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Executive Summary 
Natural gas-fired baseload power production has life cycle greenhouse gas emissions 42 to 53 
percent lower than those for coal-fired baseload electricity, after accounting for a wide range of 
variability and compared across different assumptions of climate impact timing. The lower emissions 
for natural gas are primarily due to differences in the current fleets’ average efficiency – 53 percent 
for natural gas versus 35 percent for coal, and a higher carbon content per unit of energy for coal than 
natural gas. Even using unconventional natural gas, from tight sands, shale and coal beds, and 
compared with a 20-year global warming potential (GWP), natural gas-fired electricity has 39 
percent lower greenhouse gas emissions than coal per delivered megawatt-hour (MWh) using current 
technology. 

In a life cycle analysis (LCA), comparisons must be based on providing an equivalent service or 
function, which in this study is the delivery of 1 MWh of electricity to an end user. This life cycle 
greenhouse gas inventory also developed upstream (from extraction to delivery to a power plant) 
emissions for delivered energy feedstocks, including six different domestic sources of natural gas, of 
which three are unconventional gas, and two types of coal, and then combines them both into 
domestic mixes. These are important characterizations for the LCA community, and can be used as 
inputs into a variety of processes. However, these upstream, or cradle-to-gate, results are not 
appropriate to compare when making energy policy decisions, since the two uncombusted fuels do 
not provide an equivalent function. These results highlight the importance of specifying an end-use 
basis—not necessarily power production—when comparing different fuels. 

Figure ES‐1: Natural Gas and Coal GHG Emissions Comparison 

 

Despite the conclusion that natural gas has lower greenhouse gases than coal on a delivered power 
basis, the extraction and delivery of the gas has a large climate impact —32 percent of U.S. methane 
emissions and 3 percent of U.S. greenhouse gases (EPA, 2011b). As Figure ES-2 shows, there are 
significant emissions and use of natural gas—13 percent at the city or plant gate—even without 
considering final distribution to small end-users. The vast majority of the reduction in extracted 
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natural gas —64 percent cradle-to-gate—are not emitted to the atmosphere, but can be attributed to 
the use of the natural gas as fuel for extraction and transport processes such as compressor 
operations. Increasing compressor efficiency would lower both the rate of use and the COі emissions 
associated with the combustion of the gas for energy. Note that this figure accounts for the total mass 
of natural gas extracted from the earth, including water, acid gases, and other non-methane content. 

But, with methane making up 75 to 95 percent of the natural gas flow, there are many opportunities 
for reducing the climate impact associated with direct venting to the atmosphere. A further 24 
percent of the natural gas losses can be characterized as point source, and have the potential to be 
flared—essentially a conversion of GWP-potent methane to carbon dioxide. 

Figure��ES�r2:��Cradle�rto�rGate��Reduction��in��Delivered��Natural��Gas��for��2009��

The conclusions drawn from this analysis are robust to a wide array of assumptions. However, as 
with any inventory, they are dependent on the underlying data, and there are many opportunities to 
enhance the information currently being collected. This analysis shows that the results are both 
sensitive to and impacted by the uncertainty of a few key parameters: use and emission of natural gas 
along the pipeline transmission network; the rate of natural gas emitted during unconventional gas 
extraction processes such as well completion and workovers; and the lifetime production of wells, 
which determine the denominator over which lifetime emissions are placed. 

Table��ES�r1:��Average��and��Marginal��Upstream��Greenhouse��Gas��Emissions��(lbs��CO2e/MMBtu)��

Source�� Average�� Marginal��
Percent��
Change��

Conventional 

Onshore 34.2 20.1 π41.2% 

Offshore 14.3 14.1 π1.4% 

Associated 18.5 18.4 π0.8% 

Unconventional 

Tight 32.4 32.4 0.0% 

Shale 32.5 32.5 0.0% 

Coal Bed Methane 19.1 19.3 1.4% 

Liquefied Natural Gas 42.8 42.5 π0.6% 

This analysis inventoried both average and marginal production rates for each natural gas type, with 
results shown in Table ES-1. The average represents natural gas produced from all wells, including 
older and low productivity stripper wells. The marginal production rate represents natural gas from 
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