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Owners have approved the proposed $4.4 billion
development of the Shenzi oil and gas field, located in
the Gulf of Mexico’s prolific Green Canyon area.

The Shenzi facility will have a design capacity to
produce up to 100,000 barrels of oil and 50 million
cubic feet of gas per day, Shenzi operator BHP
Billiton said June 7, adding that first production is
expected by mid-year 2009.

Australia’s BHP holds a 44% stake in the field,
with partners BP and Hess each holding a 28% inter-
est in the project.

BHP said recoverable reserves in the portion of
the field covered by current expenditures will be
assessed further during development drilling, but
are currently estimated to be 350-to 400 million
barrels of oil equivalent.  Additional potential
reserves will be targeted for follow-up develop-
ment, the company said.

Shenzi, located in roughly 4,300 feet of water,
is about 120 miles from the Louisiana coast.  The
field consists of Green Canyon blocks 609, 610,
653 and 654.

Initial field development will consist of seven pro-
ducing wells, and the full field development is expect-
ed to have up to 15 producing wells and possible
water injection, BHP said.

Total costs for the full field development through
2015 are estimated at $4.4 billion, with BHP’s share
amounting to $1.94 billion.

“This project further demonstrates our transition
to becoming a significant operator and producer in the
deepwater Gulf of Mexico,” said J. Michael Yeager,
BHP’s group president of energy.

Shenzi joins the development of the Neptune field
as a BHP-operated project, and together with BHP’s
interests in the Atlantis and Mad Dog fields, signifi-
cantly expands the company’s production base in the
region.

A standalone, tension leg platform (TLP) was
selected for the production facility. The proposed
facilities, wells and completions are proven designs
that have been successfully used in other deepwater
Gulf of Mexico projects, BHP said, noting that all
major contracts are in place to launch the project.

The seven initial pre-drilled sub-sea production
wells will be tied back to the TLP. Shenzi oil will be
exported via a new-build pipeline to Ship Shoal Block
332, with the gas going via a new-build lateral into a
connection in the Cleopatra trunk lines, and then on to
Ship Shoal 332, BHP said.

Shenzi gets $4.4B nod
Facility can handle 100,000 b/d oil, 50 mcf/d gas Shell’s Mars TLP platform is back in operation after

sustaining heavy damage from Hurricane Katrina last
August -- Page 7.

Rig orders climb
as supply fizzles

Construction orders for new offshore drilling rigs are pouring
into shipyards around the world as exploration and production
companies scramble for what’s left of a rapidly dwindling sup-
ply of rigs.

Industry analysts believe there could be 65 to 70 orders in for
new jack-ups and around 25 to 30 orders for deepwater rigs, but
the actual newbuild total is difficult to pin down and therefore
largely a matter of speculation.

“Someone told me today that another deepwater floater was
ordered. If that continues then at some point we’re going to over-
build this cycle,” Robert Long, chief executive officer of big off-
shore drilling contractor Transocean, warned in a May 24 pres-
entation to the UBS Oil & Gas Conference in Austin, Texas.

In addition to known orders for newbuilds, 35 to 40 refur-
bished drilling rigs are expected to re-enter the market over the
next few years. But right now the issue is rig availability. 

“The main thing is finding a rig,” Carl Thorne, chief execu-
tive officer of another large drilling company, Ensco
International, said at the UBS conference.

He added: “We can talk all we want about operator prefer-
ence. But when you have a shortage of equipment like we have
today, the overriding concern is to find a rig that can drill within
the timeframe of some of these people who need work done.”

There’s no question the world needs more offshore drilling
rigs, especially in places like the Gulf of Mexico, where thou-
sands of federal oil and gas leases are expected to expire over the
next few years without ever seeing a drillbit.

However, there is a fine balance between supply and demand
when it comes to rig markets. For sure, the drilling industry does
not want to see a repeat of the 1980s when soaring oil prices col-
lapsed, leaving drillers holding the bag with too many rigs and
too few customers. It took industry years to recover from that
miscalculation.

Once again, orders for new rigs are rapidly escalating with no
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Reliable NASA-based gas analyzer technology
keeps producers aware of moisture content before
entering El Paso Natural Gas Company pipeline,
blocking formation of problematic carbolic acid and
helping producers avoid expensive shut-ins.

The U.S. space program has produced an amaz-
ing number of advanced technologies, many of
which are benefiting consumers, science and indus-
try every day. Among those, NASA-sponsored
research has developed sensors for environmental
control that are now applicable to the natural gas
industry. Tunable diode laser (TDL)-based technol-
ogy developed by NASA’s Jet Propulsion
Laboratory (JPL) now promises highly accurate and
dependable detection of contaminants – including
moisture—in a natural gas analyzer that enables
producers and pipeline operators to prevent “wet
gas” from entering the pipeline system.

In the past, natural gas producers, processors,
and distributors, have relied on direct-contact, sur-
face-based electrochemical and crystal sensors for
measurement of residual moisture or other contami-
nants in gas pipelines. However, that technological-
ly old sensor technology has, at times, proven high-
ly unreliable—producing false data that can result in
unwarranted shut-ins or contaminated gas getting
through pipelines.

