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OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT: LESSONS LEARNED  
Unpopularity of Fossil Fuels Is Leading to Project Cancellations

A  combination of social pressures, concern for the environment, and 

lower prices resulting from a recent glut of oil on the international mar-

ket have led to the cancellation or postponement of several expensive 

projects in the United States. Overall, estimates suggest that more than 

a dozen projects, worth a combined US$33 billion, have been either 

rejected by regulatory agencies or withdrawn by their developers since 

2012, with billions more tied up in reviews and legal actions. In 2016 

alone, there have five recently cancelled projects, as shown in Table 3.4.

The current lowered price of oil has caused many of these energy proj-

ects to be judged as no longer profitable, and the cancellation decision 

was relatively easy. For example, many hydraulic fracturing (“fracking”) 

wells have been shut down in the near term because of over-supplies 

of oil. Nevertheless, in many cases, the cancellations demonstrated that economic forces alone do not drive projects. Often social or environmental 

pressures can play a large role in reassessing the need for projects, particularly as they relate to sensitive topics such as energy policy. The decade-

long battle, and final cancellation, of the Keystone Pipeline project by the Obama administration illustrates that project approval and final completion 

are often uncertain and prone to change. That is, it is a mistake to assume that projects of these types are routinely approved and, once having been 

approved, are never subject to reexamination later in their development cycle. It is also important to recognize the critical role that “intervenor groups,” 

such as lobbyists, activists, and other environmental groups, can play in the decision to approve or cancel energy projects. For example, the same 

groups that are actively opposed to fossil fuels projects are in strong support of alternative energy options, including massive wind and solar farms.

The popularity of energy projects has been shown to be heavily dependent on broader federal and state energy policies. Economic conditions also 

affect the willingness to fund and support these projects; for example, during a recession, there is often a greater willingness to treat billion-dollar 

projects as public works undertakings to alleviate joblessness. Ultimately, one of the challenges with gaining wide acceptance of an energy project 

is winning the “hearts and minds” of the wider population who are affected by the results of the project. With fossil fuel projects, the debate often 

centers on “jobs vs. the environment” arguments that can lead to difficult trade-offs and passionate debate.16
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TABLE 3.4: Fossil Fuel Projects Cancelled in 2016

PROJECT NAME TYPE OF PROJECT LOCATION
BUDGET (IN  

U.S. DOLLARS)

Gateway Pacific Coal-export terminal Washington 850 million

Constitution Natural-gas pipeline Northeast U.S. 875 million

Northeast Energy Direct Natural-gas pipeline Northeast U.S. 3 billion

Oregon LNG Liquefied natural gas export facility Oregon 6 billion

Jordan Cove & Pacific 
Connector

Liquefied natural gas terminal and 
connecting pipeline

Oregon 6.8 billion

3.8 Global Projects
Projects are occurring in settings around the planet. Whether sponsored by international economic 
agencies, the United Nations, the World Health Organization, or simply multinational organizations 
with offices worldwide, projects have increasingly become globalized with important implications for 
project management. For example, project management organizations have had to develop processes 
and methods for successfully managing these projects in other settings. The increasingly global nature 
of projects and project teams includes some important implications, including:

Discuss issues related 
to global project 
management.
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