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In four weeks, AGA managing director  
of policy analysis Chris McGill traveled 
5,000+ miles by motorcycle on a member 
and media relations outreach effort. Here, 
he shares his adventures on the road.
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By Chris McGill

Photo courtesy © harley-DaviDson

tues., mAy 27

Rick Porter, an AGA colleague, 
friend and fellow motorcycle 
enthusiast, passed away last year 
on May 31. Beyond the obvious 
professional objectives of this 

member and media initiative, I 
would like to dedi-

cate “Riding 
America’s 
Heartland for 

Natural Gas” 
to Rick—our 
resident 
adventurer, 
good friend 
and dedi-

cated profes-
sional, not only 

to AGA but to our 

industry in general.
In addition, the whole premise 

of “Riding America’s Heartland” fits 
well with another industry friend: 
Tom Higdon. Tom passed away in 
January 2006 doing what he loved, 
riding his Harley-Davidson motor-
cycle. He served as public commu-
nications manager for Atmos Energy 
in Owensboro, Ky., and remains 
missed by those who knew him 
personally and professionally.

fri., mAy 30

Mile Post 0. It is 4 a.m., and I 
am anxious to begin racking up 
some miles. AGA colleague Bruce 
Kauffmann is riding with me for 
an hour or two this morning to 
get me started, and it is greatly 

it wAs An Ambitious plAn and a dream come true: 
travel a 5,000-mile motorcycle circuit of America’s heart-
land, visiting AGA members and industry regulators in 
a memorable way and meeting with the media to discuss 
issues surrounding energy markets and climate change.

i planned to hop on my Harley-Davidson road King may 30 and be on the road until 
June 26, passing through columbus, Ohio; indianapolis; madison, Wis.;  sioux Falls 
and rapid city, s.D.; Denver; Amarillo, Texas; Oklahoma city; memphis; evansville, 
ind.; Louisville and Winchester, Ky.; then home. Beyond the economy of conducting a 
trip like this on a two-wheeler that gets 45 miles per gallon (compared with flying to all 
of these cities) is the obvious, which is that much of the fun is getting there. 

The idea for the road trip grew out of the fact that our offices were being reno-
vated this summer, and we were asked to do our membership outreach during that 

time. The boss also asked us to think a little out of the box, so i did. The result was 
“riding America’s Heartland for natural Gas.” 

riding America’s Heartland  for natural Gas

Arlington
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appreciated—both the ride and 
the friendship. 

My reflections this morning are 
focused on the days ahead and on 
the past two months. What seems 
unique to me about this oppor-
tunity to plan and execute the 
membership and industry outreach 
ahead is that it is happening at all. 
It is one thing for a company to 
ask for ideas from its employees, 
and it is another to actually act 
upon those offered. Gary Gardner, 
new in his responsibilities with 
AGA member relations, embraced 
the idea of “Riding America’s 
Heartland” and has been instru-
mental in advancing the outreach. 
The senior management team, 
including Paul Wilkinson (my 
own supervisor), looked past the 
obvious hook of motorcycling to 
each of these locations and agreed 
that the messages are there in 
today’s energy-centric world and 
recognized the efficiency of the 
proposed method of communicat-
ing them. I don’t know how often 
that occurs at other companies; 
however, I am grateful for the sup-
port given to make this happen. 

Not even one hour into the ride 

and I pass the BP solar panel 
manufacturing facility in Freder-
ick, Md.—not surprising that it 
is undergoing an expansion. AGA 
remains supportive of diversity in 
power generation sources, includ-
ing renewable sources.

Mile Post 114. One of the little-
known treasures in Maryland is 
a rest stop and road cut made to 
Sideling Hill by the construction 
of I-68 just west of Hancock. In 
1985, the state geological survey 
recognized that a window had 
been opened to the geology of 
western Maryland when the road 
cut was created for the highway, 
and it built an exhibit center to 
showcase the area’s earth and 
human history.  

sAt., mAy 31

For any motorcyclist, the reality of 
travel is not the destination—it is 
getting there. This trip is a little 
different. The places, the towns, 
the objectives and the people I 
meet at the member companies 
are what it is all about. One of 
the great things about member-
ship outreach in the natural gas 

utility business is the quality, 
lasting friendships you find 
along the way. In addition, 
despite a world of interna-
tional influences on energy 
consumption, supplies and 
policies, our member compa-
nies are inherently local, and 
most of the people who work 
there—from field personnel 
to managers—are local. 

