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As promised, this year’s powerful El Niño has 
helped hamper tropical activity in the Atlantic 
Ocean, allowing for only a single hurricane so far. 
Now, forecasters are warning that the phenom-
enon could have a hand in shaping the nation’s 
winter weather outlook, bringing above-average 
rain and a heightened risk of flooding to south 
Louisiana.

Local weather forecasters are warning of an 
incoming wet winter after Pearl River County, 
Mississippi, saw an estimated 15 inches of rain in 
three hours on Halloween, inundating roads and 
flooding homes in the rural area.

This particular deluge was the result of mois-
ture from the Pacific’s Tropical Storm Vance com-
bined with several other chance environmental 
factors that caused the storm to stall, according 
to National Weather Service meteorologist Mike 
Efferson. But Efferson said the odds of similarly 
intense winter storms are higher across much of 
the South during El Niño years.

“This extreme? I don’t know; it’s kind of a 
stretch,” Efferson said. “But it’s in the realm of 
what we can expect.”

El Niño and La Niña are two opposing climate 
patterns that disrupt normal wind and current 
conditions in the Pacific Ocean. El Niño, which 
occurs when sea-surface temperatures in the 
central and eastern equatorial Pacific become 
warmer than normal, is perhaps best known in 
our area for its tendency to increase vertical wind 
shear across the Atlantic and break up storms and 
hurricanes.

But El Niño is also responsible for intensifying 
extreme weather patterns around the world, in-

El Niño 
‘looms large’ 
over winter 

forecast
Above-average rain, heightened 

risk of flooding expected
BY KASEY BUBNASH
Staff writer

STAFF FILE PHOTO BY ENAN CHEDIAK
The winter weather forecast for south Louisiana 
calls for above-average rains and an increased 
risk of flooding.

The Trump administration is investing 
nearly $500 million in a new program to 
modernize offshore drilling platforms 
and old pipelines in the shallow waters 
of the Gulf off the coast of Louisiana, a 

move the administration says will stimu-
late domestic oil and gas production and 
create new jobs. 

At an event in Luling on Tuesday, U.S. 
Energy Secretary Chris Wright an-
nounced that the Department of Energy 
has loaned $480 million to Texas-based 
Arena Energy, an offshore oil and gas 

producer, to modernize 22 platforms, 
build or refurbish 450 miles of pipelines 
and allow Arena to operate a second 
drilling rig.

The loan will cover 80% of Project 
Elkhorn, as the initiative is called. Once 
completed, it is expected to more than 
double the company’s rate of oil pro-
duction and significantly increase its 

BY JONAH MEADOWS
Staff writer

Shallow water drilling off coast gets boost
Energy Department loans $480 million to Texas firm

ä See SHALLOW, page 5A

An oil 
platform 
stands in the 
Gulf off the 
Louisiana 
coast near 
Grand Isle.
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WASHINGTON — House Majority Lead-
er Steve Scalise lost his bid to lead 
Republicans when they assume the 
minority next year, ending a historic 
three-year period when the two top 
leaders in the lower chamber were 

both from Louisiana.
House Judiciary 

Committee Chair 
Jim Jordan, R-Ohio, 
will become House 
minority leader 
after winning a se-
cret 106-73 vote. He 
will be the highest-
ranking Republican 

official come Jan. 3, when the 120th 
Congress takes office.

Scalise, R-Jefferson, is now set to 
return to the rank and file in the next 
Congress.

“I look forward to supporting my 
colleagues and continuing to fight 

for the American people,” Scalise 
wrote on X Tuesday evening, con-
gratulating the new leadership.

Senate Republicans, who also lost 
the majority in last week’s midterm 
elections, were more forgiving of 
their leadership. GOP senators 
reelected Majority Leader John 
Thune, R-S.D., as their chief.

Scalise’s fellow LSU alum, Speaker 
Mike Johnson, R-Benton, bowed out 
of leadership for the next Congress 
after voters repudiated President 
Donald Trump and Republican gov-
erning priorities in the elections last 
week. Johnson has led the House 
since October 2023, with Scalise as 
his top lieutenant — it is the first 

time in history the institution’s two 
top leaders are from the same state.

