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Is Natural Gas Good, or Just Less Bad?

Natural gas is billed by its supporters, including President Barack Obama, as a clean fuel
that could play a big role in a low-carbon future. But others are questioning the
environmental credentials of an energy source that, while easier on the atmosphere than
coal and oil, is still a fossil fuel that causes sizable emissions of climate-warming gases.

ts backers say it emits only half as much carbon as coal when burned, and some
environmentalists agree that it could bridge the gap until cleaner sources slowly come
into use.

But opponents see the push for natural gas as a distraction from more pressing
priorities, like improving efficiency and generating renewable power.

“We really have to be quite careful about the language we use to frame things,” said
Kevin Anderson, a professor at the Tyndall Center for Climate Change Research at the
University of Manchester in England. “If we call things green, we start to feel positive
about it.” Natural gas, he said, “is not a positive thing, it's just less negative.”

In fact, he called it “a very bad fuel,” with “very high emissions indeed.”

“They're not as high as some other fossil fuels, but given where we need to be, to
compare it with the worst that's out there is very dangerous,” he added.

Others are less critical. The Natural Resources Defense Council, an influential
environmental group based in New York, wants to see U.S. coal plants converted to
natural gas, said Kate Sinding, a senior attorney with the council.

Reducing energy demand and promoting renewables come first, she said, “but we do
see that as we get there, there is inevitably going to be a role for natural gas to play.”

In addition to the carbon dioxide savings, natural gas also emits far lower levels of
pollutants like nitrogen and sulfur oxides, mercury and particulate matter. Eventually,
Ms. Sinding said, natural gas plants could be paired with solar and wind farms, which
generate intermittent supply and need backup.

Still, even if gas burns more cleanly than coal and oil, its production is often so dirty that
it undermines the environmental gains, she said. U.S. and state regulators must tighten
rules that have failed to reduce the serious problem of methane leaks and protect the
quality of air and drinking water, Ms. Sinding said.

Natural gas is composed largely of methane, which, if leaked unburned, is a powerful
greenhouse gas. Also, poorly built gas wells can contaminate nearby aquifers.

“In theory it can be reasonable, but we're just falling far short of what we need to be
doing for it to realize its promise,” she said.



