North Texas Methane Emissions Underestimated 50% by EPA
by James Osborne
July 7, 2015 – Methane emissions from natural gas operations in North Texas’ Barnett Shale are 50% higher than estimates by the federal government would indicate, according to a series of studies published Tuesday in the scientific journal Environmental Science & Technology.
The finding brings into greater question the validity of Environmental Protection Agency data showing methane emissions are declining, even as natural gas production in the United States boomed with the advent of hydraulic fracturing.
The study was commissioned by the Environmental Defense Fund.  Drawing scientists from universities around the country, it shows that the majority of methane emissions in the Barnett come from a relatively small number of sites — probably through the flaring of gas and other actions not accounted for in the federal data.
Between 1 and 2% of the natural gas produced in the Barnett ends up leaking into the atmosphere.  This finding is consistent with similar studies conducted in gas-producing regions of Colorado and Utah, said Ramon Alvarez, lead senior scientist with the Environmental Defense Fund.
David Allen, a chemical engineering professor at the University of Texas who has examined methane emissions in the Barnett but did not participate in this study, said the EPA data relies upon assumptions “things are going to operate as expected.”  He said, “My sense is EPA is doing the best they can do with the information they have.  Clearly what needs to be done is to better account for these super emitters.”
The finding comes as the EPA prepares to announce new rules on methane emissions from natural gas drilling.  This contentious issue could force the oil and gas industry to make substantial upgrades to drilling and pipeline equipment.
Methane, the primary component of natural gas, is a greenhouse gas the federal government says has 25 times greater impact on global warming than CO2.  It’s emitted by everything from natural gas drillers to livestock to wetlands.  But scientists have long struggled to put an exact number on emissions.
The EPA estimates methane emissions declined 15% between 1990 and 2013.  But that data is based on studies conducted in the 1990s, Alvarez said.  In 2011, a federal panel convened by then-U.S. Energy Secretary Steven Chu called for greater data collection on methane emissions in natural gas drilling.
“The government was supposed to fund it, but our President recognized it wasn’t moving, so we raised funds that essentially get passed through to these different research organizations,” Alvarez said.  “The studies operate much like any academic research.”
The findings released Tuesday drew on work conducted by 11 teams of researchers working across the Barnett, measuring the amount of methane in the air around drilling sites, pipelines and processing stations — both on the ground and from an airplane.
Steve Everly, a senior adviser to the industry group Energy in Depth, has been campaigning against a federal rule on methane capture for natural gas drillers.  He pointed out that, while the study shows higher methane levels than previously estimated, their impact on global warming is far below that of coal.
“Credit to EDF here for recognizing [methane emissions] aren’t an inherent flaw, and this is a problem that can be fixed,” he said.
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