Johnson refused to say who he 
voted for but noted that Jordan had 
been a mentor when he arrived in 
2017. He also rejected the notion 
that a majority of House Republi-
cans were angered at the election 
results. Democrats went from 214 
House seats — 218 are needed to win 
the majority — to at least 256 seats 
in the next Congress with a couple 
dozen races still to be decided.

“The election of Jim Jordan is a 
sign of the members’ confidence for 
him,” Johnson said. “The signal be-
ing sent here is we are ready for the 
fight. … Jim Jordan knows how to do 
this.”

Jordan said at the same news con-
ference that the Republican minor-
ity will oppose Democrats in com-
mittee, on the floor and on the stump 
“every single day.” “Over the next 

BY MARK BALLARD
Staff writer

Ohio Rep. Jim Jordan elected minority leader

Scalise loses bid  
to lead House GOP

“I look forward to supporting my 
colleagues and continuing to 

fight for the American people.”
REP. STEVE SCALISE,  

in a post on X

ä See SCALISE, page 6A

Jordan

ASSOCIATED PRESS PHOTO BY JACQUELYN MARTIN
House Majority Leader Steve Scalise, R-Jefferson, talks with reporters after a House GOP leadership candidate forum 
and before elections for the 120th Congress on Tuesday.
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natural gas production in 
an area called Southern Eu-
gene Island about 170 miles 
southwest of New Orleans.

“This is an area of the 
shelf that we call the ten-
derloin,” Arena Energy CEO 
Mike Minarovic said. “It has 
the best prospects, the best 
opportunities to continue 
the shelf for as long as pos-
sible.”

Wright along with other 
federal and state officials 
joined staff of Arena and its 
affiliated companies, White 
Fleet Drilling and Rosefield 
Pipeline, at the announce-
ment of the new infrastruc-
ture project. Company of-
ficials said it would bring 
2,400 construction jobs and 
400 permanent operations 
roles to the Gulf, where 
Arena already has nearly 
400 contractors.

The project signals a 
return to shallow water 
drilling in the coast, once 
the mainstay of the state’s 
energy industry. Over the 
past two decades, many ma-
jor oil companies sold off 
their shallow-water Gulf 
platforms, as fields became 
depleted, and moved into 
deeper water, which offered 
far greater returns on their 
investment. 

In the years since, they 
have sold their assets to 
newer, smaller compa-
nies like Arena, which was 
founded in 1999 and bought 
its Eugene Island assets 
from Chevron in 2016. Since 
then, it has drilled 26 wells 
in depths of 110 to 180 feet.

Greg Upton, executive 
director of LSU Energy In-
stitute, said higher oil prices 
and new technology make 
drilling in mature fields on 
the continental shelf more 
profitable and efficient, es-
pecially in places where 
production can come online 
relatively quickly. 

“Investment in the Gulf 
has increasingly shifted to-
ward deepwater projects, 
which tend to favor larger 
companies with the capital 
to undertake major devel-

opments,” Upton said. “This 
investment focuses instead 
on extending the productive 
life of existing shelf infra-
structure.”

Wright said the project was 
only possible with govern-
ment assistance, pointing to 
a lack of private financing for 
offshore drilling in shallow-
er waters of the continental 
shelf, despite plenty of avail-
able capital for on-shore and 
deepwater projects.

“This is a loan that leads to 
development that otherwise 
would not happen or would 
happen at a much slower 
pace,” Wright said. “It’s like if 
you had to build a home with-
out a mortgage, you would 
build your home very slowly.“

It’s the first time an oil or 
gas company has been the 
recipient of a loan from the 
Office of Energy Dominance 
Financing, which was known 
as the Office of Loan Financ-
ing when it was created two 
decades earlier. 

Last year, the Trump ad-
ministration rebranded the 
program after Congress 
eliminated a requirement 
for its loans to support en-
ergy infrastructure proj-
ects like wind and solar that 
would reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions.

“President Trump got 
elected to reverse policies 
that were making it harder 
to do that in our country, 
standing in the way of en-
ergy production and cel-
ebrating the closure of coal 
plants or large manufactur-
ing facilities, pushing in-
dustry outside of our coun-
try,” Wright said. “That just 
makes no sense.”

Wright said his depart-
ment isn’t feeling any time 
pressure to get the money 
out the door before shifts in 
the political climate.

The loan, he said, will 
“quite easily” get paid back 
from the cash flow of the 
new wells as they are devel-
oped, plus the federal gov-
ernment will get an estimat-
ed $1.5 billion in additional 
royalties.

