
While Texas Froze 
Part 1: Energy Exports During Winter Storm Blackout

The brutal winter storm of February 2021 that caused the 
collapse of the Texas energy system left millions of people 
freezing in the dark and caused skyrocketing utility bills.  
While the tragedy unfolded, huge volumes of Texas energy 
were being shipped around the world in real time.

+DG�WKH�OLTXLÀHG�QDWXUDO�JDV��/1*��H[SRUWV�IURP�DQG�
near Texas been used during the winter emergency, the 
state could have avoided part or much of the catastrophe.

7KLV�LV�WKH�ÀUVW�DUWLFOH�LQ�D�WZR�SDUW�VHULHV�UHYHDOLQJ�KRZ�
the exportation of natural gas adversely affected Texans 
during Winter Storm Uri, how this situation could have 
EHHQ�SUHYHQWHG��DQG�WKH�ÀQDQFLDO�FRVWV�WKDW�FRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�
partially or totally avoided had these exports not occurred.

When Called Upon: A Ground’s-Eye View of 
an Energy Emergency

Kathie Tovo was one of Austin’s longest serving City Council 
Members.  In an interview conducted in February 2022, a year 
after the historic Texas freeze where over 40% of Austin Energy’s 
electricity customers lost power, and all of its population lost 
drinkable water, she tried to reconstruct her actions to prepare 
for, and mitigate, the worst disaster in Austin’s history.

Tovo spent much of the weekend prior to Winter Storm Uri 
creating a plan with activists and people in City government to 
keep people living in homeless camps from freezing.  Many of 
the homeless did not understand the ferocity of the coming cold 
ZDYH���6KH�KHOSHG�LQÁXHQFH�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�PXOWL�GD\�KRPHOHVV�
VKHOWHUV���6KH�UHÁHFWHG��´:H�GLG�QRW��JRLQJ�LQWR�WKH�ZHHNHQG«
have really a robust plan for sheltering.  And I don’t know why 
that was the case.”

 (While these efforts undoubtedly saved numerous lives, it did 
not reach all those in need, or did not convince some people to 
accept shelter.  Austin hospitals reported over 50 frostbite cases, 
including amputations of 11 feet, caused by the storm event, most 
of them among the homeless.) 

Council Members are not generally part of the Emergency 
Operations Center [EOC].  Instead, their role is to get information 
from constituents for the EOC, and communicate information 

7KLV�OLTXHÀHG�QDWXUDO�JDV�WDQNHU�LV�ORQJHU�WKDQ�PRVW�DLUFUDIW�FDUULHUV���6L[�FDUJR�ORDGV�ZRXOG�SURYLGH�WKH�$XVWLQ�UHJLRQ�ZLWK�DOO�WKH�
natural gas that it used in 2021.  Photo: © Glenn Travis.  
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to constituents.  Yet Tovo described a partial breakdown in the 
communications chain. “What was also unusual though was 
the extraordinary lack of communication that we had with the 
[City] Manager throughout the week.  No one knew when the 
electricity for the city would be restored.”

´>7KH�HPHUJHQF\@�ZDV�D�FRQÁXHQFH�RI�UHDOO\�XQH[SHFWHG��XQ-
precedented conditions that probably will not all be in one place 
again.  But when there are emergencies, [the Manager] does not 
have a clear plan to communicate with the Council.”

“From Monday on, I was almost constantly on e-mail or the 
phone [16-17 hours a day].  Some of that was trying to com-
municate with constituents and tell them what I knew.  Some of 
WKDW�ZDV�WU\LQJ�WR�FRPPXQLFDWH�ZLWK�&LW\�VWDII�WR�ÀQG�RXW�ZKDW�
the heck was going on.  Some of it was trying to get attention to 
some of the really dire needs that I was hearing about from my 
constituents.  And it just went on like that…all week.”

By Tuesday [the second day of the power failure], Tovo was 
hearing from constituents who were literally freezing.  She called 
the EOC and never heard back.  So she took the initiative to call 
a professional friend at Austin Independent School District to 
set up several warming centers/shelters at schools. 

� ´0\� RIÀFH� VWDUWHG�ZRUNLQJ� RQ� WKH�5HVLOLHQFH�+XE� >LGHD@�
some time ago, but after the winter storm it became really clear 
that was going to be a critical part of our city’s preparation for 
the future… trust in places that people know they can look to in 
times of non-crisis but also crisis is important.”

When I asked how her two daughters fared in the outage, she 
fought off tears.  “I don’t know why I’m…It was a really chal-
lenging week.  My daughters were stressed that I was on my 
computer constantly and you know, they didn’t know what was 
going on.  Their dad was out of town taking care of his mother, 
so I was the only care giver.”

