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California gas leak was 
the worst man-made 
greenhouse-gas disaster 
in U.S. history, study 
says

By By Joby WarrickJoby Warrick February 25February 25

The massive leak that vented millions of pounds of natural gas from a Los Angeles storage facility now The massive leak that vented millions of pounds of natural gas from a Los Angeles storage facility now 

appears to have been the worst accidental discharge of greenhouse gases in U.S. history, scientists concluded appears to have been the worst accidental discharge of greenhouse gases in U.S. history, scientists concluded 

in an analysis released Thursday.in an analysis released Thursday.

The 112-day leak at the Aliso Canyon facility released about 5 billion cubic feet of methane into the The 112-day leak at the Aliso Canyon facility released about 5 billion cubic feet of methane into the 

atmosphere, making it by far the biggest single emitter of the gas anywhere in the country, according to atmosphere, making it by far the biggest single emitter of the gas anywhere in the country, according to 

detailed assessment published in the peer-reviewed journal Science.detailed assessment published in the peer-reviewed journal Science.

From a climate perspective, the accident was historic: One leak producing a heat-trapping effect equivalent From a climate perspective, the accident was historic: One leak producing a heat-trapping effect equivalent 

to the annual exhaust emissions from nearly 600,000 cars.to the annual exhaust emissions from nearly 600,000 cars.

“The climate impact is the largest on a record” for any single incident in the United States, said Stephen “The climate impact is the largest on a record” for any single incident in the United States, said Stephen 

Conley, an atmospheric scientist at the University of California, Davis, and one of six scientists involved in Conley, an atmospheric scientist at the University of California, Davis, and one of six scientists involved in 

the study. A 2004 accident in Texas involved a greater volume of methane initially, but much of the gas was the study. A 2004 accident in Texas involved a greater volume of methane initially, but much of the gas was 

burned off in a subsequent fire.burned off in a subsequent fire.
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The Aliso Canyon leak, which was halted only a week ago, illustrates how a single incident can sabotage The Aliso Canyon leak, which was halted only a week ago, illustrates how a single incident can sabotage 

efforts to reduce emissions of the gases blamed for climate change, the study said. California officials have efforts to reduce emissions of the gases blamed for climate change, the study said. California officials have 

called for dramatic reductions in carbon pollution for the state’s 39 million people, and offered tax rebates called for dramatic reductions in carbon pollution for the state’s 39 million people, and offered tax rebates 

for consumers who buy electric vehicles. Yet the analysis shows that the methane flow from one damaged for consumers who buy electric vehicles. Yet the analysis shows that the methane flow from one damaged 

wellhead more than doubled the amount of methane pollution emitted by all sources across the entire Los wellhead more than doubled the amount of methane pollution emitted by all sources across the entire Los 

Angeles basin.Angeles basin.

Without a doubt, the disaster has made it harder for the state to meet its carbon-reduction goals, the Without a doubt, the disaster has made it harder for the state to meet its carbon-reduction goals, the 

scientists said.scientists said.

“How much of the rebate program’s benefit did that one leak undo?” asked Conley. “Unfortunately, this was “How much of the rebate program’s benefit did that one leak undo?” asked Conley. “Unfortunately, this was 

not an isolated incident. These leaks happen, and they will continue to happen.”not an isolated incident. These leaks happen, and they will continue to happen.”

The leak, which was first reported Oct. 23, started with the blowout of a wellhead connected to a vast The leak, which was first reported Oct. 23, started with the blowout of a wellhead connected to a vast 

underground storage system for natural gas near the Porter Ranch community in northeastern Los Angeles. underground storage system for natural gas near the Porter Ranch community in northeastern Los Angeles. 

At the time, the facility, owned by the Southern California Gas Co., contained about 186 billion standard At the time, the facility, owned by the Southern California Gas Co., contained about 186 billion standard 

cubic feet of natural gas, making it the fourth-largest such complex in the United States.cubic feet of natural gas, making it the fourth-largest such complex in the United States.

