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The country’s natural-gas boom is putting much higher rates of the potent greenhouse gas
methane into the atmosphere than government estimates suggest, a challenge for efforts to
slow global warming, according to new research analysis published Thursday in the journal
Science.

Methane leaks are a crucial element of the country’s gas boom because raw emissions can
cancel out gains made by lowering carbon emissions created by burning other fuels. The new
report suggests using more gas does have major benefits at limiting climate change over 100
years, but may not help in the short term.

That is because leaks and unplanned plumes vented from storage tanks and processing plants
are likely larger than previously realized. They appear big enough to make a shift from coal to
gas effectively meaningless over a 20-year time span, according to the assessment from about
two dozen scientists working with the Environmental Defense Fund, a nonprofit environmental
group.

The assessment estimates the U.S. energy industry is leaking about 2.3% of all the gas it
produces directly into the atmosphere, meaning that enough greenhouse gasses are coming
from the gas industry to equal roughly the 20-year climate impact from all the coal-fired power
plants running nationwide in 2015.

The analysis offers the first comprehensive look at how America’s rise to become the world’s
largest gas producer may be affecting the climate. It surveys several years of work and more
than a dozen studies from researchers working with the Environmental Defense Fund. Some of
those studies have received funding and access from oil-and-gas companies.

Its revelations about gas leaks raise concern about whether growing production and use of
natural gas can slow climate change as many have predicted. Natural gas burns cleaner than
coal or oil, but methane released directly into the atmosphere is much more potent at trapping
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heat for about 20 years until it dissipates.
Carbon does have a longer impact,
trapping heat in the atmosphere for about
100 years.

The U.S. has been making a switch from
coal-burning power plants to gas-burning as new technology for tapping big pools of gas from
shale-rock formations caused prices to plummet. While that has sharply dropped the country’s
carbon emissions, the new research suggests that methane emissions will completely refill that
void for 20 years, until they dissipate in the atmosphere.

The long-term advantages still make gas a better option for the climate than coal, but there
could be even bigger gains at mitigating global warming if the gas industry better implemented
and used its best technology, said Steven Hamburg, a co-author and the Environmental Defense
Fund’s chief scientist.

“We’re missing a lot of the advantage over the long term, and over the short term we’re missing
almost all of the advantage,” Mr. Hamburg said. “This is really a situation where the existing
technology can radically reduce the emissions, and they can do so in a cost-effective way.”

Few studies had attempted to quantify how much natural gas leaks from pipes and valves
before the gas boom began about a decade ago. Previous estimates from the Environmental
Protection Agency likely failed to catch the biggest and rare releases that often come unplanned
from the gas industry’s storage tanks and processing plants, according to the new report.

While on-site testing during routine conditions rarely found large leaks, they were periodically
detected by aerial infrared cameras researchers in the studies flew over the oil and gas patch.
That is likely causing emissions 60% higher than the EPA’s previous estimate, the new report
estimates.

That equates to about 13 million metric tons of methane lost, enough to fuel 10 million homes. It
also would have a market value of about $2 billion, according to the report.

Global warming concerns tied to methane led President Barack Obama’s administration to start
several initiatives to control emissions, including requiring some drillers to install new
technology to trap them. President Donald Trump’s administration has started to rollback
several of those regulations, though some of those efforts remain in limbo amid court
challenges.

“We are looking forward to reviewing this study,” an EPA spokesperson said Thursday.

Just last month Exxon Mobil Corp. , the country’s largest gas producer, announced plans to
reduce methane emissions 15% by 2020. It was the latest in a series of pledges by major oil
companies to voluntarily curtail emissions. That includes an initiative from the American
Petroleum Institute, the industry’s lobbying powerhouse in Washington, D.C., that brought 39
producers together in a pledge to step up leak monitoring and install new equipment to limit
leaks.

In a statement Thursday, the organization noted methane emissions are still down over the last
few decades. “The natural gas and oil industry is committed to continuous improvement in
operations, including safety, public health and reducing emissions from exploration and
production sites,” Erik Milito, the group’s director of upstream and industry operations, said in
the statement.
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