Towards the end of the interview, she said she felt something 
akin to survivor’s guilt.  “I just wish I could have done more.”

Exporting LNG During Winter Storm Uri Proved 
Disastrous

Everyone who lived in Texas during Winter Storm Uri 
has a story to tell about how people suffered during that 
KRUULÀF�VWRUP�LQ�)HEUXDU\������

Hundreds of thousands of Texans performed in large 
DQG�VPDOO�ZD\V�WR�KHOS�SHRSOH�DQG�VDYH�OLYHV��)LUHÀJKWHUV�
ZRUNHG�GRXEOH�DQG�WULSOH�VKLIWV�� �0DQ\�ÀUVW�UHVSRQGHUV�
worked out of buildings without electricity, water, or heat 
IRU�VLJQLÀFDQW�SHULRGV�RI�WLPH�

To this day, many people blame those who ran electric 
utilities for the disaster.  But here again, there were instances 
of extraordinary dedication.  At one of the region’s coal 
plants, workers shoveled frozen piles of coal by hand. 
Line workers scaled poles in West Texas amidst ice, snow, 
and record-breaking cold temperatures, working 16-hour 
shifts.  In Austin, these 16-hour shifts lasted for eight days 
in a row.  Some power plant operators had to physically 
break ice at the power plant’s water supply inlets to keep 
the generators operating.  Energy traders responsible for 
purchasing fuel supplies slept by their desks.

Good Samaritans used their four-wheel-drive vehicles 
to pull countless cars out of the snow or provide desper-
ate people with food or essential transportation.  Some 
restaurants opened to feed people for free.  The Travis 
County Democratic Party used its phone bank to contact 
area seniors to check on their welfare.

Despite the collective best efforts of this veritable army, 
if a system of incompetence sets up an entire society to fail, 
there will never be enough heroes to compensate.

0XFK�RI�WKH�PLVHU\��GHDWK�DQG�GHVWUXFWLRQ�LQÁLFWHG�RQ�
Texans by Winter Storm Uri could have been avoided.  
For even as the storm was raging, enormous quantities 
of Texas natural gas—fuel that could have provided relief 
for more than half of the Texas residences that lost electric 
power during the emergency—was being shipped around 
WKH�ZRUOG�DV�OLTXLÀHG�QDWXUDO�JDV��/1*��

Former Council Member Kathie Tovo, © Al Braden ©
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What is LNG?

LNG is condensed gas that has been chilled to 259 degrees 
below zero Fahrenheit to compress it to 1/610th of its volume 
LQ�WKH�JDVHRXV�VWDWH���7KLV�PDNHV�LW�SURÀWDEOH�IRU�JDV�ULFK�
nations (such as the United States, Trinidad, and Australia) 
to transport it in some of the largest seagoing vessels in the 
world and sell to gas-poor nations (such as China, Japan, 
South Korea, Turkey and the United Kingdom).

Natural gas is typically transported from producers 
to customers via land or ocean pipelines. Indeed, in the 
United States, almost all gas production is transported 
through pipeline systems. U.S. producers also send exports 
to Mexico and Canada via pipelines.  But once a certain 
distance is exceeded (about 3,200 miles for a land pipeline 
and about 1,250 miles for an ocean pipeline) shipping is often 
more economical.  In fact, about 19 percent of all U.S. gas 
produced in 2021 was exported, with half shipped as LNG.

Between 2011 and 2021, more than $62 billion had been 
invested in LNG export infrastructure in the United States. 
The lower 48 states produced virtually no LNG until 2016, 
but by 2021, 10 percent of U.S. production was exported via 
WDQNHUV��D�VWDJJHULQJ�ÀYH�\HDU�JURZWK�UDWH���%\�WKH�HQG�RI�
2022, the United States had more LNG export production 
capacity than any other country in the world.

 
7KH�FRQÁLFW�EHWZHHQ�GRPHVWLF�JDV�QHHGV�GXULQJ�HPHU-

gencies and foreign LNG exports is already a problem. 
And it’s going to get worse.  Another $19.3 billion has 
been invested in LNG plants under construction in Texas 
and Louisiana.  When completed those plants will boost 
existing U.S. export capacity by 39 percent.

In addition, an LNG export facility under construction 
on the Baja California Peninsula in Mexico will be supplied 
largely by U.S. natural gas pipelines.  This plant when 
completed will bypass shipping via the Panama Canal and 
could raise U.S. export capacity by another few percent.