About 1,700 homes and two schools were evacuated because of the leak, as huge plumes of natural gas About 1,700 homes and two schools were evacuated because of the leak, as huge plumes of natural gas 

— captured by infrared video cameras — poured from the rupture for nearly four months. Officials for the gas — captured by infrared video cameras — poured from the rupture for nearly four months. Officials for the gas 

company made seven unsuccessful attempts to stop the flow before the well was finally sealed with cement company made seven unsuccessful attempts to stop the flow before the well was finally sealed with cement 

on Feb. 18.on Feb. 18.

Conley, one of the scientists involved in collecting data about the leak from a private plane, said the amounts Conley, one of the scientists involved in collecting data about the leak from a private plane, said the amounts 

of methane discharged were so high that the researchers initially doubted their measurements. The gas from of methane discharged were so high that the researchers initially doubted their measurements. The gas from 

Alison Canyon in a single day was enough to fill a balloon the size of the Rose Bowl, the scientists said.Alison Canyon in a single day was enough to fill a balloon the size of the Rose Bowl, the scientists said.

Soon, “it became obvious that there wasn’t anything wrong with the instruments,” Conley said. “This was just Soon, “it became obvious that there wasn’t anything wrong with the instruments,” Conley said. “This was just 

a huge event.”a huge event.”

The publication of the study comes as the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency prepares to tighten The publication of the study comes as the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency prepares to tighten 

regulations on methane leaks from oil and gas operations. A draft study prepared by EPA scientists has regulations on methane leaks from oil and gas operations. A draft study prepared by EPA scientists has 

suggested that the agency significantly underestimated the amount of methane being accidentally discharged suggested that the agency significantly underestimated the amount of methane being accidentally discharged 

from wells and storage facilities. Industry officials say they are moving independently to reduce methane from wells and storage facilities. Industry officials say they are moving independently to reduce methane 

leaks, for environmental as well as economic reasons.leaks, for environmental as well as economic reasons.
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Methane is a powerful greenhouse gas, up to 25 times more potent, pound for pound, than carbon dioxide, Methane is a powerful greenhouse gas, up to 25 times more potent, pound for pound, than carbon dioxide, 

according to EPA estimates. But methane also dissipates relatively quickly in the atmosphere — in decades, according to EPA estimates. But methane also dissipates relatively quickly in the atmosphere — in decades, 

compared to centuries or longer for carbon dioxide.compared to centuries or longer for carbon dioxide.

EPA Administrator Gina McCarthy acknowledged in a speech this week that methane emissions from oil and EPA Administrator Gina McCarthy acknowledged in a speech this week that methane emissions from oil and 

gas operations are “substantially higher than we previously understood.”gas operations are “substantially higher than we previously understood.”

“As the science advances and data emerges, we need to make sure we’re addressing the biggest climate “As the science advances and data emerges, we need to make sure we’re addressing the biggest climate 

challenges, where the biggest opportunities can be found,” McCarthy told a Houston conference.challenges, where the biggest opportunities can be found,” McCarthy told a Houston conference.

More at Energy & Environment:More at Energy & Environment:

Top scientists insist global warming really did slow down in the 2000sTop scientists insist global warming really did slow down in the 2000s

A shocking one third of Americans believe this Zika conspiracy theoryA shocking one third of Americans believe this Zika conspiracy theory

Your home water heater may soon double as a batteryYour home water heater may soon double as a battery

For more, you can sign up for our weekly newsletter For more, you can sign up for our weekly newsletter herehere, and follow us on Twitter , and follow us on Twitter herehere..

Energy and Environment newsletterEnergy and Environment newsletter

The science and policy of environmental issues.The science and policy of environmental issues.
Sign up

Joby Warrick joined the Post’s national staff in 1996. He has covered national security, the 

environment, and the Middle East, and currently writes about terrorism. � Follow @jobywarrick

The Post Recommends

The secret life of Kim Jong Un’s aunt, who 
has lived in the U.S. since 1998
How one family went from the top in North Korea to the middle in 

America.
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Jon Stewart perfectly diagnosed the 
problem with Hillary Clinton’s candidacy

"Hillary Clinton" vs. Hillary Clinton.

Teach for America retools efforts to recruit 
graduates from top colleges

Amid tanking application numbers — down 35 percent in three years 

— TFA works on how to sell itself.
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