












































































































































































Testimony of Nathan Phillips June 12, 2019 
 
My name is Nathan Phillips; I’m a professor in the Department of Earth and Environment at 
Boston University.  In this testimony I would like to review three studies I’ve been involved in 
regarding the problem of urban natural gas leaks and how these studies have shaped my 
perspective on policy to address the gas leaks problem. 
 
Methane, the main constituent of natural gas, is a powerful greenhouse gas, dozens of times 
more powerful than carbon dioxide, and which has been increasing faster in relative terms than 
carbon dioxide over the past several decades. Gas leaks also kill trees by displacing oxygen in 
the root zone, degrade air quality, pose explosion risks, and are an economic waste of energy. 
 
In 2013, with Bob Ackley of Gas Safety USA and others, we published the first study of its kind 
that mapped 3,356 gas leaks from the distribution pipeline system in Boston. Until that time, no 
one but the utilities and regulators knew the scope of the gas leaks problem in Boston. Our 
study made the scope of the problem visible to the public. Subsequently, our published research 
in Washington, DC, New York City, Durham North Carolina and elsewhere has shown that the 
distribution gas leaks problem is widespread across the eastern seaboard. It’s not a mystery 
why; old east coast cities have a large percentage of old, leak prone pipe, dating back many 
decades and even over a century.  In Boston today, 43% of the pipeline inventory is classified 
as leak-prone, while state-wide, about a third, or 7,000 miles of distribution pipeline is leak 
prone. 
 
Our 2013 research begged the question, what do all these leaks amount to, in terms of the 
volume of lost gas, greenhouse warming impact, and money. Answering this question is not 
easy. There are two main approaches: the bottom-up and the top-down approaches. The 
bottom up approach requires laborious on-the-ground work revisiting the thousands of leaks we 
detected and meticulously using chambers to measure the volume flow rate coming out of the 
ground. Instead, we employed a top down approach, published in 2015, which utilized the 
integrating power of the atmosphere by placing a network of methane sensors on rooftops and 
measuring the buildup of methane from gas leaks into the well-mixed urban atmosphere.  We 
were able to distinguish the buildup of methane in the urban atmosphere due to natural gas 
leaks, called thermogenic methane, as opposed to biogenic sources of methanes, such as 
wetlands or landfills, because thermogenic methane is accompanied in natural gas by other 
hydrocarbons including ethane, which, if also tracked, serve as “mass balance tracers”.  
 
Using this approach we estimated that 2.7% of the natural gas delivered to the greater Boston 
metropolitan area was leaked to the atmosphere. Although this may not seem to be a large loss 
rate, because of the large greenhouse warming potential of methane, the 2.7% leak rate 
translated into about 10% of Massachusetts’ entire greenhouse gas emissions inventory from all 
sectors, a climate change contributor that until our study had not been on the books in many 
municipal greenhouse gas emissions inventories, including Boston’s. The 2.7% leak rate, 
extrapolated state-wide, resulted in $90M in annual lost value of gas at the going retail rate. 



 
After this second study established the greenhouse and economic impact of the gas leaks we 
pivoted toward understanding how to prioritize fixing the leaks. To do so we needed to know 
more about the nature of individual leaks and how the population of leaks was distributed in size 
classes.  Were leaks distributed as a bell-shaped curve, with an average leak size, with some 
larger and some smaller?  We suspected not, based on research in the upstream sector of the 
gas supply chain, which found that a relatively small number of leaks, so-called super-emitters, 
were responsible for a disproportionately large percent of leaked gas. To assess this in the 
Boston distribution pipeline system, BU PhD student Margaret Hendrick, working with Bob 
Ackley, did the meticulous chamber measurements on 100 of the 3,356 leaks we mapped in our 
2013 study, and found that 7% of the leaks accounted for 50% of the leaked gas.  This result, 
published in 2016, immediately suggested a cost-effective policy of prioritizing finding and fixing 
the largest leaks. 
 
