpler
ride than we've seen In the Jast
couple of months.”

ot Israel. Leviathan’s production
should outpace Tamar during
the latter half of 2020.

Apart from Israel’s own ener-
gy needs, Leviathan also will

Since the 2010 discovery, Ista-
el spent much of the subsequent
years developing an energy reg-
ulatory framework essentially
from scratch. That regulatory

teet ot natural gas per day, anda
subsequent phase is expected to
Increase volumes up to 2.4 billlon
cublc feet a day In the years to
come.

In,” sald Randy Frederick, vice - supply large volumes of natural setup eventually required Noble

president of trading and dertva-  Iynn.sixel@chron.com gas to Egypt and Jordan. to decrease Its awnership stake jordan.blum@chron.com

tives for the San Francisco-based  twitter.com/msixel Israel has long been the odd-  in the projects. As aresult, Noble twitter.com/jdblum23

OIL among OPEC, Russiaandotheral- line was $2.21 at the end of this
lies - collectively called OPEC+ —  year, while the national average s

From page Ba to further scale back output in  $2.59, a to GasBuddy,
early 2020, aswellasthe easingof  which tracks pricing nation-

dm&mmaboullghr;un. the U.S.-China trade war, which  wide. Gasoline prices have ended

Despite a stronger in has weighed on the global econo-  the year below $3 a gallon for six

2019 — crude prices rallied more mmy and energy demand. years.

than 10 percent in December — Recent dips In U.S. crude In- “As difficult as it's been for in-

the previots year was much bet- ventory levels also have helped  vestors and companies in oll and

ter for producers as ofl prices boost the price of oil. gas, it's been a tremendous bene-

SIETLEE
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cording to government.
*It's a bit of a tale of two mar-

It was generally a disap,

Jon Shapley/ Staff photagrapher

ﬁhﬁu year for the U.S. oil industry as

drilling activity plunged and employment levels fell,

North America Is deteriorating.
I'd expect more of the same story

in 20207

sustained period of time. The ral-
Iy was driven by a Saudi-led effort

Some eminous signs, however,
loom on the herizon. A surge of
new oil production is coming on-
line from non-OPEC nations, ln-
cluding , Canada, Brazil
and Guyana. e 11S. ofl output
Is slowing, It Is still Increasingasa
weakened shale oll and gas sector
keeps rollingalong. And the trade
war with China remains unre-
solved desplte some positive

signs

* But cutbacks from OPEC»
could offset much of the new
crude supplies. Additional ofl and
gas projects aren’t expected to
come ononline in the second half

fit for consumers,” sald Ed Hirs,
an energy economist at the Unl-
versity of Houston.

And that doesn’t just apply to
gasoline, refined from crude,
Cheap natural gas has lowered
the cost of electricity generation,
heating and other materials,

The U.S. benchmark for natu-

million

ﬂﬂ&hhzd the year at $2.19 per mil-
Bru. Many analysts project

natural gas to fall below $2 in

side ofl In reglons such as West
Texas" still-booming Permian Ba-
sin,

*The huge supplies have driv-
en the prices dowm,” Hirs sald.

In the Houston area, the costof a
gallon of regular unleaded gaso-

Jordan.blum@chron.com
hwitter. um23
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will not be affected.

The end of the contract threat-
ens to disrupt the care of thou-
sands of patients. Anna 3
chief executive of the nonprofit
The Women's Home, said when
she switched her organlzation® s
insurance to UnltedHealthcare
less than a year ago, her only

fon was whether Methodl

would be covered.

<1 feel like it was a bait and
switch,” she said. “I've had em-
ployees who've had scheduled
surgeries who are now going to
have to consider getting a new

i patients in-
sured by UnitedHealthcare are
among the latest to be caught In
the fight over costs between In-
surers and health care providers.
Humana dropped Baylor doctors
In 2015, and Blue Cross and Blue
Shield of Texas dropped the Kel-
sey-Seybold Clinic, in 2016, As
many as 100,000 Kelsey-Seybold
Clinic patients lost In-network
coverage for three years, until the
medical provider and insurer
reached an agreement to restore
the relationship starting Jan. 1.

Money is at the crux of the ne-
gotiations. Dave Milich, United-
Healtheare's chiel executive, sald
In October that employers who
offer his company’s plans have
demanded lower costs. Nearly 80
percent of UnitedHealthcare
members In the Houston area are
enrolled In self-funded plans, in
which employers pay clalms, ex-
posing them lo rising health care

Methodist patients insured by UnitedHealthcare — like those at ?:Ethollhﬁ Sugar Land hospital —

are among the latest to be caught in the fight over costs

cosls.
“Every time we attempted to
reach a compromise during the
Al Method 3

sary. “We cannot accept thelr
proposed cuts and sl provide
high-quality health care” Asin
sald, “We are trying to reach a

ed with proposals showing that it
is intent on maintaining its posi-
tions as one of the most expensive
health systems In the county,” a
UnitedHealthcare spokesp
said In bn an email.

Houston Methodist argues Its
costs are appropriate and neces-

comp with United, but
there has been very litle prog-
ress.”

