
T
he development of new fossil gas 
projects is sometimes presented as 
ecologically sound and beneficial for 

health, based on the assumption that it offers 
a less carbon-intensive and less polluting 
energy solution compared to other fossil 

fuels. These perceived benefits are often 
considered enough for it to be classed as 
essential for the energy transition – necessary 
to meet the needs of our economies, notably 
for electricity generation, heating, and 
industry. 

1. FOSSIL GAS: AN ENERGY FAR FROM DECARBONIZED

a. Fossil gas: an energy far from decarbonized 

Fossil gas is a highly greenhouse gas-
emitting energy source throughout its life 
cycle, from extraction to use, including 
transportation. Gas combustion in particular 
accounts for the majority of greenhouse gas 
emissions.1 The impacts of fossil gas also 
relate to its production location, extraction 
method, processing, transportation mode, 
and distance traveled.2 Shale gas production 
(which accounts for 21% of global fossil 
gas production3 and about 23% of the gas 
consumed in Europe4), for example, emits 
significantly more than conventional gas 
production. Specifically, it leads to substantial 
methane releases: wells leak up to 8% of 
methane during their operational life,5 while 

contingent techniques (venting and flaring), 
transportation, and distribution are also sites 
of leakage. 

b. Methane leaks  

Fossil gas is composed of methane (CH4), 
a greenhouse gas 83 times more potent 
than CO2 over 20 years.6 While gas 
combustion emits about half as much CO2 
as coal,7 methane leaks occur throughout 
the fossil gas supply chain causing upstream 
greenhouse gases, from extraction through 
to transportation. If more than just 4% of 
fossil gas escapes as methane leaks during 
its life cycle, its use in electricity generation 
becomes more harmful to the climate than 
coal over a 20-year period.8 
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Gas is a fossil energy source. Its extraction, production, transportation, and consumption 
are particularly harmful to the climate. Mainly composed of methane, a potent greenhouse 
gas, fossil gas is responsible for many impacts. In particular, its production is problematic 
in several ways: methane leaks, ecosystem pollution, and air pollution especially. Its dan-
gers to the climate, the environment, and our health make it far from a transition energy. 
By providing financial support to companies developing new fossil gas projects, financial 
actors share the responsibility for the damage caused by gas expansion. 
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In addition to the higher greenhouse gas emissions of shale gas compared to conven-
tional gas production, water contamination is one of the main risks associated with the 
hydraulic fracturing (‘fracking’) process used for its extraction. To increase the amount 
of hydrocarbons released from the ground, water enriched with chemical agents such 
as lubricants and detergents is injected into wells. These chemicals can contaminate 
nearby aquifers and may even migrate into the potable water system over time wit-
hout adequate decontamination equipment. 

Pollution is not the only risk posed by the shale industry to water resources. Hydraulic 
fracturing also consumes vast amounts of water. According to a U.S. Geological Sur-
vey study, drilling a shale gas well through horizontal hydraulic fracturing in the U.S. re-
quires an average of 19 million litres of water, equivalent to eight Olympic-sized swim-
ming pools.9 In arid regions or during drought periods, the gas industry competes with 
local communities for water, often to the detriment of the latter.10 

Finally, hydraulic fracturing leads to the release of hydrocarbons that are hazardous to 
health, such as benzene, a known carcinogen.11 Additionally, air pollution from shale 
gas extraction increases the risk of cancer for those living nearby,12 as well as causing 
dizziness, headaches, and respiratory problems – especially in children.13

Shale gas: toxic at all levels 

Value chain diagram for gas 
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2. OUT OF BREATH: THE HEALTH IMPACTS OF GAS COMBUSTION

The combustion of fossil gas releases 
air pollutants such as carbon monoxide, 
nitrogen dioxide, sulfur dioxide, and 
particles of varying sizes. These pollutants 
are responsible for numerous respiratory 
issues among neighbouring populations - for 
example, increased asthma symptoms and 
incidences of chronic bronchitis in adults. 
Children are particularly vulnerable, as their 
lungs, heart, brain, and respiratory system are 
still developing. It is estimated that 5 million 
deaths per year worldwide are attributable to 

air pollution caused by the use of fossil fuels, 
including gas –  excess mortality that could 
be avoided with the phasing out of these 
fuels.14 In 2019, air pollution due to fossil 
gas combustion for electricity production 
caused 2,864 deaths in Europe, most linked 
to particulate matter.15 The indirect effects 
of these pollutants include the emergence 
of new allergens, longer allergy seasons, an 
increase in vector-borne diseases, and a rise 
in infectious diseases. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS  

Reclaim Finance calls on financial institutions not to present fossil gas as a transitional 
energy source and to commit to a complete short-term halt to all financial services that 
support fossil gas expansion across its value chain, including in the power generation 
sector. This includes an immediate halt to all support for new gas fields and liquefied 

natural gas (LNG) export terminals, as well as to the companies developing them.

Click here to consult our detailed 
recommendations for financial institutions.

https://reclaimfinance.org/site/