Until the 2016 publication by Margaret Hendrick, my policy perspective on fixing gas leaks was 
conflicted: I advocated for what I thought was the lasting solution of replacing, rather than simply 
patching, leaking pipes, but advocating for pipeline replacement is advocating for 50-60 years of 
new fossil fuel infrastructure when municipal climate action plans like New York’s have set 
aggressive targets for moving off fossil fuels altogether within a few decades. With our finding 
that relatively few leaks account for a large fraction of the lost gas, a different policy approach 
emerged: triage and transition. We can cost effectively find and fix the largest leaks, triaging a 
large portion of the total leaked gas, while opportunistically decommissioning leak-prone pipes, 
which in Massachusetts would cost ratepayers $1.7M-$1.9M per mile to replace. Instead of 
pipeline replacement we can transition to cleaner, safer, and ultimately more cost effective 
electric heating solutions based on heat pump technology and renewable energy. 
 
I am excited to be working with my colleagues testifying here today on finding and fixing gas 
leaks and the transition to a fully decarbonized building heating sector in Massachusetts, New 
York, which, as is pointed out in other testimony, has additional benefits to indoor air quality, 
health and safety. 
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June 12, 2019 City Council Hearing Testimony 

Amber Ruther - NYC Democratic Socialists of America Ecosocialist Working Group 

Int. 1399 

Thank you, Councilmember Constantinides, for your leadership on climate justice. 

I believe that the Department of Sustainability and Climate Change is greatly needed.  

Addressing the climate crisis at the scope and speed necessary while ensuring equity and a just 
transition will be no easy feat. It will require massive levels of coordination among every agency 
from the Department of Buildings to DCAS. Methods of delivering services that have been in 
place for decades will need to be carefully re-thought, according to ecological and 
environmental justice principles, and in many cases, completely overhauled. 

As an auditor for the City, I have found that the largest challenges that City agencies face in 
achieving their goals are often a lack of resources, oversight, coordination with other City 
agencies, and enforcement mechanisms. This department would remedy many of those 
challenges. 

However, I am concerned that there don't appear to be any enforcement mechanisms if 
agencies fail to meet their stated goals. 

I am also concerned that the members of the Sustainability Advisory Board are all appointed, 
not elected, and they are not required to seek input from the communities their decisions will 
impact.  

Despite best intentions, they may be unaware of the challenges and tradeoffs certain 
communities face, and as a result, their decisions may have unintended consequences. 

Especially when it comes to disaster relief and resiliency, input from frontline communities is 
critical. Resiliency plans cannot be designed to serve only the rich and powerful, but should 
center and prioritize the needs of the most vulnerable New Yorkers. 

The Advisory Board could hold regular town halls publicized by the Civic Engagement 
Commission, or provide an opportunity for online input, perhaps in conjunction with the 
participatory budgeting platform. This would not only allow the Advisory Board to receive input 
from the community, but to get buy-in and address any concerns that arise. 

It would also reduce the amount of planning they will need to do from scratch, as many 
communities and grassroots organizations have been developing policy ideas, 197-a plans, and 
resiliency plans for decades, which simply need to be implemented, funded, and expanded. 



For instance, UPROSE’s community-owned solar co-operative in Sunset Park would provide the 
City with an excellent model of how to expand access to solar in a way that is affordable for all 
and centers frontline communities. They hope to turn the waterfront into a manufacturing hub for 
wind turbines to combat gentrification. 

Furthermore, advocates have requested that the City retrofit NYCHA by involving, training, and 
hiring NYCHA residents instead of relying on public-private partnerships. 

A just transition must be frontline and grassroots-led. These communities already have solutions 
- what they need most is for their input to be listened to and prioritized. 

Int 272 & Int 1055 

I support the City’s efforts to identify and repair methane leaks. However, I would like to echo 
Bob Wyman's request to amend Intro 1055 to encourage the abandonment of leaking gas 
infrastructure, and not only its repair. On average, the cost to replace a leaky pipe is $26,675. In 
cases where total pipe replacement is needed, the City should mandate that Con Ed abandon 
the pipe and replace it with a heat pump, and place a moratorium on new fossil fuel 
infrastructure with an estimated useful life of over 10 years.  

It makes no sense to invest in new fossil fuel infrastructure that will last for 65-85 years when 
climate science dictates that we must reduce emissions as quickly as possible, nor does it align 
with New York’s goal to reduce emissions 40% by 2030 and 80% by 2050. Yet, Con Ed is 
basing their current depreciation schedules on a future where we are still using the gas pipes 
they repair in 2085 and 2105. Their entire business model is based on investing in assets that 
will either become stranded or create a future that will be unlivable for most New Yorkers. 