Minarovic said his com-
pany will put up about $120 
million as part of Project 
Elkhorn over the next five 
years, with another $2.5 bil-

lion of private investment to 
pay for the drilling. 

“A simple way to look at 
this is that the landowner 
— the federal government 
in this case — owns a signifi-
cant royalty interest, and the 
landowner wants to encour-
age development by offer-
ing an infrastructure loan to 
the company that is willing 
to develop that acreage and 
commit to significant drill-
ing capital,” Minarovic said.

Banks are not interested 
in investing in these aging 
oil and gas assets, Minarovic 
said. Arena has already spent 
about $30 million on some of 
the decaying platforms to 
bring them back online after 
they were shuttered by their 
previous operator. 

“So we stepped into their 
shoes and purchased those 
properties, usually for aban-
donment obligations, be-
cause they had a significant 
abandonment obligation,” he 
said. “Then we had to invest 
in the infrastructure to get 
these things up and running 
again, because there was 
corrosion and there were a 
lot of issues.”

Dustin Davidson, secre-
tary of the Louisiana De-
partment of Conservation 
and Energy, said the project 
will also preserve opportuni-
ties for recreational fishing, 
with Arena committing to 
the “rigs to reefs” program 
to preserve the marine habi-
tats that have developed on 
platforms over decades.

“Arena has taken steps to 
make sure that that habi-
tat stays in place and also 
worked very hard to ensure 
that the federal government 
recognizes that habitat just 
as much as we do here in 
Louisiana,” Davidson said.

Davidson suggested Proj-
ect Elkhorn would also help 
pay for the state’s coastal 
restoration efforts. 

But because Gulf Coast 
states’ share of federal off-
shore oil and gas royalties 
awarded under the Gulf of 
Mexico Energy Security 
Act reaches its maximum 
amount every year, more 
drilling revenue is not ex-
pected to translate to more 
revenue for the state, ac-
cording to Upton.  

SHALLOW
Continued from page 1A

LSU is poised to transform its 
School of Construction with a ma-
jor endowment and a state-of-the 
art new building, thanks to mas-
sive donations from an LSU alum 
and Louisiana construction tycoon, 
the school announced Tuesday.

“Construction is no longer a low-
tech industry,” Vicki Colvin, dean 
of the College of Engineering, said 
Tuesday. “It’s going to become a 
high-tech industry, and it’s going 
to do it right here in Louisiana.”

The university will name its 
School of Construction, as well as 
the planned $107 million Construc-
tion and Advanced Manufacturing 
Building, for Art Favre and his in-
dustrial services company, Perfor-
mance Contractors.

The LSU Foundation announced 
the new names Tuesday during a 
celebration event for Favre at the 
foundation building on Nicholson 

Drive. The foundation did not dis-
close the dollar amount of Favre’s 
donation but said the donor has put 
tens of millions toward the uni-
versity’s construction expansion, 
including a previous $15 million 
contribution.

The new funds will establish an 
unrestricted endowment, meaning 
the money can be spent at the uni-
versity’s discretion.

“An unrestricted endowment 
gives LSU something especially 
powerful: the ability to be both 
strategic and nimble,” LSU Chan-
cellor Jim Dalton said. “Those 
resources help us recruit and re-
tain extraordinary faculty, pursue 
emerging academic and research 
opportunities, respond to indus-
try needs and ensure students are 
learning at the leading edge of 
their fields.”

The construction school — which 
started as a department but the 
Board of Supervisors voted to el-
evate to school status last year — 
will be called the Art Favre School 
of Construction and housed within 
the College of Engineering. The 
level of school is a broader aca-
demic division within the universi-
ty that the College of Engineering 
said aligned with the construction 

management program’s growth 
and student demand, as well as 
success with industry partner-
ships.

The physical space will be named 
the Performance Contractors Con-
struction and Advanced Manufac-
turing Building — a tribute to the 
company Favre founded.

Favre said he has pitched his 
vision for a premier construc-
tion management program for 35 
years across multiple LSU presi-
dents. Past LSU President William 
F. Tate IV was a close ally on the 
project, he said, and current Presi-
dent Wade Rousse took the baton 
when Tate departed for Rutgers 
University.