Gulf Coast Dominates LNG Exports

There are currently six export facilities in the United 
States that produce and ship LNG.  Four of them—repre-
senting 90 percent of this country’s capacity—are either in 
Texas or very near it.

Two are located inside the Lone Star state: Cheniere-
Corpus Christi LNG, and Freeport LNG (on the coast in 
Brazoria County).  Together these two plants contain about 
37 percent of the total U.S capacity.

A third plant, Cheniere-Sabine Pass LNG, is just across 
the Texas Sabine-River border in Louisiana.  The plant 
contains 35 percent of U.S. LNG export capacity.

A fourth plant, Cameron LNG, is located in Louisiana, 
about 23 miles due east of Orange, Texas, and contains 18 
percent of U.S. capacity.
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U.S. LNG exports grew from virtually nothing in 2016 to 10% 
of total domestic natural gas production in 2021.  Data from 
U.S. Energy Information Administration.

As of 2021, almost all U.S. LNG export capacity was in or near 
Texas.  Data from U.S. Federal Energy Regulatory Commission. 
(Percentages are estimates due to rounding.)

U.S. LNG Terminal Capacity 2021
Billion Cubic Feet/Day

Elba Island LNG GA – 3%
Cameron LNG LA – 18%
Freeport LNG TX – 20%

Cove Point LNG MD – 7%
Corpus Christi LNG TX – 18%
Sabine Pass LNG TX – 35%
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The Shipping Manifests

In a rational world, one would think that in an emergency, 
exports would be preempted to provide for critical domestic 
supply.  But this did not occur during Winter Storm Uri.

The state’s primary electric grid crashed catastrophi-
cally about 1:20 am February 15th.  But ERCOT (Electric 
Reliability Council of Texas) grid operators acknowledged 
the state was in trouble as early as February 9th.  That’s 
when it received notice that natural gas supply restrictions 
to some of its power plants would begin affecting the grid 
February 10th.

Using February 10th as a benchmark to when great cau-
tion should have been exercised in marshalling emergency 
fuel supplies, and February 17th when the worst part of the 
emergency ended, the daily manifests of LNG shipments 
shows huge quantities of natural gas were exported to 
other countries.

According to records from the U.S. Department of En-
ergy, between February 10th and February 18th, the two 
Texas LNG ports shipped more than 19.6 billion cubic feet 
of natural gas to Brazil, China, the Dominican Republic, 
Mexico, Turkey, and the United Kingdom.  (The 18th was 
used because the time needed to liquefy this fuel makes it 
relevant to the emergency.)

Chenier-Sabine Pass LNG exported more than 21.5 billion 
cubic feet of gas to India, Japan, Turkey, and the United 

LNG tanker next to Sabine Pass LNG. Photo: © Glenn Travis. Reprinted with Permission.

Figures from U.S. Department of Energy.  Note: 1 MCF of 
Natural Gas = About 1,027,000 BTUs
Kingdom during this critical time.

Cameron LNG exported 8.9 billion cubic feet of gas 
to Brazil, the Dominican Republic, and India during the 
Texas crisis.

Had this exported LNG been available for fuel-starved 
Texas power plants, they could have generated enough elec-
tricity to serve more than half of the residential customers 
who suffered through blackouts during Winter Storm Uri.

Map of LNG export terminals on the Gulf Coast

LNG Exported from Texas and Louisiana – February 10 Thru 18

Date of
Departure

Country of 
Destination

Name of Tanker Volume (Mcf 
of Gas)

Freeport LNG 
2/12/21 Turkey British Contributor 3,702,651
2/17/21 Mexico Seri Balhaf 3,367,350
2/17/21 United Kingdom Maran Gas Troy 2,686,128

9,756,129
Cheniere Marketing Corpus Christi 
2/10/21 Brazil Energy Endeavour 3,670,477
2/11/21 China Maran Gas Delphi 3,414,945
2/13/21 Dominican Republic La Seine 2,799,367

9,884,789
Total Texas Gas 19,640,918
6DELQH�3DVV��6XSSOLHV�RULJLQDWHG�IURP�YDULRXV�VWDWHV�LQFOXGLQJ�7H[DV�
2/10/21 United Kingdom Pan Africa 3,668,923
2/10/21 United Kingdom Marib Spirit 3,272,904
2/12/21 United Kingdom Stena Clear Sky 3,513,944
2/13/21 Japan La Mancha Knutsen 3,733,445
2/14/21 India Maran Gas Roxana 3,667,040
2/18/21 Turkey Gaslog Galveston 3,692,629