Our companies expand and 
move into multiple regions; 
however, they know they are 

providing a service to their neigh-
bors, and whether large company 
or small, they know more about 
resolving the issues of their service 
territories than I ever will. Yet they 

are always gracious and keenly 
interested in the broader activities 
and analyses that we conduct on 
their behalf in the national policy 
arena. It is a nice synergy.

Echoing that theme, I will be 
stopping in Indianapolis today to 
visit David Steele. An Indianapolis 
native, former employee with Citi-
zen’s Gas & Coke in Indy and stal-
wart fan of the Indianapolis 500, 
Dave remains an active supporter 
of AGA and of utility customer 
service initiatives. 

sun., June 1

Madison, Wis., is my next desti-
nation, but to avoid the constant 
construction on the highway sys-
tem around Chicago, I’ve decided 
to travel to central Illinois, then 
due north to Madison. It makes the 
trip a little longer, but it gives me 
plenty of time to think. So what 
do I think about? Of all things, the 
debate on climate change.

I know from my studies in 
geology that large portions of the 
Midwest (all the way from North 
Dakota to Kansas) were covered 
with an ice sheet as much as a 
mile thick, as a result of the last 
great ice age. The geologic record 
and soils analyses are very clear on 
that. Obviously, climate changes 
over time. So, is the current cycle 
of climate observation being influ-

ridinG AmericA’s HeArtlAnd

AGA team members, including several motorcycle enthusi-
asts, gather to show support for Chris McGill, AGA manag-
ing director, policy analysis, who stands beside his Harley-
Davidson Road King (second bike from the left; his wife, 
Donna, sits atop the bike). McGill left the next day for his 
month-long “Riding America’s Heartland for Natural Gas”  
membership outreach tour. 

MILE POSt 114. Much of the natural his-
tory of a place is preserved in the rocks 
seen at the surface. A road cut like the one 
at Sideling Hill, Md., offers an interesting  
view into the past. 
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enced by man-made factors? Mr. 
Gore and others seem to think so. 

Can it ever be a bad thing to 
be a good steward of the environ-
ment? Of course not. But I wonder 
if the geologic gods are just 
messing with us. We will probably 
see the attempt to bring a politi-
cal solution to the climate change 
debate in our lifetime; however, 
I believe Earth will offer its final 
solution in its own time. 

 Turning north from Peoria, Ill., 
toward Madison you ride through 
some of the richest farmland in 
the world. Part of the reason for 
the incredible soil is the influence 
of the sheet ice I just mentioned. 
As the ice accumulated and 
advanced south, it ground up and 
moved huge amounts of mate-
rial, which it left behind when 
the climate changed and the ice 
retreated. Driving north on I-39 
you are surrounded by corn and 

soybean farms.
Mile Post 875. In fact, you 

begin to see signs for ethanol and 
soy biodiesel fuel alternatives 
along the road. Then at Men-
dota, Ill., another type of farm 
appears—a wind farm. Nine miles 
later, at Paw-Paw, Ill., another 
large wind farm grows out of the 
prairie. Drive 15 miles farther 
north, and to the west, twin cool-
ing towers from a nuclear power 
generation plant appear on the 
horizon. (I assume it is a nuke be-

cause there are no smoke stacks in 
view.) How about that? An energy 
trifecta in the middle of rural cen-
tral Illinois: alternative transporta-
tion fuels, renewable wind energy 
and a nuclear plant all within 30 
miles of one another. 

tues., June 3

Like every public service commis-
sion (PSC) in America, the Mis-
souri commission is trying to un-
derstand why natural gas costs are 
continuing to rise. Don Santa of 
the Interstate Natural Gas Associa-
tion of America, Warren Wood of 
the Missouri Energy Development 
Association and I made presenta-
tions to the commission on natural 
gas markets, new infrastructure 
and expectations for coming winter 
heating season bills to customers. 

That’s right—regulators are 
already concerned about price 
increase impacts to consumers 
for next winter. In fact, Mr. Wood 
pointed to an average increase 
estimate for Missouri residential 
customer bills of about $200 
for the 2008–09 winter heating 
season, or 30 percent more than 
in 2007–08. Obviously, such an 
early forecast comes with many 
caveats, but without a reduction 
in natural gas acquisition prices, 
summer forecasts such as these 
will be more common along with 
rising purchased gas adjustments 
for many AGA utility members.

weds., June 4

Bill Harvey, chairman, president 
and CEO of Alliant Energy, and 
Scott Neitzel, vice president –  
energy supply policy at Madison 
Gas & Electric (MGE), each invited 
me to discuss energy markets and 
policy matters with various manag-
ers at their companies. About 25 
individuals attended each session. 
Clearly, the current market price of 

natural gas has many concerned. 
Layer in what is not known about 
the policy implications of taking 
action on climate change, and it 
makes for a rich discussion. 