“We all knew we needed more 
independence to ensure construc-
tion had a prominent place in the 
College of Engineering for the 
future,” Favre said. “The depart-
ment was growing rapidly but was 
not keeping up with the needs for 
more and better-prepared gradu-
ates coming into the university. 
In my mind, most importantly, the 
LSU CM program was in a unique 

position to fill a void in construc-
tion-specific research to keep 
America competitive in the world 
marketplace.”

University officials anticipate 
breaking ground on the Perfor-
mance Contractors and Advanced 
Manufacturing Building in 2027. 
The 148,000-square-foot facility, 
the planned home of the expanded 
construction offerings, will be lo-
cated on South Stadium Drive.

Colvin said the space will allow 
for increased collaboration, which 
reflects a broader trend in the in-
dustry as engineers and construc-
tion professionals “are working 
closer and closer together.”

“You don’t bring together and 
launch a new type of industry 
that’s going to have new tools and 
using them in new ways unless you 
have a space that inspires people 
and a space that people can gather 
and learn from one another,” Col-
vin said. “A place where our stu-
dents in the halls, construction 
managers, construction engineers, 
computer scientists — they’ll run 
into each other.”

BY HALEY MILLER
Staff writer

LSU names new construction school for businessman 
‘Transformational gift’ to boost department, state-of-the-art building

STAFF PHOTO BY PEARL SPURLOCK
Art Favre, founder and owner 
of Performance Contractors 
Inc., speaks during Tuesday’s  
announcement of the Art Favre 
School of Construction.
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cluding worsening extreme 
drought and heatwaves in 
some areas while bringing 
heavy rainfall, even in the 
months following hurricane 
season, to others.

“For southeastern Loui-
siana, that can mean more 
frequent storm systems and 
increased rain potential,” ac-
cording to Damon Singleton, 
senior meteorologist at The 
Times-Picayune | Nola.com. 
“Or, more specifically, New 
Orleans is more likely to ex-
perience more widespread 
rain events and above-nor-
mal winter precipitation 
during El Niño years.”

An important distinction, 
Singleton said, is that El Niño 
influences the odds and over-
all pattern, not the weather 
on any particular day.

Still, the chances of seeing 
wetter conditions during El 
Niño winters are high, par-
ticularly in the southern half 
of the state. State climatolo-
gist Jay Grymes said south 
Louisiana experiences wet-
ter than normal conditions 
about 70-80% of the time El 
Niño is in phase.

“And that’s regardless 
of whether it’s moderate, 
strong or very strong,” he 
said.

One example is the Amite 
River, which Grymes said 
has seen much of its mod-
erate-to-extreme flooding 
occur during El Niño years, 
when the environment is 
more likely to be near satu-

ration and rivers are more 
likely to be higher than aver-
age. The Amite, he said, has 
never experienced extreme 
flooding during La Niña, 
which is correlated with 
drier Louisiana winters.

Get prepared
How much wetter this win-

ter will be, though, is tricki-
er to pin down. Grymes said 
El Niño winters can range 
anywhere from a couple 
of inches above normal — 
about 5 inches of rain per 
month from November 
through March — to “way, 
way” above the usual expec-
tations.

Though it’s not entirely 
clear, Grymes said there is 
some evidence to suggest 
that the stronger the El 
Niño, the higher the chances 
for a rainy winter. And sci-
entists are already confident 
this year’s El Niño event will 
be one of the most powerful 
in modern history.

“What I’m telling people, 
especially people in flood-
prone areas, you need to be 
revisiting your flood plan,” 

Grymes said.
Forecasters with the Cli-

mate Prediction Center last 
month said El Niño “looms 
large” over the nation’s win-
ter outlook, bringing a 50-
70% chance of wetter than 
normal weather to most of 
Louisiana. 

Temperatures are expect-
ed to be near normal across 
the state.

Ken Graham, director of 
NOAA’s National Weather 
Service, said that while high-
er chances of rain and snow 
may bring relief to drought-
afflicted areas, too much 
precipitation on dry soil can 
fuel destructive flash floods 
and mudslides.

Roughly 88% of Louisiana 
was experiencing some lev-
el of drought conditions as 
of Nov. 5, according to the 
U.S. Drought Monitor.

“Now is the time for com-
munities and individuals to 
plan ahead for the upcoming 
winter,” Graham said.

Email Kasey Bubnash 
at kasey.bubnash@
theadvocate.com.
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two years House Republi-
cans will fight for American 
families,” he said.

