
  
Green   Hydrogen   and   Renewable   Natural   Gas   -   Industry’s   Red   Herring   for   

Decarbonization   
  

Intro:   
Green  hydrogen  and  renewable  natural  gas  (RNG)  are  held  up  by  the  “natural”  fracked  gas                 
industry  as  green  fuels  that  will  one  day  replace  the  gas  used  in  buildings  across  the  United                   
States.  While  green  hydrogen  and  RNG  have  limited  applications  in  achieving  full              
decarbonization,  they  cannot  replace  the  use  of  gas  in  buildings,  nor  should  they.  The                
oft-repeated  falsehoods  about  the  potential  of  these  fuels  is  a  concerted  strategy  used  as  a                 
political  tool  by  the  gas  industry  to  excuse  the  continued  expansion  of  gas  infrastructure  and                 
greenwash   the   industry’s   anti-electrification   lobbying   efforts.   
  

Green   Hydrogen:   
When   hydrolysis   (the   creation   of   hydrogen   by   splitting   water   molecules)   is   performed   with   
renewable   energy,   it   can   be   used   as   a   means   by   which   to   store   excess   renewable   power   in   a   
long-lasting   fuel   —   green   hydrogen.   The   power   storage   potential   of   green   hydrogen   thus   offers   
an   alternative   to   traditional   batteries   (which   are   increasingly   contentious   as   more   information   
about   their   unethical   supply-chains   surfaces)   and   provides   a   potential   solution   to   the   ebbs   and   
flows   of   renewable   energy   sources   such   as   wind   and   solar.   The   fuel   additionally   could   be   used   
directly   in   industrial   applications,   and   to   power   heavy   machinery   as   fuel   cells.   Even   still,   the   
massive   amount   of   energy   required   to   create   green   hydrogen   provides   a   hurdle   for   its   use.   In   a   
report,   BloombergNEF   projects   that   creating   sufficient   green   hydrogen   to   meet   just   a   quarter   of   
our   energy   demand   would   require   greater   amounts   of   electricity   than   the   planet   currently   
generates   today   from   all   sources,   and   cost   $11   trillion   in   production,   storage   and   transportation   
infrastructure.   
  

Yet  the  gas  industry  is  promoting  green  hydrogen  not  for  its  potential  storage  of  renewable                 
energy,  but  rather  as  a  direct  replacement  for  the  gas  used  in  the  existing  infrastructure  of                  
residential  and  commercial  buildings.  This  application  of  green  hydrogen  is  not  viable  for  a                
number  of  reasons.  First  and  foremost,  green  hydrogen  cannot  be  effectively  used  in  existing  gas                 
infrastructure.   According  to  a  report  from  the  Natural  Renewable  Energy  Laboratory ,  hydrogen              
can  only  be  mixed  with  natural  gas  at  levels  between  5-15  percent  before  it  becomes                 
incompatible  with  existing  gas  infrastructure.  Additionally,  because  of  the  intensive  energy             
requirements  for  its  production  and  its  related  high  expense,  green  hydrogen  is  not  a                
cost-effective   replacement   for   gas   in   buildings.     
  

The  use  of  green  hydrogen  in  buildings  exacerbates  many  of  the  threats  already  posed  by  gas                  
infrastructure.  According  to  the  US  Department  of  Energy,  when  hydrogen  is  combusted  (as               

  

https://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy13osti/51995.pdf


  

opposed  to  used  in  a  fuel  cell),  it   generates  significant  nitrous  oxide  emissions ,  equivalent  to   or                  
worse  than  those  generated  by   gas  combustion .  While  hydrogen  can  be  free  of  greenhouse  gas                 
emissions,  the  associated  nitrous  oxide  emissions  mean  that  hydrogen  is  not  pollution-free  and               
risks  perpetuating   pollution  harms  associated  with  fuel  combustion  in  buildings.  Similar  to  gas,               
green  hydrogen  is  also  incredibly  explosive,  and  increases  the  already  significant  threats  that  gas                
infrastructure   poses   to   public   safety.   
  

Renewable   Natural   Gas:   
The  gas  industry  has  also  promoted  so-called  “renewable  natural  gas”  (RNG),  sourced  from               
agricultural  and  other  forms  of  waste.   A  2018  Oregon  Department  of  Energy  report  found  that                 
RNG  could  only  meet  up  to  one  fifth  of  the  state’s  current  gas  demands,  making  it  unviable  as  a                     
one-to-one  replacement  for  our  state’s  gas  consumption.  Nationwide,  even  an            
industry-influenced  study  by  ICF  found  that,  nationally,  RNG  could  meet  at  most  16  percent  of                 
current   gas   demand.     
  

While  the  gas  industry  is  fond  of  highlighting  that  only  one  fifth  of  the  state’s  current  demand                   
goes  to  residential  and  commercial  use  of  gas  in  Oregon  (and  a  similar  proportion  nationally)  and                  
as  such  there  is   technically   enough  RNG  to  fully  replace  gas  in  homes  and  buildings,  this  is  a  bad                     
faith  argument.  Similar  to  green  hydrogen,  RNG  has  potential  value  as  a  fuel  for  hard-to-electrify                 
industrial  applications  and  in  heavy  machinery.  In  order  for  our  state  to  achieve  economy-wide                
emissions  reductions,  the  limited  quantities  of  RNG  that  can  be  produced  must  be  saved  for  these                  
applications,   not   used   in   buildings   which   can   be   easily   and   cost-effectively   electrified.   
  

There  are  also  the  inherent  problems  of  RNG  production.  The  fuel  is  primarily  generated  through                 
industrial  animal  agriculture  and  landfills  —  both  of  which  have  outsized  impacts  on  the                
environment  and  the  disproportionately  BIPOC  and  low-income  communities  that  they  are  sited              
near.   A  study  by  the  California  Climate  and  Agriculture  Network  shows  that  increasing  demand                
for  RNG  would  actually  increase  local  pollution  from  animal  agriculture.  This  is  not  to  mention                 
the  expense  of  RNG.  According  to  a  report  by  the  Sightline  Institute  “ today,  a  million  BTUs                  
(MMBTU)   of   natural   gas   costs   $3.67 .”   
  

Conclusion:   
While  RNG  and  Green  Hydrogen  might  have  specific  roles  to  play  in  national  and  international                 
efforts  to  achieve   full   decarbonization,  they  are  not  a  silver  bullet  replacement  for  gas  in                 
buildings,  as  the  industry  would  have  us  believe.  The  gas  industry  is  facing  an  existential  crisis                  
in  the  form  of  a  rapid  transition  to  cleaner,  cheaper  forms  of  energy,  and  is  leaning  into  a                    
calculated  and  misleading  PR  strategy  around  the  potential  of  RNG  and  green  hydrogen.  To                
ensure  our  state  and  communities  are  not  duped  by  false  solutions,  it  is  critical  to  highlight  that                   
the  evidence  does  not  support  the  industry  line,  and  instead  clearly  indicates  that  electrification  is                 
the   safest,   most   efficient   and   cost   effective   strategy   to   decarbonize   our   buildings.   
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