Both companies serve both 
natural gas and electricity custom-
ers. Mr. Harvey is a strong advo-
cate for domestic development of 
new gas supply sources. In fact, 

he believes it is irresponsible to 
advocate for greenhouse gas emis-
sions reductions in our economy 
and not be proactive in promoting 
the development of additional 
gas supply. A discussion with Jeff 
Hicken, manager – gas trading 
and dispatch, also revealed that 
numerous ethanol facilities are 
coming online in the Alliant En-
ergy service territory. Each of the 
10 facilities in its operating area 
consumes about 1.3 billion cubic 
feet (Bcf) of natural gas annually. 
That 13 Bcf annual load is about 
one-third of the entire annual 
load, so even though purchasing 
sufficient commodity has not been 
a problem, the new load brought 
on by the ethanol facilities has 
dried up the flexibility in pipeline 
transportation for the region.

For Madison Gas & Electric, 
a key issue is how best to inform 
customers regarding potential 
increases in home heating bills for 
the coming winter heating season. 
Even with hedging tools in place, 

MILE POSt 875. In Mendota, Ill., a wind 
farm joins the corn and soybean farms on 
the landscape. 

(From left) I met 
with Scott Neitzel, 
Greg Bollom and 
Steve Schultz at 
Madison Gas & 
Electric. MG&E—
like many other 
utilities—has 
been determin-
ing how best to 
inform customers 
about potential 
home heating bill 
increases for this 
coming winter.
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costs for utilities to place gas in 
storage are at historical highs. 
After a 30-minute presentation, 
the question-and-answer session 
was robust, lasting more than an 
hour at both locations. 

fri., June 6

Today Bleau LaFave, director – sup-
port services at NorthWestern Energy 
in Sioux Falls, S.D., and I connected 
with 10 NorthWestern staff mem-
bers in Huron, S.D., via video-
conference. NorthWestern serves 
natural gas and electricity custom-
ers from Nebraska to Montana. 

A chief concern is when and 
how to talk with customers about 
preparing for what may be another 
significant increase in home heat-
ing costs for the coming winter. 
Midwesterners face tough demo-
graphics: Household incomes tend 
to be a little lower, but energy costs 
can be very high due to cold win-
ters. Significant increases in home 
heating costs mean funding for as-
sistance programs such as LIHEAP 
(the Low-Income Home Energy 
Assistance Program) is all the more 
critical, but utilities still expect to 
see increases in non-payments.

sAt., June 7

Once you cross the Missouri 
River at Chamberlain, S.D. 
(headed west), the landscape 

changes almost immediately from 
primarily agriculture to grassland 
and ranching. The land gently rolls 
as far as the eye can see.

Mile Post 1,823. The farther 
west you travel, the more defined 
the grasslands become as they 
eventually roll into Buffalo Gap 
National Grasslands. It doesn’t 
take much to imagine huge herds 
of bison on these plains 150 
years ago.

Mile Post 1,833. Badlands 
National Park presents one of the 
most unique landscapes in North 
America. As a motorcyclist and 
geologist, experiencing the park 
is practically a religious experi-
ence, and I am not exaggerat-
ing. Pictures do not do the place 
justice. Driving from the plains 
into the park is like stepping onto 
the moon. The term “bad lands” 
originates with what early French 
trappers and Native Americans 
both described as an area “dif-
ficult or bad to traverse.” In addi-
tion to the land forms, the erosion 
features in the park often give up 
spectacular fossils. 

mon., June 9  
Today I visit Black Hills Corp., 
which will add another 600,000 
natural gas customers in the 
Midwest when its acquisition of 
Aquila is finalized. Beyond the 
reality of current natural gas 
prices, BHC is concerned about 
the current path of proposed cli-
mate legislation. Black Hills is an 
electricity provider and generates 
the vast majority of that electricity 
with coal. The coal is practically 
local with very low transportation 
charges. The company’s view of 
legislation as currently proposed 
is that without critical technolo-
gies in place (carbon sequestra-
tion and such), the legislative 
goals are not realistic, particularly 
for the first 15 to 20 years. Black 
Hills has started to integrate 
some wind-sourced power into its 
system, but options beyond that 
are limited primarily to gas-fired 

generation, which in today’s mar-
ket brings numerous pitfalls.

 tues., June 10– 
   weds., June 11

I travel by plane to attend AGA’s 
Vision 2020, which kicked off in 
Chicago with the “Energy Mar-
kets” session Wednesday morning. 
This important process will unite 
critical thinkers with senior-level 
AGA member company representa-
tives during numerous meetings 
throughout the country for an op-
portunity to brainstorm on issues 
facing natural gas utilities for the 
next 10 to 15 years.

tHurs., June 12

Member company visits today and 
tomorrow include two Denver area 
companies, SourceGas and Sum-
mit Utilities (Colorado Natural 
Gas). Before going to SourceGas 
this afternoon, Mike Decker, my 
host in Denver, has decided to 
take me hiking for a little recre-
ational break from my schedule. 
Mike is associated with AGA 
through the Potential Gas Com-
mittee, which is a pre-eminent 
source for natural gas resource 
studies and assessments in the 
United States.

