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BRIEFING September 2022 

 

US GAS CAN’T CERTIFY AWAY ITS CLIMATE 
AND ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE PROBLEMS:  
A CASE STUDY ON MIQ AND EXXON 
 
In the first half of 2022, the United States (US) 
became the world’s largest exporter of liquefied 
fossil gas, also known as “liquefied natural gas” 

(LNG).1 This rapid growth comes with significant 

climate and environmental impacts, as Global 
Witness has detailed previously.2 These include 

the huge carbon emissions that come from 
burning fossil gas and the climate impacts of 

methane – a powerful greenhouse gas that is 

released throughout the LNG supply chain. 

 
Even as US regulators continue to approve and 

promote the expansion of gas exports, the 
climate problems associated with fossil gas are 

not entirely lost on policymakers. Most recently, 

Congress has included in the Inflation Reduction 
Act of 2022 methane fee intended to incentivize 

gas producers and exporters.3 While this is a step 
in the right direction to curb a significant source 

of greenhouse gas pollution, it is not enough to 
address the dire impacts of the continued growth 

of climate-wrecking US gas production and 

export. This growth has been premised in large 
part on a false narrative of gas as “clean,” 

“natural” and a “bridge fuel.”  

 
This article examines one emerging addition to 

this greenwashing arsenal: the practice of 
certifying gas as “responsibly sourced” explaining 

why it is misleading and why it risks undermining 

environmental justice considerations in ESG – 
environmental, social and governance – 

assessments. We show how the plans one of the 
leading certifiers, MiQ, is at odds with the actions 

needed to curb global heating and how two of 

their customers, ExxonMobil and EQT, appear to 
be using certification to create a new 

“responsible” image, despite having records of 
environmental injustices.  
 

Responding to a Global Witness request for 

comment, MiQ stated that its certification 
standard brought transparency to the sector and 

that it believed in a “clean energy” future, but 
that this could not be achieved immediately.  

 

The problems with certification highlighted here 

should make gas buyers, investors and energy 
policymakers wary of the claimed benefits of 

certified fossil gas. Instead of relying on 
certification, they need to promote climate 

solutions that truly support the needs of 

communities. This includes phasing out US gas 
production and export, and promoting fossil-free 

energy alternatives at home and abroad. 
 

GAS CERTIFICATION IN A NUTSHELL 
 

Certified gas purports to address the 

environmental, social, and governance – known 

as ESG – issues associated with the gas industry, 

especially methane emissions. Gas certification, 

also known as gas differentiation, supposedly 
results in “natural gas that has been produced 

along a specific set of sustainability criteria to 

minimize methane leakage and harm to the 

environment.”4 The resulting gas is known as 

“responsibly sourced gas,” which is touted as 
“the most rigorous and cost-effective way to 

achieve ESG and climate goals” by providers of 

such certification.5  
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Certified gas is a fairly new and increasingly 
popular concept. According to the Independent 

Energy Standards Corp, the first “premium 

responsible natural gas product” was sold in 

2018, when New Jersey Natural Gas bought gas 

from Southwestern Energy with a certificate 
issued by IES. 6 Over the next four years these 

types of sales have significantly increased. 

Producer-certified gas is expected to make up 

about 18% of the North American gas market by 

the end of 2022, according to one recent 

estimate.7 

 
Evidently, the uptick in certification reflects the 

increased pressure on oil and gas companies to 

reduce their greenhouse gas emissions. 

Supporters of gas certification claim that the 

process can help companies become more 
competitive by signaling ethical practices to 
consumers and potential employees.8 Some 

certifiers believe that the market will naturally 

gravitate towards gas that meets certification 
standards, leading certified gas to become the 

norm in the market. 9 Some certifiers – like 

Project Canary – use their own in-house testing 
and measurement technology,10 while others – 

like MiQ - use third-party auditors as part of their 

certification processes.11 These companies use 
individual, proprietary grading standards that are 

based, in part, on a range of emissions standards 
developed by different governments and global 
bodies – such as existing standards enacted by 

the US Environmental Protection Agency – as well 
as other proprietary criteria across the entire ESG 

spectrum.12 Yet, while there are differences in 

approach among different certification regimes, 

the process and its products have been leveraged 

by the industry as a way to rebrand gas’ image 

and is seen as a key to unlocking greater demand 
for US LNG abroad. 