Despite the dispute, Houston
Methodist will keep United-
Healthcare as the administrator
of the plan for Its employees to
avold disruptions, Houston Meth-

and care p

odist employees will continue to
have access to Houston Methodist
facllities at in-network rates
through a special arrangement
with the insurer.

Employees of the Fort Bend In-
dependent School District, which
has a separate contract with Uni-
tedHealthcare, also won't be af-
fected by the contract termina-
tion.

Opacity surrounding medical

costs has clouded the Issue.
When UnitedHealthcare
announced It was dropplng Hous-
ton Methodist, It released a state-
ment contending Houston Meth-
odlist Is the most expensive sys-
tern in Texas, “driving up the cost
of health care for all Texans and
the health care system overall.”

Houston Methodist pointed to
statistics from the RAND Corp., a
think tank In Santa Monica, Calif.,
which place Houston Methodist's
costs In the mid-range of health
care systems In Texas.

Both sides have launched pub-
lic relations campaigns in the
days leading to patients losing
coverage. Houston Methodist has
published advertisements telling
UnitedHealthcare “Don’t mess
with Houston's health care” and
arguing that the Insurance com-
pany Is focused on its profits.

UnitedHealthcare has taken
out its own ads, claiming that it,
too, wants quality health care,
but at affordable prices that allow
people access to health services,
“Affordability &s a problem,” a
full-page ad In Sunday's Houston
Chronicle said. “Houston Meth-
odlst must be part of the solu-
tlon.” The insurer sald it is open
to continued discussions with the
health care network.

Affected plan members will
have their pick of whom toblame.
What they may not have is the
same selection of in-service
health care options.

Jenny Deam, Gwendolyn Wu
amdﬁun::! mhhﬁh!mtdggedto
this report.

rebecca.schuetz@chron.com
twitter.com/raschuetz
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‘turn lifted stock prices and fur-
ther boosted confidence. Con-
sumer spending accounts for
about 70 percent of economic ac-
tivity in the United States.

When the market is up, con-
sumers, glancing at workplace
and indlvidual retirement ac-
counts, feel more flush and will-
Ing to spend. Likewise, consum-
ers feel poorer and hold back on
spending when themarketisona
prolonged downturm  even
though they might never have
sold a share.

At the moment, the economic
signals look good. The nation’s
unemployment rate Is at a half-
century low at3.5 percentand in-
fation-adjusted average weekly
earnings Increased 11 percent
this year, according to the De-
partment of Labor. Consumer
spending and disposable person-
al income set new records during
the third quarter of 2019, accord-
ing to the Commerce Depart-
ment.

Another factor Is the lingering
effect of the $LS trillion tax cut of
2018, a windfall that lowered in-
come taxes for millions of work-
ers and boosted corporate bal-
ance sheets. According to some
estimates only about half of the
corporate tax savings has been
spent, leaving billions remaining
for additional acquisitions, divi-
dends to shareholders and in-

bank and brokerage firm Charles
wab.

But not all signs are positive,
Shoppers weren't as free-spend-
ing this year, with holiday sales
up 3.4 percent in 2019 after in-
creasing 5.1 percent in 2018, ac

cording to Mastercard
Pulse which tracks retail and on-
line spending.

Consumers aren’t buying as
many cars either. Edmunds, the
Callfornia-based online car shop-
ping site, forecast that 4.3 mil-
lion new cars and trucks will be
sold nationwide during the
fourth quarter, down nearly 1
percent from a year ago.

The drop was even more pro-
nounced in Houston where new
vehicle sales drapped 12 percent
in November compared to the
same month one year earlier,
marking the second consecutive
month of year-over-year double-
digit declines, according to the
TexAuto Facts report from Info-
Nation, a Sugar Land-based pro-
vider of automobile data.

In any event, analysts said, it’s
unlikely that stocks could repeat
the gains of 2019, Greg MeBride,
chlef foanclal analyst for the
personal flnance website Bank-
rate.com, is anticipating a solid
2020 for stocks, but with gains in
the 4 percent to 6 percent range.

But those modest increases
won't come easlly, McBride said,
as a heated presidential cam-
paign and trade and tariff con-
cerns spur wild swings in the
market."_

NOBLE
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the outcome.”

The project eventually could
represent nearly 20 percent of
Noble's worldwide ofl and
production, according to ﬁ:
company. Noble already is pro-
ducing natural gas from the
smaller Tamar project offshare

could eventually represent nearly 20 percent of the

Nable Enagy

The massive Leviathan natural gas project offshore of Israel by Houston-based Noble Energy

man out, energy-wise, in the
Middle East, home to some of the
world’s biggest ofl producers.
That changed just over a decade
ago when Noble discovered gas
in the Tamar feld about 50 miles
off the lIsraell coast, In waters
more than 5,000 feet deep. No-
ble followed that in 2010 with an-
other discovery In the larger Le-
viathan field, about 30 miles
southwest of Tamar.

s global pr jon.

owns about 40 percent of Levia-
than while its main Israell part-
ner, the Delek Group, holds
about 45 percent. Israel’s Ratio
0il Explosation holds the re-
malning 15 percent.

The first phase of the Levia-
than praject ended up costing
$3.6billion, less than the project-
ed $3.75 billlon.

The project will eventually
|_Jroduce up to 1.2 billion cublc