This morning he has chosen a 
1,000-foot ascent to the top of 
Chief Mountain on a trail in the 
Arapaho National Forest. Mike 

MILE POSt 1,833.  
A bighorn sheep 
ewe grazes along the 
road in the Badlands 
National Park in  
South Dakota.   

MILE POSt 2,195. The front range of the 
Rockies lies directly ahead.   

ridinG AmericA’s HeArtlAnd
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predicted that the trail walk and 
climb would take about an hour. 
The trail starts at about 10,700  
feet and goes to just over 
11,700 feet. 

We started with his assur-
ances that I could do it only to 
find that after about 150 yards 
I was breathing as if I had just 
smoked two packs of Lucky 
Strikes. With his patience, 
however, and my persistence, 
we made it to the top. I was 
awed by the incredible view in 
all directions, with Pikes Peak 
to the south, Rocky Mountain 
National Park to the north, 
Denver to the east and Mount 
Evans (and other peaks) to  
the west. You will be disap-
pointed to learn that I forgot 
my camera, but frankly, I couldn’t 
have carried an extra  
bag of peanuts up that trail.

My visit with SourceGas was 
enlightening, once again, as all of 
the member company visits have 
been. SourceGas is a relatively 
new company (split away from 
Kinder Morgan), and as such, it  
is new to AGA membership also. 
Len Mize in corporate communica-
tions arranged informal presenta-
tions with numerous staffers. We 
discussed AGA programs as well 
as high-level elements of the  
natural gas market.

SourceGas is working to com-
plete the acquisition of Arkansas 
Western Gas Co. The company 
faces a number of regulatory 
challenges, including mandates to 
create demand side management 
programs in several of its service 
territories. Its executives are 
interested in efficiency programs 
and also ideas and incentives for 
expanding natural gas service into 
rural markets. They are strong be-
lievers in the virtues of direct use 
and recognize the opportunity to 
advance that concept in a carbon-
constrained energy economy.

fri., June 13

Today I visit with Summit Utili-
ties, including President and CEO 
Michael Earnest, and a repre-
sentative from Excel Energy in 
Denver. Summit is expanding its 
services into rural areas, par-
ticularly in Colorado and to some 
extent in Missouri. Colorado is a 
very “green” state, and expand-
ing natural gas services to areas 
primarily served by propane today 
could help to reduce the carbon 
footprint of small-volume residen-
tial and commercial customers in 
the two states. Summit Utilities is 
interested in the form that climate 
change legislation may take.

mon., June 16

Mile Post 3,191. I’m now riding 
past several of the 1,900 or so 
rigs currently drilling in the United 
States, with about 80 percent  
drilling for natural gas targets.  
This location is just west of Clin-
ton, Okla.—an area that has had 
several surges in drilling activity 
during the past 30 years.

Mile Post 3,205. On the 
east side of Clinton, Okla., near 

Weatherford, another huge 
wind farm spins away in the 
evening breezes. The turbines 
seem to extend from horizon to 
horizon—a mesmerizing sight.

Mile Post 3,249. About 30 
miles west of Oklahoma City,  
numerous oil and gas well sites 
begin to appear. 

tues., June 17

Today brings a panel on natural 
gas resource issues at the Okla-
homa City National Association 
of Regulatory Utility Commis-
sioners (NARUC) meeting then 
more travel on I-40 toward 
Memphis and a meeting with 
Memphis Light, Gas & Water 
(MLGW). The panel included 

representatives from the Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology 
and the Research Partnership to 
Secure Energy for America (and 
me) with emphasis placed on 
natural gas supply technology and 
the policy/political aspects of re-
source development. It seems that 
continued higher acquisition prices 
for natural gas has caused some 
to reexamine national policies 
regarding resource access and the 
impact that more supply may have 
on customer costs.

tHurs., June 19

How is this for serendipity? Last 
night I went to downtown Mem-
phis to see a minor league base-
ball game in the city’s new retro 
ballpark. Unfortunately, the 7:05 
p.m. game had been rescheduled. 
Therefore, I walked over to Beale 
Street expecting to find a barbecue 
place to eat. However, unknown to 
me, Wednesday night is bike night 
in Memphis, and there they were—
about 1,000 motorcycles lining 
both sides of the famous Memphis 
landmark for five blocks. I pinched 
myself and dove in.