 

WHY IT’S MISLEADING 

Despite the potential benefits of gas certification, 

it risks greenwashing and perpetuating the 
production and usage of fossil gas.  

 

In addition to unlocking more demand for 
supposedly greener LNG exports, certification 

also seems to be driven by profit. The image 

rebrand that certification lends to gas is one that 
is promoted by those in the certification business. 

Project Canary’s founder and chief executive 

officer Chris Romer reiterated that belief in a 2021 

interview, “RSG [responsibly-sourced gas] is the 

beginning of a multi-year appropriate rebranding 
of natural gas.”13  

 

In reality, there are several related problems with 

gas certification. First, not all certification is equal 

and none of it is regulated. Gas certification is a 

voluntary market; industry is not required to 

pursue “certified” designations, and absent a 
legal or regulatory requirement, many companies 

may not pursue it, and there is no guarantee that 

those that do will do so rigorously.  

 

Further, certification frameworks or standards 
vary from company to company. And the lack of 
parity between standards and the lack of 

codification of those standards leaves the door 

open for anyone to define. Since certifying 
organizations each have their own metrics, there 

is nothing stopping the industry from simply 

setting its own low bar that can be met too easily.  
 

Second, most of these frameworks are 

proprietary and not open to public scrutiny, 
which establishes a concerning lack of 

transparency and potential conflicts of interest. 
 
Third, while certified gas is potentially lower 

methane emission than non-certified 
competitors – a result of plugging leaks along the 

supply chain – nothing has changed about the 

carbon content of the fossil gas by the time it’s 

used. When fossil gas is ultimately burned, this 

still emits more than half as much carbon dioxide 

as burning coal, regardless of any certification.14 
 

Finally and most importantly, it is apparent that 

certification regimes can serve as cover for the 

environmental and health harms of fossil gas 

production and infrastructure. 
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MIQ – AN AIM AT ODDS WITH THE 
PARIS CLIMATE GOALS 

In recent years, multiple gas certification models 

have emerged and grabbed media attention. 

Prominent among them is MiQ, which claims to 

be the fastest growing methane emissions 

certification standard,15 certifying over 4% of 
global gas supply as of 2022.16  

 

Focused exclusively on methane emissions, MiQ 

was founded in 202017 as an “independent, not-

for-profit partnership between Rocky Mountain 

Institute and SYSTEMIQ.” Its aim is to “facilitate a 

rapid reduction in methane emissions from the 

oil and gas sector.”18  Last year, MiQ signed 
multiple deals to certify gas assets, including 

some owned by majors Exxon19 and BP,20 
reporting to certify over 11% of US natural gas 
production.21  

 

In a recent interview, MiQ explained that they 
certify at a facility level. Once they know the 

methane emissions from a particular facility, they 
issue certificates that prescribe a letter grade for 

the gas. Their theory is that, because people will 

want a lower methane gas, market forces will 

start to intervene and arrive at pricing 

differentials in the markets. Then, once that is the 
case, the producers that are falling behind the 

competition in methane emissions reduction will 

feel pressured to improve. MiQ claims that is 

ultimately going to encourage everyone to raise 

their standards. This process is how certification 

is meant to lead to differentiated gas, which leads 

to pricing signals, then operators have an 
incentive to start reducing methane emissions.22   

 

According to MiQ, 80% of the annual 84 million 

tons of methane emissions that the oil and gas 

sector are responsible for producing could be 
abated by 2030. MiQ claims this would mean 
removing the equivalent of 6 billion tons of 

carbon dioxide from the equation, which is up to 

seven times the airline industry’s yearly 
emissions.23  

 