21,548,885
&DPHURQ�/1*��6XSSOLHV�RULJLQDWHG�IURP�YDULRXV�VWDWHV�LQFOXGLQJ�7H[DV�
2/12/21 Brazil LNG Alliance 3,283,576
2/13/21 India Gaslog Salem 3,260,263
2/14/21 Dominican Republic LNG Unity 2,338,304

8,882,143
Total Louisiana Gas 30,431,028

7RWDO�/1*�([SRUWHG�'XULQJ�)UHH]H 50,071,946

Cheniere 
Corpus Christi

Cheniere
6DELQH�3DVV

Freeport LNG

Cameron LNG
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Ineos LNG Tanker, © Colin Baird

Fracking Changed Everything

,Q� WKH�ÀUVW�GHFDGH�RI� WKH� ��VW� FHQWXU\�� WKLQJV� ORRNHG�
bleak for U.S. energy consumers.  Experts said fossil-fuel 
extraction in the United States had reached “peak gas” and 
“peak oil,” meaning more than half of reserves had been 
depleted and extracting the balance of these fossil resources 
was expected to be increasingly more expensive.

Despite U.S. natural gas consumption staying basically 
ÁDW�EHWZHHQ������DQG�������GHOLYHUHG�SULFHV�ZHUH�XS�����
percent compared to the previous decade.  At one point, 
prices soared as high as $12.48 /thousand cubic feet (during 
July 2008), compared to the 1990’s decade average of $3.11.

While many residents struggled to pay their bills, in-
dustries related to petrochemicals began closing, moving, 
or downsizing.  Chemical industry employment declined 
by 19 percent between 2000 and 2010, from 988,000 to 
796,000.  Likewise, the number of plastic industry employees 
declined 34 percent, from 956,000 to 627,000.  This was in 
no small way due to the rising price of U.S. natural gas, 
which made chemical production in nations with cheaper 
gas and oil more competitive.

Back then, investing in LNG imports was seen by the 
U.S. gas industry as a key to maintaining supplies.  They 
predicted the need for a $100 billion investment in LNG 
import infrastructure by 2010.  There were predictions that 
by 2016 imported LNG would provide the energy equivalent 

of somewhere between 14 percent and 28 percent of the 
previous decade’s domestic gas consumption.

But in about 2008, fracking—a method of extracting fossil 
fuels from deep underground by injecting high-pressure 
solutions of water, chemicals and sand into shale deposits—
began to boost U.S. gas supplies markedly.  In 2011, fracking 
started boosting domestic oil production as well.  Fracking 
made obsolete the dire predictions linked to peak gas and 
peak oil, as they were based on older drilling techniques.

United States Suddenly an Exporter

Scarcity pricing vanished. Gas costs plummeted. There 
was so much supply that new domestic chemical and 
plastics factories were built in this country, adding new 
jobs.  In fact, there was so much supply that the U.S. LNG 
industry turned the spigot around.

The Freeport, Cameron, and Cheniere-Sabine Pass 
terminals were originally built as import facilities, but the 
owners realized that the gold rush was now in exports.

U.S. LNG exports are now vigorously competing against 
domestic natural gas prices, sometimes driving them higher. 
A November 2021 Wall Street Journal article revealed that 
HOHFWULF�XWLOLWLHV�LQ�WKH�3DFLÀF�1RUWKZHVW��WKH�0LGZHVW��DQG�
New England were all facing rising fuel costs because of 
competing exports.  That was the third time that LNG-
induced price increases in U.S. natural gas had occurred 
since exports began in 2016.

7KLV�FRQÁLFW�EHWZHHQ�GRPHVWLF�JDV�SULFHV�DQG�IRUHLJQ�
gas sales is not a uniquely American problem.  Australia, 
the world’s second largest LNG exporter, has experienced 
massive domestic natural gas price increases because of its 
exports.  The country seriously considered the bizarre solu-
tion of building domestic LNG import terminals to solve 
supply constraints brought about by its export terminals.

Few Americans, however, would have predicted that 
LNG exports might actually endanger the public’s well-
being with acute shortages of natural gas. Due to poor 
planning, lax or non-existent regulation, and lack of com-
mon sense, they now have.

Data from U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Average natural gas prices from 1990 thru November 2021. Notice 
the huge price spike between 2000 and 2010, and in February 
of 2021. Data from U.S. Energy Information Administration.