Memphis residents receive their 

Summit Utilities’ (from left) Will Turner 
and Dave Moody are joined by Jody Ross. 
Will and Dave rode their motorcycles to a 
local Denver restaurant and joined me for 
breakfast before we completed a ride-in to 
the utility for our morning meeting. 
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electricity, natural gas and water 
from MLGW, a municipally owned 
utility. Issues around the cost of 
natural gas today are very worri-
some to the company. The current 
market and expectations for the 
market dominated my discussions 
with Alonzo Weaver, Laura Camp-
bell and Brent Haywood.

Messages regarding unit pricing 
increases also were of interest to 
the utility’s board of directors and 
the city council members present 
at an afternoon session. The board 
and council members were knowl-
edgeable but frustrated by the 
current market situation. The press 
members I spoke to, local affili-
ates of CBS and Fox, also seemed 

to get it, particularly with the 
recent uptick in gasoline prices. 
All wanted to know the measures 
consumers could take to protect 
themselves during the coming 
winter heating season. 

To that end, MLGW produces 
programming for messaging to the 
public. They filmed an interview 
with me, including scenes of me 
on the motorcycle. We even had to 
do multiple takes—just like in Hol-
lywood. I am grateful that MLGW 
found as many ways as they did to 
use our AGA messaging. 

mon., June 23

Monday morning was my oppor-
tunity to meet with Vectren. Niel 
Ellerbrook, chairman and CEO, 
worked my presentation into an 
already planned staff meeting, so I 
was able to discuss AGA’s advocacy 
positions and natural gas markets 
with Mr. Ellerbrook and most of the 
vice presidents of the company’s 
operating groups.

Vectren, an electricity and 
natural gas distributor, already 
is talking to customers about 
expectations for the coming winter 
heating season. Indiana has seen 
the rug pulled out from under 
the proposed Future Gen Project, 
which was to be sponsored (in 
part) by the U.S. Department of 
Energy and located in Indiana; 
however, still on the drawing board 
is a coal methanization project 
within the state that would convert 
Indiana and Illinois Basin coal into 
pipeline-quality gas.

Beyond that source of gas sup-
ply, our discussions touched on 
AGA’s advocacy for opening new 
gas supply areas in the lower-48 
states, the possibility of Alaskan 
gas reaching Midwest markets and 
their significant interest in under-
standing the resource potential of 
emerging shale plays. 

tues., June 24

This morning I visited with 
Chris Hermann and the staff 
at E.ON US (formerly Louis-
ville Gas & Electric). E.ON, 
Delta Natural Gas and other 
Kentucky local natural gas 
utilities have asked me to pres-
ent information on the national  
natural gas market and to place 
into context the issues facing  
Kentucky consumers.

weds., June 25

Today began with a visit to a 
strong AGA supporter, Glenn Jen-
nings, chairman, president and 
CEO of Delta Natural Gas Co. in 
Winchester, Ky. Numerous staff 
members and members of the 
board of directors turned what was 
to be a one-hour discussion into 
an interesting two-hour review of 
those issues facing Kentucky  
utilities and the state’s PSC. 

Mile Post 5,000 and counting. 
Tomorrow I am backtracking to 
Frankfort, Ky., to speak at a meet-
ing of Kentucky regulators and the 
local natural gas utilities that serve 
large portions of the state. I then 
will ride toward home over ground 
already covered.

As my journey concludes, I 
believe we have exceeded our 
expectations by meeting directly 
with 11 companies, two public 
service commissions (Missouri 
and Kentucky) and NARUC. I have 
traveled more than 5,000 miles 
through at least 18 states. I have 
put faces with the people we serve 
at our local gas utility members 
and have been able to share the 
message with local media in mem-
bers’ hometowns that energy and 
natural gas issues concern every 
American today, especially in this 
election year.

To everyone who supported me 
throughout this trip, I appreciate 

your help. My helmet is 
off to you. 

Glenn Jennings, chairman of the board, president and 
CEO of Delta Natural Gas Co. in Winchester, Ky., tests 
my Road King before our meeting. A former biker, Glenn 
showed interest in renewing his hobby.   
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Chris MCGill is AGA managing 
director of policy analysis. he may  
be reached at cmcgill@aga.org.