   Figure 1 
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MiQ’s ambition is to certify 100% of the global gas 
market by 2030, per their tweet shown below in 

Figure 1. Earlier this year, MiQ tweeted that they 

currently certify 2.5% of the market (now 4% at 

the time of publication), but within the decade 

their aim is to certify what they quantify as 400 
billion cubic feet per day – that is, the entirety  of 

the global market. To put this in perspective, that 

figure converts to 4,088 billion cubic meters 

(bcm) of gas per year,24 which is higher than 

current global gas production of 4,014 bcm in 

2020.25 

 
This implies that MiQ’s goals are predicated on 

global gas production increasing to the end of the 

decade. This prospect is in direct conflict with the 

widely recognized need to reduce fossil gas 

production to achieve the 1.5°C threshold 
established in landmark 2015 Paris Agreement26 
to prevent catastrophic climate impacts. 

 

Feasible scenarios to limit global warming to 1.5 
°C require reductions in gas use by 30% by 2030 

from 2020 levels, according to an analysis 

conducted by the International Institute for 
Sustainable Development27. This equates to 2030 

gas production of 2,810 bcm, way below MiQ’s 

projected 4,134 bcm. This difference in scenarios 
is shown below in Figure 2. 

 
In August, Global Witness wrote to MiQ 
requesting comment. In its response, MiQ stated 

that it believed that the future must be powered 
by 100% clean energy, but also stated this could 

not be achieved immediately and that tackling 

methane emissions was a priority.  

 

Clearly, MiQ’s plans to expand gas certification 

rely on an expansion in gas production that 
would directly inhibit the world’s potential to 

reduce global warming to 1.5°C - therefore 

showing its stated climate commitments to be 

hypocritical. This highlights the broader problem 

with gas certification: reducing some methane 
emissions without reducing gas production as a 

whole will not achieve the world’s climate goals. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 

 

CLIMATE IMPACTS OF LNG 

What does this significant increase in gas 

production and LNG exports mean in the context 
of the current climate crisis? 

 
Historically, LNG has been considered a “bridge 

fuel” – that is, cleaner and with lower carbon 
dioxide emissions compared to coal or oil – and a 

potential tool to help address climate change. 

However, LNG is neither “clean” nor low in 
emissions. A primary constituent of gas is 

methane, a potent greenhouse gas more than 80 

times more powerful than carbon dioxide – based 
on its 20-year global warming potential.28 And, 

when gas is ultimately burned, this still emits 
more than half as much carbon dioxide as 

burning coal.29  

 
Moreover, the large investments in new 

infrastructure to support this industry — 
including pipelines, liquefaction facilities, export 

terminals, and tankers — leave regions locked 

into fossil fuel dependence; in the process 

making the transition to actual low-carbon, 

renewable energy even more difficult.  

 

https://twitter.com/MiQ_Org/status/1487032815988494338
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Any expansion of the LNG industry is likely to 
make it nearly impossible30 to keep global 

temperatures from increasing above 1.5°C. “It's 

now or never, if we want to limit global warming 

to 1.5 degrees,” IPCC Working Group III co-chair 

Jim Skea said recently in a statement.31 
 

The United States, as the top LNG exporter in the 

world, bears the greatest responsibility for the 

dire climate and environmental impacts of LNG. 

According to a recent report from the 

Environmental Integrity Project, the 25 LNG 

construction or expansion projects in the US 
could emit more than 90 million tons of 

greenhouse gases per year, almost as much as 18 

million passenger vehicles running for a year. The 

actual carbon impact of these projects would be 

several times higher, if all impacts from the 
extraction and use of the gas are included.32 

 

LNG AND ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 

The growth in fossil gas production and export 

poses particular threats to environmental justice. 

An emerging body of research demonstrates the 

environmental justice implications of gas 
pipelines and infrastructure throughout the 

United States.  
 