“If we were to shut-in a producer due to a false
moisture reading, millions of cubic feet of gas could
be delayed and possibly incur unnecessary dehydra-
tion costs,” said Melvin Yancey, a Field
Measurement Technician at the El Paso Natural Gas
Company’s (EPNG) San Juan District in the Four
Corners Area. “On the other hand, if the gas does
not meet EPNG’s criteria for quality, as required in
our tariff, we would not take the gas and the gas may
have to be vented.”

To avoid those possibilities and meet quality
standards of pipeline gas, EPNG has installed new
TDL-based (also known as “laser-based”) analyzers
where each of its 16 major producers in the San Juan
area joins the pipeline.  Companies such as
SpectraSensors, Inc manufacture TDL-type analyz-
ers.  The California-based company is one of the
leading developers and producers of optical-based
sensors. They manufacture “bread-box-size” sen-
sors that provide non-contact measurement of mois-
ture, carbon dioxide, and other corrosives and con-
taminants in natural gas pipelines.

Because pipeline operators time have multiple

producers flowing large vol-
umes through a common point,
they must immediately and
accurately know the “point of
concern” where unacceptable
impurities such as moisture are
entering the system in order to
notify or shut-in only the input
at fault. By providing real-time
communications with producers
who are unknowing shipping
over-spec (wet) gas, pipeline
operators can provide huge sav-
ings and keep the pipeline full.
At the same time, with a
SpectraSensors-type TDL ana-
lyzer installed, the pipeline
operator can automatically shut-
in individual producers with an
over-spec gas problem. This
allows the other producers to maintain their flow
requirements and also improves system reliability
over thousands of miles of pipelines. With those
benefits in view, a single incident could easily pay
for this advanced sensing technology.

This advanced analyzer technology also saves on
pipeline maintenance costs. By blocking the forma-
tion of carbolic acid (from water combining with the
CO present in natural gas), resulting corrosion and
erosion of pipeline is prevented, thereby also saving
substantially on associated maintenance expendi-
tures.

The ever-increasing use of TDL analyzers by the
natural gas industry has consistently shown that they
are fast, highly accurate and much more flexible
than their electrochemical predecessors. They are
also proving to be cost effective as well. While ini-
tial purchase price is somewhat higher than surface-
based sensors, even the most conservative evalua-
tion of this advanced technology indicates that
maintenance saving alone (e.g., calibration, replace-
ment sensor heads, service labor), will also provide
a return on investment in a relatively short period of
time.

El Paso feels that pipeline operators and produc-
ers alike are in need of ongoing and accurate gas
analysis. “If there were faulty or bad readings,” said
Yancey, “then the customer is going to dispute why
I shut them in. Let’s say a producer is piping 400
million cubic feet of gas. So, if I shut in that pro-

ducer, the cost could be immense.”
So that each producer can monitor El Paso’s gas

analyzer readings, they are capturing the electronic
signal from El Paso’s unit via a SCADA system and
viewing the readings at the producer’s control room. 

Considering the downside risk from moisture in
the gas, and that TDL analyzers are monitoring the
quality of gas worth tens of millions of dollars per
day within this area of EPNG’s transmission alone,
it is reasonable to conclude that this laser-based sen-
sor system could pay for itself in a brief period of
time.

For example, transmission pipeline operators
have frequently relied on electrochemical sensors as
gas analyzers to monitor moisture. These sensors
incorporate a coated surface, and a higher electrical
capacitance across the surface, indicating higher
water content. However, these capacitance sensors
are susceptible to contamination by glycols or
amines in the gas, which can cause exaggerated
readings or a failure to detect. An erroneously high
reading could force the operator to temporarily shut
down the pipeline, costing the company tens or hun-
dreds of thousands of dollars. The gas producer may
choose to over-process the gas to ensure that it is
within the tariffs imposed by the pipeline operator.
The TDL analyzer responds quickly and provides a
reliable measurement that will not drift; it can be
used in a closed loop to control the blending of dry
and wet gas, allowing the producer of pipeline to
optimized costs by staying just within the tariff.  

The high spectral purity of the TDL enables the
detection of specific gases – such as water, ammo-
nia, and carbon dioxide. Measurement intervals are
as frequent as every two seconds, giving far more
timely responses than the several-minute (some-
times hours) readings of contaminant-vulnerable
quartz crystal and electrochemical sensors. And
those must be frequently cleaned and replaced. 

Because a laser system never comes into contact
with the contaminants present in natural gas—as do
electrochemical and crystal gas sensors—the laser-
based gas analyzer practically eliminates mainte-
nance and operational costs. Studies have shown
that the cost of operating and maintaining “conven-
tional” electrochemical continues to escalate annu-
ally, including labor, recalibration, and rebuilding,
back-up sensor heads as well as unnecessary gas
dehydration and tariffs—all of which are obviated
by the laser-based gas sensor. It is not unusual for
electrochemical sensors to carry with them a cumu-
lative annual expenses exceeding $50,000 per unit,
most of which can be avoided through the use of a
more dependable laser-based technology that pro-
vides more timely information and eliminates main-
tenance headaches. 

For information contact: SpectraSensors, Inc.,
972 N. Amelia Avenue, San Dimas, CA 91773;
Phone (800) 619-2861 or visit the web site at
www.spectrasensors.com

NASA-based technology keeps
moisture out of gas pipelines
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