California Climate Plan Scraps New Gas Plants, Expands Fossil Fuel Carbon Capture
by Aaron Cantú
Nov. 21, 2022 – A California state environmental agency has released a near-final version of a road map to reduce the state’s emissions to zero by the middle of the century.  It calls for massive cuts to planet-heating pollution that would transform how Californians commute, live and consume energy.
Environmentalists praised much of the plan, but faulted parts of it in which the California Air Resources Board (CARB) apparently caved to oil and gas interests.  Regulators also warn the transition to renewable forms of energy could widen the gap between the rich and the poor, depending on how it’s implemented.  With a potential state revenue deficit running into the billions next year, some are concerned its more ambitious ideas may be left underfunded.
The plan was released by CARB as world leaders, fossil fuel lobbyists, environmentalists and others gathered in Egypt for CoP27, the U.N.’s 27th annual global summit to address climate change.  The global body has said the world is on track to warm by about 2.5°C (4.5°F) by the end of the century, ensuring widespread damage to societies, as a hotter planet leads to ever more extreme weather events such as droughts and superstorms — as well as mass extinctions.
In a recent report, the authors asserted that California has already endured grave effects from global climate change, including wildfires, rising sea levels, heat deaths, vector borne diseases, and a reduction in snowmelt critical for water supplies.  While California contributes only about 1% to global emissions, the state hopes that its blueprint will serve as a model for other governments.
In the latest edition of California’s “scoping plan,” which is updated every 5 years, regulators lay out a pathway for the state to emit roughly an equivalent amount of CO2 into the atmosphere as it sequesters — a goal known as carbon neutrality — within 23 years.  CARB is expected to adopt the plan on Dec. 15.
Key planks of the plan include a massive deployment of zero emissions vehicles to replace fossil fuel-burning ones, an emphasis on reduced vehicle travel overall, sequestering carbon through both industrial processes and preservation of natural lands, and boosting renewable energy such as wind and solar across the grid.
After CARB released its initial draft of the plan in May, environmental justice groups met with regulators to highlight their concerns, especially the plan’s emphasis on point source carbon capture and sequestration, in which CO2 is captured at a source of pollution rather than emitted into the atmosphere.
The track record for this technology hasn’t matched the zeal with which industry lobbyists have touted it as a solution, and critics say it’s an excuse to perpetuate the extraction and use of fossil fuels even as experts say they must be abandoned.  Capital & Main reported that former regulators at CARB spent the last 2 years lobbying for point source capture on behalf of oil and gas companies.
The final version of the scoping plan calls for installing point source capture technology on petroleum refineries, cement production facilities and electricity-generating gas plants, starting this decade.  It also says point source capture can be used to heat gas as part of the production of hydrogen for industrial processes such as steel, oil and fertilizer production — at least until it can be made with renewable energy.
California expects oil production and refining to decline rapidly by 2045, but not to disappear completely.  Regulators still anticipate some demand for it, concluding that petroleum produced in the state would result in less emissions than importing oil via marine tankers, which is also a frequent industry talking point.
While a coalition of climate and environmental justice groups criticized these goals, they praised other parts of the plan, including regulators’ decision to scrap planned expansion of gas power plants, ending sales for gasoline cars by 2035, and reducing total vehicle miles traveled in the state by building more public transit.
In a statement, California Environmental Justice Action Political Co-Director Mabel Tsang celebrated the general phase-down of oil, but criticized point source capture for locking in “billions in subsidies for oil and gas executives” who run gas plants, oil and bioenergy refineries, and hydrogen producing facilities.
Although the scoping plan is the state’s 1st in which regulators analyzed natural lands preservation as a means of capturing carbon, advocates with the Climate Center said it wasn’t enough, criticizing reliance on early stage direct air capture technology that removes carbon from the air.
Environmental groups also argue that plans to regulate methane emissions from livestock, landfills and leaky oil and gas equipment are not stringent enough.  Methane is a powerful greenhouse gas that traps much more heat in the atmosphere than CO2.
Advocates point out that some state initiatives, such as the growing use of anaerobic digesters in the Central Valley to capture methane from dairy cow manure and sell it as “biogas,” are having adverse impacts on communities living nearby, including air pollution, foul odors and potential groundwater contamination.
CARB predicts that, without proper planning, the combined costs of transitioning from fossil fuels would have a mixed impact on lower income households.
Reductions in air pollutants could yield almost $200 billion in savings through the prevention of adverse health impacts by 2045, mostly in Southern California.  And people living near pollution — disproportionately people of color and poorer communities — would benefit most.
But the combined effects of the energy transition on the costs of goods, employment, wages, infrastructure upgrades, tax impacts, and other economic factors wouldn’t be shared equally.
Total income for households making less than $100,000 a year would decline $4.1 billion by 2035 and $5.3 billion by 2045, while richer households would see a gain of $3.5 billion and $5.3 billion, respectively, due to various clean energy tax incentives and energy savings.
“The state must continue to find ways to relieve economic burdens on low income households,” regulators wrote.
While the scoping plan lays out a blueprint for action, the extent to which it gets implemented will depend on funding.  A looming budget deficit could hamper those plans unless advocates push legislators and Gov. Gavin Newsom to prioritize climate investments, according to David Weiskopf, senior policy adviser on climate and environmental issues at NextGen Policy.
“It is a big tension in the Legislature — legislators want climate action, but historically it has always been funded last in line, only with extra money after everything else is done,” Weiskopf wrote in a message to Capital & Main.
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