U.S. Natural Gas Prices
(Dollars Per Million BTUs)
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(PSOR\PHQW�LQ�8�6��,QGXVWULHV�:LWK�)RVVLO�)XHO�)HHGVWRFNV�
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While Texas Froze 
Part 2: The St. Valentine’s Week Massacre
LNG overlooked in an energy crisis

Emergency Response in an Energy Emergency

Between February 14-19, 2021, there were 771 daily re-
cords or ties of records for lowest minimum daily tempera-
tures at 194 Texas weather stations.  Many stations broke 
records on more than one of these 6 days.  Austin Bergstrom 
station broke records on four of these six days, and Austin 
Camp Mabry broke records on all six of these days.

The tally of deaths related to Winter Storm Uri and the 
massive blackouts and fuel shortages it triggered for the 
state’s poorly regulated and unprepared electric and gas 
supply systems ranges from a low of 246 to 948.  At least 
28 were from Travis County, and at least 6 were from Wil-
liamson County.

On September 1, 2021, the Texas Department of Insur-
ance released a report estimating at least $8.2 billion in 
insured losses (as of that point) resulting from the storm.  
This did not account for uninsured and unreported losses, 
nor did it estimate insurance cost increases probably re-
sulting from the disaster.  This pales in comparison to the 
largest all-inclusive damage estimate for Texas for Winter 
Storm Uri by the Perryman Group: $195-295 billion due 
to property damage, lost income from business closures, 
and crop losses.

First responders at the local and state level attempted 
to rise to the challenge.  But when an entire society is set 
XS�WR�IDLO�GXH�WR�LQVXIÀFLHQW�SODQQLQJ�DQG�GHÀFLHQW�LQIUD-
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structure, layered over by unprecedented weather as Texas 
was during the Winter Storm Uri disaster, even an army 
of heroes would be challenged.

Between February 15 and February 17, 2021, the worst 
three days of the electric blackouts, Austin/Travis County 
Emergency Medical Services incidents averaged 570 per day, 
a 39% increase over the same three days the year before. 
The largest reasons for these emergency calls were cardio-
pulmonary incidents (24%); pandemic-related incidents 
(19%), and falls (9%).  The EMS average pandemic-related 
incidents in these three days were 7 times the annual daily 
average in 2021.

This peak number of emergency incidents were served 
by ambulances without snow chains or 4-Wheel Drives that 
can better navigate roads mined with ice and snow.  Some-
times they haplessly slid off the road and had to be pulled 
out of snow and other undrivable situations by EMS 4X4s.

While Texas Froze: Fuel Exports During Blackout 50



According to former Assistant Chief Teresa Gardner of 
Austin/Travis County Emergency Medical Services, the 
incidents varied as the week progressed. 

During the iced-over parts, there were collisions and 
falls.  However, as the electric infrastructure failed, they 
started dealing with more chronically sick people such as 
those who could not receive dialysis because of the lack 
of electricity and water, people who needed oxygen, and 
others who needed routine care.

Gardner said, “Problems with the medically frail became 
exacerbated.  If they could not get to a hospital, things got 
worse for them. The hospitals were limited in some of their 
responses.  Without dialysis and oxygen, the problems 
continued to pile on to each other.”

“I think that in terms of 
our experience, [Uri] was 
something that we thought 
we were prepared for. The 
complete collapse of electric-
ity and water was…and it 
was statewide…there was 
no one that we could call for 
help [backup].”

EMS personnel had al-
ready suffered from over-
ZRUN�� VKRUW� VWDIÀQJ�� DQG�

damaged morale from a year of dealing with Covid-19. 
Uri took them even further down. Various EMS workers 
and ambulance drivers described the stress.

��́ :H�ZHUH�VR�FORVH�WR�VOLGLQJ�RII�RI�URDGZD\V�DQG�HYHQ�
over guardrails on overpasses (most of which would have 
ended in our death). We often had very little control over 
our ambulance.  I had a conversation in my head about 
what my last words would be over the radio…”

��´,�ZRUNHG�����KRXUV�RQ�D�VKLIW��:H�ZHUH�VHQW�OLWHUDOO\�
all over the city, from far north, to far south, back to back. 
No food, water, relief, etc. was told we couldn’t use hospital 
bathrooms, yet our station’s bathrooms were unusable due 
to no water.  We literally had no relief.  We were exhausted, 
run ragged, with no nutrition or basic needs to be met.”

��´:H�ZHUH�DORQH�LQ�WKLV«LQGLYLGXDOV�PDGH�WKLV�ZRUN��
The department stood by silently while we struggled. Not 
only with work, but we too were going through the same 
damn struggles at home.  It felt like the department didn’t 
care about their own personnel.  Just come to work and 
run calls, who cares if you’re without power, food, heat, 
water, or gas at home.  Then the stations’ power, water, etc. 
started going as well.