As we have heard in earlier testimony, Con Ed has a policy of “FANA” - Fix Absolutely Nothing 
Anytime, unless it’s about to explode. Instead of paying to find and fix gas leaks, they simply drill 
holes in manhole covers so they don’t explode and let methane leak into the atmosphere 
indefinitely. Then they manipulate the data to make it seem like less of a problem than it really 
is. They should be required to pay to find and repair leaks, which are a risk to our health and our 
planet, not the City. 

Even when gas explosions do cause occur and cause injury or loss of death, Con Ed is rarely 
held accountable. For example, after the Floral Park explosion killed a mother of 3 in Queens, 
the Public Service Commission was hesitant to fine them $1 million for safety violations because 
they would simply pass the costs onto ratepayers, and requested that they earmark the funds 
for safety training instead. However, since then, there have been many similar explosions that 
have killed people and little evidence that safety measures have improved. Con Ed has been 
accused of tampering with evidence to avoid blame, and was found guilty of bribing regulatory 
officials. 

https://qns.com/story/2010/07/28/con-ed-to-form-1m-account-for-floral-park-explosion/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-new-york-conedison/con-edison-reaches-153-million-settlement-over-fatal-2014-harlem-blast-idUSKBN15V2Q8
https://www.nytimes.com/2008/10/10/nyregion/10manhole.html?mtrref=undefined&gwh=09FF5B0EE61101160CD334742D1A0EC9&gwt=pay
https://nypost.com/2004/12/15/con-ed-safety-zapped-cited-in-2-crew-deaths/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/19/nyregion/steam-explosion-pipe-flatiron-nyc.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/18/nyregion/steam-pipe-explosion-con-edison.html


Con Ed also has one of the highest methane leakage rates in the country, and each year, more 
New Yorkers die from pollution related to electricity generation than anywhere else in the U.S. 
Yet, Con Ed chargest the second highest residential rates of any major utility in the country - 25 
cents/kWh, nearly double the national average. 

Ultimately, Con Ed has proven that it cannot be trusted with the critical task of providing safe, 
reliable, and affordable energy to New Yorkers, let alone to facilitate the transition to renewable 
energy with the speed needed. Time and again, it has exploited every regulatory loophole 
possible. It has lured people into kangaroo courts to terminate their electric and gas service, 
locked out nearly 9,000 workers and hired scabs when it cut their healthcare and pension 
benefits, failed to respond promptly to outages, and used lobbyists and scare tactics such as 
unfounded gas moratoriums to get fossil fuel infrastructure approved.  

None of this should come as a surprise. Con Ed and National Grid are investor-owned utilities 
whose primary goal is to maximize shareholder value at the expense of workers, communities, 
and the environment. They are natural monopolies with very little risk, yet they are guaranteed a 
rate of return. Con Ed’s is 9%, and they are asking for a 9.75% rate of return in the current rate 
case. This incentivizes them to invest in fossil fuel infrastructure that is not needed to inflate the 
base of their capital investment. They are also incentivized to maximize energy consumption at 
a time when we need to be reducing emissions as quickly as possible. Regulators have 
attempted to work around this by allowing them to charge consumers a fixed rate, but that 
regressive fixed rate now disincentivizes consumers from energy conservation and solar 
ownership. It’s a Catch-22. 

The profit motive in utilities makes no sense, and is incentivizing them to kill us and our planet. 
The City and State are wasting a tremendous amount of resources trying to force private utilities 
with an inherent conflict of interest to place people and planet over profit. Instead, the City 
should make Con Ed and National Grid publicly owned and democratically controlled. This could 
be done by expanding NYPA or municipalizing the grid, as over 2,000 cities in the U.S. have 
already done. Like clean water, clean energy is essential and should be guaranteed as a right, 
regardless of how profitable it is to provide. 

On average, publicly owned utilities are 15% more affordable, more reliable with outage 
durations less than half the national average, greener, and safer than privately owned utilities. 
Public utilities’ contributions to state and local governments are, on average, 33% higher than 
those of investor-owned utilities. For these reasons, I recommend amending these bills or 
introducing new legislation that would create a feasibility study to determine whether NYC would 
save a significant amount of money with publicly owned utilities. 

