
The harms of using gas and oil

Many people who are concerned about the climate crisis have not yet made the
connection between their climate concerns and the heating systems in their homes and
places of worship. It’s important to realize that throughout Washington state, buildings
are the second-biggest emitter of greenhouse gases, after transportation, and in some
areas, buildings are the largest source of emissions. Most of the emissions from our
homes and places of worship are the result of burning gas or oil for heating, for hot
water, and for cooking.

Both gas and oil destroy our climate, and expose people to a multitude of harms,
including air pollution, water pollution, and risks of explosions and fires.

Most of the gas we use in Washington comes from fracking operations in western
Canada. Fracking involves exploding the bedrock a mile below the earth’s surface, and
injecting millions of gallons of water under high pressure; the water flows back up,
carrying oil or gas with it. This water is laced with toxic chemicals and is often
radioactive; there is no safe place to store it, and no way to make it clean again. In
2005, fracking was exempted from both the Clean Water Act and the Safe Drinking
Water Act.

Fracking is an environmental and public health crisis for the tens of thousands of
communities near fracking sites and near the pipelines, compressor stations, power
plants, flare stacks and other infrastructure associated with this method of extraction.
Because of the air pollution and water contamination caused by fracking, these
communities experience elevated rates of birth defects, preterm birth, asthma, and
cancer. Air emissions from fracking can drift and pollute the air hundreds of miles
downwind.

Fracking is a climate justice issue: there is clear evidence that Black, brown,
Indigenous, and impoverished communities are targeted by the fossil fuel industry for
siting well pads, pipelines, and associated infrastructure.

Fracking is a disaster for the climate. The climate consequences of burning gas are not
limited to the carbon dioxide released when a heater or stove is used. Methane, the
primary constituent of fracked gas, is a far more potent greenhouse gas than carbon
dioxide, and it is released at every step of the gas’s extraction and transportation. In
addition, most fracking sites are abandoned after several years, but many continue to



leak vast amounts of methane indefinitely. These methane leaks mean that burning gas
is no better for the climate than burning coal, and, in fact, may be worse .1

Transporting and storing gas present additional dangers: in March of 2016, a gas
explosion in the Greenwood neighborhood of Seattle destroyed three businesses and
damaged many others. If it had occurred during daytime hours, there would likely have
been multiple lives lost. This kind of gas explosion is common nationwide; there was
another in 2020 in Baltimore, Maryland. One of the main dangers of earthquakes is the
rupturing of gas lines and resulting fires; the Pacific Northwest is riddled with
earthquake faults.

Using gas for cooking presents additional health risks. A review of decades of scientific
studies show that gas stoves expose tens of millions of Americans to pollution levels so
high that they would be illegal if they occurred outside; this pollution contributes to
serious health problems, including asthma, heart problems, and cancer, and is
especially dangerous to children .2

Using oil to heat buildings is also problematic. Similar to diesel fuel, it is inefficient,
expensive, and very polluting. Like gas, burning oil both pollutes our air and contributes
to climate collapse, and about half the oil in the U.S. comes from fracking, with all its
attendant problems. In addition, oil tanks can leak, polluting nearby soil and
groundwater. Because of these hazards, a tax on heating oil will go into effect in Seattle
on September 1, 2021. The tax revenue will provide financial incentives for
homeowners to replace oil furnaces with non-polluting electric heat pumps.

Electric heat pumps offer many advantages over both gas and oil! They are more
energy efficient, they have a lower lifetime cost, they cool as well as heat, they are
much less polluting, they do not damage lives in thousands of communities through
fracking, they will not explode during normal use or during an earthquake, and they do
not destroy our climate.

2 The Guardian, May 5, 2020: Gas stoves making indoor air up to five times dirtier than outdoor air, report finds
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/may/05/gas-stoves-air-pollution-environment

1 Compendium of Scientific, Medical, and Media Findings Demonstrating Risks and Harms of Fracking
https://www.psr.org/blog/resource/compendium-of-scientific-medical-and-media-findings-demonstrating-risks-and-har
ms-of-fracking/
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