��6WLOO�DQRWKHU�UHFDOOHG�EHLQJ�H[SHFWHG�WR�UXQ����FDOOV�
with no breaks.

Selina Xie, President of the Austin EMS Association, 
recalled the extreme measures taken during the Uri emer-
gency.

She said that EMS Com-
manders physically drove to 
people’s houses to pick them 
up.  Once there, “Many medics 
stayed well over 30 hours at 
their station.  Our communica-
tions folks could have stayed at 
work up to a week, sleeping at 
the station and then working 
a 12-hour shift.

“They [EMS employees] 
were trapped because they knew that the roads were 
impassable to their homes.  Obviously because of Austin 
prices, a lot of our medics can’t afford to live in the City of 
Austin, and so live up to 90 miles away from their stations 
and in very rural parts of Central Texas.  So a lot of times 
they were told by their family ‘Do not even try to come 
home.  You won’t be able to make it.’”

Regarding sliding ambulances, “There were countless. 
I remember when our ambulance got stuck, there were 3 
other ambulances that had to be pulled out of the snow at 
the exact same time.”

,Q�UHÁHFWLQJ�ZKDW�FRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�GRQH�GLIIHUHQWO\��;LH�
had two main thoughts.  First, she believed that winter 
preparedness could have been much more thorough.

“We stopped having chains on our tires…which made 
our response time much, much longer.  We also used to have 
‘winter boxes’ which included things like hand warmers…
MREs…cleats for our shoes …we used to do this! And just 
because we haven’t seen these bad conditions in a long 
time…they just stopped refreshing them.“

The other was a much more fundamental problem: lack 
of adequate staff due to the pandemic and relatively low 
salaries.  As of April 1, 2022, the department had a 22% 
vacancy rate.

“The problem is that the pandemic has really changed 
health care labor…there’s so many other places right now 
where you can make so much more money.”  The EMS 
training class that began in December of 2021 only served 
14 people out of maximum class of 30.  The class that 
began in March 2022 taught 17 out of 30. Xie sarcastically 
pointed out that Target employees often earn more than 
EMS workers.

Premonitions of the ERCOT Energy Collapse

There was substantial notice of a severe winter storm 
and accompanying energy shortage in mid-February 2021. 
Heeding the warning signs would have allowed adequate 

Chief Teresa Gardner

Selena Xie
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time to repurpose LNG intended for export to instead 
supply Texas.

Texas natural gas production began decreasing as early 
as February 7th due to the frigid weather, more than a 
week before ERCOT blackouts began.  On February 9th, 
DQ�LQWUDVWDWH�SLSHOLQH�FRPSDQ\�LQ�7H[DV�LVVXHG�WKH�ÀUVW�RI�
what would be more than a hundred notices that month 
from the pipeline industry warning there would be deliv-
ery restrictions.

As the number of notices increased, power losses from 
JDV�ÀUHG�JHQHUDWLRQ�SODQWV�EHJDQ�WR�SLOH�XS��%\�)HEUXDU\�
13th, two days before the emergency, more than 4,000 
megawatts (MW) of generation had been shut down be-
cause they were out of fuel.

By February 13th and 14th (the two days before the 
emergency), more than 14,000 MW of generating power 
was out of operation due to freezing conditions.

Despite all these advance indications, ERCOT has tried 
to defend its delayed response to the winter emergency by 
blaming weather forecasting errors.

Yet at least one Texas utility noticed the impending 
emergency in late January, and began preparing for it as 
early as February 1st: The Victoria County-based South 
Texas Electric Coop, which in 2020 served 3 percent of 
ERCOT’s customers in rural areas, was ready for the worst 
well in advance.

In public testimony before 
a joint Texas House commit-
tee of the Texas Legislature 
on February 26, 2021, former 
Coop General Manager Mike 
Kezar outlined the extensive 
preparations made. They 
included: securing additional 
hydroelectric power; contrac-
tually locking in gas supplies 
and prices; securing heavy fuel 
oil as backup for its dual-fuel 
(gas/oil) generators; putting 

antifreeze in its combustion generators; and adding staff 
to its coal plant.

Despite the foresight and planning this utility took, its 
customers still endured blackouts because by law, like 
the other ERCOT-system electric utilities, it had to supply 
SRZHU� WR� WKH� IDLOLQJ�JULG�� �6R� WKH�PDLQ�EHQHÀW�RI�6RXWK�
Texas Electric Coop’s initiative was to save money by not 
having to buy power, or as much of it, on the spot market 
at scalper’s prices.