Con Ed and National Grid have long socialized the costs of their outdated and dangerous 
business model. It’s time that we also socialize the rewards, and use the billions in annual 
profits to help fund the transition to clean, renewable energy. 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2012/07/02/nyregion/con-ed-curtails-services-after-talks-break-down.html?mtrref=undefined&gwh=F4F612C5A394D60DFE96B95DEA7CB3BB&gwt=pay
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1jqdAYntMdl17LFboYXtTGH-lMUfprLun/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1jqdAYntMdl17LFboYXtTGH-lMUfprLun/view
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2019/s4979
https://www.publicpower.org/system/files/documents/APPA-Smart-City-Roadmap-FINAL.pdf
https://www.publicpower.org/system/files/documents/APPA-Smart-City-Roadmap-FINAL.pdf
https://www.publicpower.org/municipalization
https://www.publicpower.org/public-power
https://www.publicpower.org/where-public-power
https://www.governing.com/gov-green-municipalities-cut-ties-with-utilities-in-quest-for-efficiency.html
https://www.publicpower.org/public-power
https://www.publicpower.org/system/files/documents/municipalization-benefits_of_public_power.pdf
https://www.publicpower.org/system/files/documents/municipalization-benefits_of_public_power.pdf


 

 

 

Comments to 

NEW YORK CITY COUNCIL COMMITTEE ON ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION 

Regarding the proposal of 

The New York City Department of Sustainability 

Molly Adams 

Advocacy and Outreach Manager, New York City Audubon 

June 12, 2019 

 

Council Member Costa Constantinides, and distinguished members of the New York City Council, 
thank you for granting New York City Audubon the opportunity to offer testimony on the proposal to 
form the New York City Department of Sustainability. I am Molly Adams, and I serve as the Advocacy 
and Outreach Manager for New York City Audubon. 

We are a science-based conservation organization whose mission is to protect the 350-plus bird 
species—almost a third of all the species in North America—amounting to millions of individual birds 
that live in or pass through New York City each year.  Some forty percent of these birds are species of 
conservation need.  Protecting these birds and their habitats also improves the quality of life for all New 
Yorkers. 

In the absence of federal action, we are grateful for your leadership and commitment to addressing 
climate change with the urgency that it requires. If ignored, the impacts of climate change with put New 
York City’s birds, people, and habitats at risk within our lifetimes.  

The stark facts presented in the report from the Intergovernmental Panel for Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Services and National Audubon’s Climate Change and Birds Report all demonstrate that we need to 
develop a comprehensive mitigation strategy for reducing our carbon emissions and a robust adaption 



strategy that reduce the effects of climate change that we are already seeing in the natural world. One 
way that this can be enacted is by creating a Department of Sustainability.  

 

We are pleased to hear that a Department of Sustainability would set interim and long-term goals by 
2050 on sustainability measures such as greenhouse gas emissions, sea level rise, tree populations, and 
renewable energy generation. We hope that a Department of Sustainability would also consider the 
safety of bird populations throughout the city that are threatened by sea level rise, development of 
shorelines and glass buildings, and lack of well-maintained green spaces.  

If created, we hope that a Department of Sustainability would wholistically consider what it means to 
create a sustainable New York City by looking to the Natural Areas Conservancy’s NYC Nature Goals 
2050. As a bird conservation organization, passing Int. No. 1482-2019 to amend the NYC building code 
to require 90% of glass up to 75 feet on all new buildings to use bird-friendly glass or design is also a very 
important bill that needs to be passed in order for the city to truly be sustainable.  

In addition, we are a member of the New Yorkers for Parks’ Play Fair Coalition and ask that 0.1% of the 
city budget can be invested in NYC Parks to help maintain our green spaces as habitat for birds, 
community centers for humans, and tools to reduce the heat island effect in our city. A Department of 
Sustainability would help ensure that our green spaces are prioritized, as well as help facilitate the 
creation of new ones on rooftops now that Introduction 0276-2018 has passed. We hope that Assembly 
Bill A4740A will be passed to ensure the proper resources to create these integral urban natural spaces. 

Thank you again for the opportunity to share this testimony, and should you need any additional 
information, please contact me at (212)691-7483 madams@nycaudubon.org. 

 

 

Kathryn Heintz        Susan Elbin  Molly Adams 

Executive Director         Director of Conservation  Advocacy and Outreach 

Manager 

 

New York City Audubon  

71 West 23rd Street, Suite 1523 

New York, NY 10010-4198 
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