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Methane is the primary component of natural gas. When natural gas is leaked or intentionally released into the air 

during oil and gas production and transport, methane and toxic air pollution are released along with it. The Trump 

Administration rolled back Obama-era regulations that were designed to reduce methane emissions from all segments 

of the oil and gas sector. Under the former Administration’s rollback, oil and gas companies were no longer required to 

monitor and repair leaks from transmission and storage segment sources, which are a substantial source of methane 

pollution, and methane was removed as a regulated pollutant. The Congress approved a resolution in June of 2021 to 

rescind this rollback.1 President Biden’s EPA proposed regulations in November 2021 to re-impose methane limits in new 

oil and gas operations. Then on November 11, 2022, EPA followed this with a supplemental proposal strengthening the 

2021 proposal and expanding coverage to all existing and new oil and gas operations.2 The Biden EPA’s 2022 proposal 

promises to slash oil and gas methane emissions by 87 percent below 2005 levels in 2030,3 offering significant help in 

protecting people and wildlife from the health threats and climate-altering effects of methane pollution.  

 

METHANE: QUICK FACTS  
➢ Methane, which has more than 80 times the climate-altering impact of carbon dioxide (CO₂) over a 20-year period, is 

the second most prevalent greenhouse gas.  Methane is a super-pollutant that fuels climate change, threatening 

human health,4 wildlife, and natural resources across the U.S.5  

➢ The oil and gas sector is the single largest industrial source of methane emissions in the U.S., accounting for one-

third of total methane pollution.6     

➢ In 2019, methane emissions comprised about 10 percent of total U.S. greenhouse gas emissions.7    

➢ Methane emissions can occur at any stage of the oil and gas supply chain (i.e., drilling and production, processing, 

transmission, storage, and distribution to end users).  

➢ Operators typically release greenhouse gas pollution directly into the atmosphere through venting (direct release of 

methane) and/or flaring (burning, resulting in methane and carbon dioxide emissions). Methane is also wasted in 

enormous amounts through leaks in oil and gas infrastructure.8   

➢ In addition to methane, other harmful pollutants are emitted by the oil and gas sector, including volatile organic 

compounds (VOCs) and air toxics like benzene (a known carcinogen). These pollutants can cause a range of harmful 

health effects such as asthma and some cancers, as well as environmental impacts. These pollutants can be 

particularly concerning for communities on and near tribal and federal lands where oil and gas production occurs.9  

Regulations that reduce methane would also reduce emissions of these other damaging pollutants.   
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 HUMAN HEALTH CONSEQUENCES  
• Methane pollution from oil and gas facilities is typically released alongside air pollutants that can damage human 

health. These pollutants include smog-forming nitrogen oxides (NOx), carbon monoxide (CO), particulate matter 

(PM), volatile organic compounds (VOCs), black carbon, sulfur dioxide, formaldehyde, and ammonia. Exposure to 

even small quantities of some pollutants can cause premature death, asthma, cancer, and other health problems.10  

• Nearly 14 million people in the United States are at increased risk for cancer as a result of methane co-pollutants 

from the oil and gas sector.11 

• Scientific evidence shows that people living closer to oil and gas facilities face higher risk of health effects than those 

living further away.12  

• Exposures to related toxic pollution may be worsened by additional releases caused by extreme weather and climate 

change.13   

• 236 counties in 21 states face cancer risk that exceeds EPA’s threshold 

level of concern due to emissions from oil and gas facilities—these 

counties have a combined population of nearly 14 million people.14  

•  Oil and gas production creates air pollution that results in ozone, also 

known as smog. Smog harms public health and can cause premature 

death. It especially poses a threat to children and others with asthma.15   

• Nationally, ozone and particulate matter pollution from oil and gas 

production leads to more than 750,000 summertime asthma attacks in 

children under the age of 18.16  

• Children miss 500,000 days of school nationally each year due to ozone 

smog resulting from oil and gas pollution.17   

• Nationally, 17.3 million people live within one-half of a mile of oil and gas facilities, including more than 3.5 million 

Hispanics/Latinos, 1.5 million Black Americans, 770,000 Asian Americans/Pacific Islanders, and more than 180,000 

Native Americans.18 

 

WILDLIFE IMPACTS   
• Climate change is one of the greatest threats to wildlife because 

of its potential to alter ecosystems, food and water resources, 

and wildlife behavior.   

• Climate change—partly fueled by methane pollution—is leading 

to rapid shifts in the habitat, landscapes, and seascapes 

American wildlife depend on, placing numerous species at risk 

of extinction within this century if current rates of emissions 

continue unabated.19  

• Oil and gas wells and infrastructure on federal and tribal lands 

can fragment wildlife habitat for species like the pronghorn, 

compounding harm for wildlife already impacted by a rapidly-

changing climate. This can hinder migration routes, limit access 

to food, water, and other resources, and ultimately can lead to 

species population declines.20   

• Wildlife also can be harmed as a result of spills, chronic leaks, and crude oil releases.    

Photo by iStock/dagmar heymans  

A herd of pronghorn graze near a natural gas drilling rig, Pinedale, 
Wyoming. Photo by Joel Sartore/NGS/Getty Images  
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• Loss of wildlife affects hunters and anglers, as well as wildlife watchers, outdoor recreational businesses, and wildlife 

managers, all of whom have a vested interest in conservation.21  

 

EPA’S 2022 PROPOSAL 
The EPA’s draft rule, if finalized, would represent a strong action to limit oil and gas sector methane pollution from all 

existing and new facilities. The proposal:  

✓ Requires regular monitoring and repair of methane leaks at all oil and gas sites, not just high-volume wells; 

✓ Requires use of zero-emitting pneumatic pumps and controllers; 

✓ Requires operators to make demonstrations of no feasible alternatives before flaring gas; 

✓ Requires inspection and closure plan for abandoned wells; and 

✓ Enables third-party, community-based monitoring of super-emitters, with public reporting and required operator 

response. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS  
NWF urges EPA to further strengthen and swiftly finalize its 

proposal to significantly reduce the emissions of methane 

and other pollutants from all oil and gas facilities. Further 

strengthening of the rule proposal is needed to maximize health 

and climate benefits, including eliminating all routine flaring and 

allowing the community monitoring program to monitor lower-

level emitters. 
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Acknowledgment: This fact sheet is based on earlier fact sheets produced in collaboration with Sarah Smith at the Clean 

Air Task Force (ssmith@catf.us).  
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