Fracking’s Methane Emissions Fell 70% from 2011 to 2013
by Bobby Magill
Sept. 30, 2014 – Just like last year, Texas is king of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions in the U.S., while Vermont remains the greenest state in terms of pollution that causes climate change.
New U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Greenhouse Gas Reporting Program data released Tuesday show that nationwide, GHG emissions from industrial sources in 2013 rose 0.6% over 2012, an increase of about 20 million metric tons of greenhouse gases, totaling 3.18 billion metric tons overall.
After a decline in 2012, CO2 emissions from coal burning power plants increased slightly in 2013, because of a spike in the use of coal for power generation.  At the same time, methane emissions from fracking declined by more than 70% in the 2 years between 2011 and 2013, the data show.
The EPA released the data just a week after the U.N. Climate Summit in New York, during which the U.S. outlined commitments to reduce GHG emissions under a treaty slated to be finalized in Paris in 2015.  At the same time, the EPA has proposed the Clean Power Plan, which aims to reduce CO2 emissions from coal-fired power plants.  That rule is also expected to be finalized next year, barring legal challenges.
The EPA’s Greenhouse Gas Reporting Program, which has now been operating for about 4 years, requires more than 8,000 large industrial GHG emitters to report their emissions.  The pollution they report to the EPA represents roughly 50% of all GHG emissions in the U.S.
Responsible for spewing more than 400 million tons of GHGs into the atmosphere, Texas — the nation’s biggest fossil fuels hub — emits about 2.5 times the GHGs emitted by Indiana, the 2nd-largest emitter in the U.S.  Texas saw its GHG emissions rise from 396 million tons in 2012 to 409 million tons in 2013.  Vermont, on the other end of the emissions spectrum, emitted just over 496,000 tons of GHGs in 2013, down from nearly 548,000 tons the previous year.
The new data show that power plants were still the largest source of greenhouse gas emissions in the country in 2013, with about 1,550 power plants emitting about 32% of all U.S. GHGs.
GHG emissions from oil and natural gas production and distribution declined 1% between 2012 and 2013, the EPA’s data show.  A major part of that decline included a major drop in methane emissions from oil and gas development.  Methane is about 35 times more potent as a greenhouse gas than CO2, over a 100-year timeframe.  Methane emissions the energy industry reported to the EPA fell by 12% between 2011 and 2013, including a 73% decline in emissions from hydraulically fractured natural gas wells.
The data include only emissions that the industry reported to the EPA.  Studies published recently have shown, however, that large quantities of methane may be leaking from oil and natural gas drilling, production and distribution sites.  Researchers have been unable to count all the leaks or fully determine the rate at which the methane may be leaking.  Studies have also suggested that the EPA’s GHG inventories may not be quantifying all the methane emissions from wells actively being drilled.
David Allen, a University of Texas-Austin chemical engineering professor whose research has focused on methane emissions from oil and gas operations, said Tuesday the EPA implemented new emissions standards for natural gas wells in 2012.
Allen said his research found that new emissions control equipment installed on natural gas wells, while they are being completed, reduced methane emissions at wellheads by 99%.
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