Using LNG Could Have Relieved the Suffering

7KDW�/1*��OLTXHÀHG�QDWXUDO�JDV��WHUPLQDOV�LQ�RU�QHDU�
Texas exported huge amounts of LNG to other countries 
during the worst energy shortage in the state’s history is 
the height of galling irony.

Could this fuel have been redirected to avoid part or all 
of the catastrophe?

7KDW·V�D�GLIÀFXOW�TXHVWLRQ�WR�DQVZHU�IRU�VHYHUDO�UHDVRQV��
LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�LQVXIÀFLHQW�LQIRUPDWLRQ�IURP�FHUWDLQ�JRYHUQ-
ment agencies, government’s inability to regulate LNG 
operations, and a lack of transparency by LNG exporters 
themselves.

However, based on information available to the public 
and interviews with people close to the natural gas and 
electric utility industries, the analysis presented here at-
tempts to quantify how a better outcome might have been 
achieved and how regulatory, commercial, and technical 
obstacles contributed to the human suffering caused by 
the winter storm.

In a rational world, the vast amounts of LNG exported 
while Texans suffered and died could have instead been 
repurposed as emergency fuel for generating electricity 
and for heating.

ERCOT already has the authority to order that generation 
be available during critical periods. For example, during 
the severe Texas cold front that occurred in February 2022, 
(5&27�DQG�VWDWH�RIÀFLDOV�ZDQWHG�WR�DYRLG�D�UHSHWLWLRQ�RI�
what occurred with Winter Storm Uri. To prevent another 
disaster, power plants scheduled to be down for routine 
maintenance were ordered to be available in case of weather-
created generation shortages.

LNG Terminals Outside Regulatory Reach

,W�WDNHV�DERXW�WZR�WR����KRXUV�WR�VWDUW�XS�UHJDVLÀFDWLRQ�
equipment at LNG export plants. It also takes only a few 
KRXUV�DW�PRVW�WR�UHYHUVH�WKH�GLUHFWLRQ�RI�GXDO�ÁRZ�SLSHOLQHV�
that normally brings natural gas to an LNG plant.  Instead, 
WKHVH�WHUPLQDOV�FRXOG�KDYH�GLVSDWFKHG�UHJDVLÀHG�/1*�IRU�

Mike Kezar

The LNG tanker Clean Ocean, registered in the Marshall Islands, 
is 984-foot-long.  (Photo by Patrycja0909 Wikipedia Commons.)

While Texas Froze: Fuel Exports During Blackout

This series was co-published with the Austin Bulldog, an online 
news source, at austinbulldog.com.  Thanks to Ken Martin 
for his editing expertise.
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domestic use in fueling power plants and heating homes 
and businesses.

Thus, it’s technically possible to divert natural gas that 
was intended for LNG exportation to instead be used 
within the state during disastrous emergencies such as 
Winter Storm Uri.

The problem is that no government agency has the 
authority to intervene and make that happen.

Had that authority existed and been utilized it would 
KDYH�VDYHG�OLYHV�DQG��UHOLHYHG�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�DPRXQW�RI�VXI-
fering caused by the storm.

How It Could Have Worked

7KUHH�RI�WKH�IRXU�/1*�WHUPLQDOV�OLVWHG�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�SDUW�
RI� WKLV� VWRU\� KDYH� UHJDVLÀHUV� �)UHHSRUW� /1*�� &KHQLHUH�
Sabine Pass LNG, and Cameron LNG). Those terminals 
could have sent gas sitting in their storage tanks back to 
the Texas pipeline system to fuel power plants.

7ZR�RI�WKHVH�WHUPLQDOV�ZLWK�UHJDVLÀHUV�DUH�OLFHQVHG�IRU�
both imports and exports (Cheniere-Sabine Pass LNG and 
&DPHURQ�/1*��DQG�KDYH�GXDO�ÁRZ�SLSHOLQHV�

7KH�WKLUG�SODQW�ZLWK�D�UHJDVLÀHU��)UHHSRUW�/1*��ZRXOG�

have needed a waiver from the Federal Energy Regula-
tory Commission to send gas back to Texas.  Though the 
terminal has repurposed its original pipeline to export gas 
IURP�7H[DV��LW�LV�SRVVLEOH�LW�FRXOG�KDYH�UHYHUVHG�WKH�ÁRZ�
with minimal work.  (The company did not respond with 
information on this subject.)