Democrats are expected to 
select House Minority Lead-
er Hakeem Jeffries, D-N.Y., 
as the first Black speaker of 
the House in January.

‘Battle-tested’
Scalise faced Republican 

members wanting a clean 
sweep after such a stag-
gering loss for the GOP last 
week.

Scalise’s pitch Tuesday 
morning leaned into his 
mastery of Congress’s some-
times bewildering rules, 
coupled with his deep knowl-
edge of the wants and needs 
of the often-fractured House 
Republican Conference. He 
also reminded colleagues of 
tens of millions of dollars 
he has raised and distrib-
uted to his colleagues, along 
with tireless campaigning in 
their districts.

Jordan, 62, said he was 
“battle-tested.” He argued 
that he would “spotlight how 
radical” the Democrats are 
while presenting alterna-
tives and connecting direct-
ly with voters. He was first 
elected in 2007 and was a 
co-founder of the ultra-con-
servative House Freedom 
Caucus.

House Republican mem-
bers also reelected Rep. 
Tom Emmer, R-Minn., as the 
House minority whip, which 
is second-in-command for the 
party out of power, for the 
next two years. He defeated 

Rep. August Pfluger, R-Texas.
Rep. Lisa McClain, R-

Mich., was chosen as chair 
of the Republican Confer-
ence, and Rep. Brian Jack, 
R-Ga., was elected to chair 
the congressional GOP’s 
campaign arm.

All Republican members 
who will serve next year, in-
cluding representatives new 
to Congress, were allowed 
to vote, as were GOP candi-
dates whose runoffs are still 
pending. That includes state 
Sen. Blake Miguez, R-New 
Iberia, who is in a Decem-
ber runoff in Louisiana’s 6th 
Congressional District, and 
state Rep. Gabe Firment, 
R-Pollock, who is in a runoff 

for the 5th Congressional 
District. Both Miguez and 
Firment were in Washington 
to attend briefings for new 
members.

After serving in the Loui-
siana Legislature for a dozen 
years, Scalise came to the 
House in May 2008 to re-
place Bobby Jindal, who had 
been elected governor. He 
won reelection last week to 
his district, which includes 
a handful of precincts in up-
town New Orleans but most-
ly covers the heavily GOP 
suburbs of Jefferson and 
southeast parishes, along 
with the north shore of Lake 
Pontchartrain.

He rose from chair of the 

Republican Study Commit-
tee to become the GOP whip 
in both the majority and 
minority from 2014 to 2023, 

when Scalise’s bid to replace 
Kevin McCarthy, R-Calif., 
as House speaker came up 
short, as did Jordan’s ef-
fort for the post. After three 
weeks of disarray, Scalise 
endorsed elevating John-
son from the back bench to 
speaker and he was elected 
House majority leader.

He was nearly killed in 
2017 when a gunman opened 
fire on GOP players practic-
ing for the annual congres-
sional baseball game against 
Democratic members to 
benefit charity. In 2023, 
Scalise had to take off a few 
weeks to successfully treat a 
blood cancer.

What’s next for Johnson?
Unlike recent Republican 

speakers who quit the House 
entirely after losing the 
party’s majority and thus 
control of the legislative 
agenda, Johnson told report-
ers Monday that he plans to 
remain in office throughout 
the rest of the year.

But he did not commit to 
returning to Congress next 
year to continue represent-
ing people who live along the 

state’s western border from 
the Arkansas line to Cam-
eron Parish.

“I’m still in charge here 
until early January,” John-
son told reporters Monday, 
according to a MSNOW vid-
eo of the news conference. 
“We’re going to do our duty. 
And after that, my commit-
ment and my objective is to 
help my team ensure that 
the Republican Party has a 
very successful 120th Con-
gress. We’ll see how that 
develops.”

Johnson will keep his se-
curity detail for two more 
years. Whether he receives 
other perks, like a hideaway 
office in the Capitol itself 
and more staff, will depend 
on the role he chooses in 
January.

Johnson added that he is 
close to both Scalise and 
Jordan. Trump praised both 
candidates.

Email Mark Ballard at 
mballard@theadvocate.
com.
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House Majority Leader Steve Scalise, R-Jefferson, center, heads to the House GOP 
leadership forum at the Capitol on Tuesday.
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