7KH�UHJDVLÀHUV�LQ�WKHVH�WKUHH�WHUPLQDOV�PD\�RU�PD\�QRW�
have been in a condition to instantly start them, but there 
was considerable lead time to know that they might have 
been needed.   And given that such an emergency situation 
could occur, the haunting question is: why were they not 
required, per federal rule or law, to be available?

The fourth plant (Cheniere–Corpus Christi) does not 
KDYH�D�UHJDVLÀHU��EXW�WKH�QDWXUDO�JDV�LW�KDG�RQ�KDQG�FRXOG�
have been shipped to underground storage prior to and 
LQVWHDG�RI�LW�EHLQJ�OLTXHÀHG�

Because federal or state governments possess no legal 
authority to mandate these emergency relief measures, 
these four LNG facilities would have needed to take the 
initiative and request that their fuel, sometimes owned 
by other companies, be diverted to serve the emergency.

How Many Homes Would Have Kept Power On?

The number of residential customers that could have 
been served with the exported LNG varied by hour accord-

Sources: Poweroutage.us and  Federal Energy Regulatory Commission

While Texas Froze: Fuel Exports During Blackout
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ing to the amount of ERCOT gas generation that lacked 
fuel.  Between 3 AM on February 15 to the end of Febru-
ary 17, repurposed LNG would have provided electricity 
to between 29 percent and 78 percent of the Residential 
customers that required power during the blackout at 
the average daily use per household on February 14.  The 
weighted average was 51 percent.

Using LNG Common in Other States

When considering the use of the LNG for emergencies, 
it should be stressed that use of LNG for winter consump-
tion is quite common in other parts of the country.  While 
underground gas storage in Texas is the norm, there are 
113 LNG sites in the United States using storage tanks 
similar to those in LNG export facilities.  Most are used to 
provide for the highest “peak demand” for gas utilities on 
the coldest winter days.

LNG is used extensively in gas utilities in New England, 
as well as New Jersey, New York, and Pennsylvania, for 
winter peak demand.  There is noticeable use of LNG for 
peak shaving in the Midwest and parts of Appalachia.

Underground Storage Was Also An Alternative

Storing gas underground in old oil and gas wells or salt 
domes is even more common than LNG storage.  In 2021, 
about 14% of all gas consumed in the U.S. was stored by 
this method.  The state of Texas has the second largest 
volume of gas storage capacity in the country.

*LYHQ�WKH�VLJQLÀFDQW�ZDUQLQJ�WLPH�EHIRUH�WKH�IXHO�VKRUW-
ages, there would have been adequate lead time to divert 
gas intended for LNG terminals to underground storage 
prior to its processing.

There was substantial underground storage available 
during this time period.  And there was substantial fuel to 
GLYHUW�WR�WKLV�VWRUDJH���%HWZHHQ�)HEUXDU\�����WKH�ÀUVW�GD\�RI�
announced gas shortages, and February 14, the day before 
the massive power outages, a total of about 13.5 billion cu-
bic feet were shipped via Texas pipelines to LNG facilities.

From “The Timeline and Events of the February 2021 Texas 
Electric Grid Blackouts,” UT Energy Institute

Paying More While Texas Froze

Only a small percentage of 50.1 billion cubic feet of LNG 
shipped from Gulf terminals between February 10 and 
February 18, 2021 would have been needed to provide for 
the gas power plants short on fuel.  However, had the LNG 
been available, it would have also cushioned or eliminated 
the extreme scarcity pricing that drove electric and gas 
utility bills to extreme levels.

February gas prices in Texas before Winter Storm Uri 
were about $3/thousand cubic feet (MCF).  Spot-market 
price gouging drove prices as high as $400 per MCF dur-
ing Winter Storm Uri.  At one point, some prices were at 
$1,100 per MCF.

This piracy not only occurred in Texas, but 13 other states 
in the Midwest and inland West as well.  Nationally, gas 
costs in February 2021 increased by over $26 billion com-
pared to the year before.  Almost half of these excessive 
costs occurred in Texas.

The increase in costs for gas utilities in Texas – $3.4 billion 
²�ZDV�VR�KLJK�WKDW�LW�UHTXLUHG�GHEW�ÀQDQFLQJ���5HVLGHQWLDO�
customers will be paying about $60 a year through the year 
2039 to compensate for fuel shortages that occurred in only 
a few days.  Roughly another $8.5 billion in extreme gas 
costs was paid by Texas electric utilities.

Costs from Texas Alliance of Energy Producers

Courtesy Natural Gas Intelligence, naturalgasintel.com

Estimated Natural Gas Deliveries to Foreign Countries 
YLD�7H[DV�3LSHOLQHV�)HEUXDU\�������'DWD�WKURXJK���������
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