A recent study found that more socially 

vulnerable counties in the United States – those 

less resourced to prepare for, handle and recover 
from hazards and disasters – tended to have 

higher gas pipeline densities. The correlation was 

found to be stronger for counties with the highest 

pipeline densities. The authors also point to how 

the burdens of gas pipelines – including noise, 

reduced property values and land use options, 

risk of leak or explosion, and cultural harm – are 

disproportionately placed on the communities 
least capable of handling them.33  

 

Existing and proposed US LNG terminals also 

tend to be clustered in some of the most 

environmentally overburdened communities in 
America, particularly along the Gulf Coast, in 

Texas and Louisiana, where refining and 

petrochemical complexes have 
disproportionately polluted communities of color 

for decades, causing notorious cancer clusters.34 

According to a 2020 analysis by the 
Environmental Integrity Project, about 38 percent 

of the people living within three miles of 

proposed LNG facilities are people of color and 

Hispanics or Latinos, and 39 percent are low-

income.35 

 

GAS CERTIFICATION AND 
ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 

Given that LNG infrastructure and increased gas 
production are correlated to increased 

environmental injustices upon frontline 

communities located near pipelines, what are gas 

certifiers like MiQ, whose business models are 

based on increasing LNG production through 
2030, doing to account for environmental justice 
impacts? 

 
MiQ’s certifications are based solely on 

methane,36 so there are no social and 
environmental justice considerations. As such, 

companies can receive a certified “A” grade if 

they appear to do well on methane, even if they 

have done nothing to address the environmental 
justice impacts of their LNG production.  

 
For example, this year Exxon announced that 

they received an “A” grade from MiQ for its Poker 

Lake facilities in New Mexico. “Certification gives 
our customers confidence that we are 

responsibly producing natural gas with best-in-

class emission management programs to help 
them meet their emissions goals,” says Tom 

Schuessler, senior vice president of 

unconventional at ExxonMobil.37 Thus, the 
message being sent here is that after receiving an 

A-level certification from MiQ, Exxon should now 

be seen as a “responsible” producer of natural 

gas.  

 
However, this “responsible” title is at odds with 

another rating Exxon received recently. In a 

report published in 2022, Exxon came in dead last 

in a ranking of the Russell 1000 companies on 

their actions on racial equity and environmental 
racism.38 The scorecard was compiled by the 

shareholder advocacy group, As You Sow, whose 

racial justice initiative aims to hold large 
corporations responsible for their contributions 



 

 

GLOBAL WITNESS BRIEFING SEPTEMBER 2022 US GAS CAN’T CERTIFY AWAY ITS CLIMATE AND ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE PROBLEMS 

  
6 

to systemic racism. Energy companies ranked, on 
average, worse than those in any other sector, 

with ExxonMobil at the very bottom.39  

 

According to Olivia Knight, manager of As You 

Sow’s Racial Justice Initiative, the energy 
companies’ low scores were associated with the 

sector’s ongoing practices of polluting low-

income, communities of Color. Across 

environmental justice criteria, a third of the 

Russell 1000’s energy companies received scores 

of zero or below. 40 ExxonMobil, for example, was 

penalized for its activities in Beaumont, Texas, 
where one of its crude oil refineries has regularly 

been in noncompliance with the Clean Air Act, 

spewing carcinogens into a majority-Black 

neighborhood for over 20 years.41 “They have 

allowed all of these environmental violations to 
become just business as usual, says Knight” 42 

According to As You Sow, the company has 

developed an “environmentally racist track 

record.”43 
 

In response to the report, ExxonMobil – which 

was given a negative-23 percent score by As You 
Sow – told Grist it had a “rich history of support 

for equality, minority involvement in our 

business, and for minority education and 
minority-led business development.” According 

to Grist, the company also cited “contributions it 
made to an industry handbook for sustainable 
reporting guidelines.”44 

Major US fracking company EQT Corporation has 
also benefitted from a rebranding courtesy of an 

MiQ gas certification. As of 2022, EQT is not only 

the nation’s largest gas producer, but also claims 

to be the nation’s largest producer of certified 

gas.45  

 
EQT received certifications from MiQ and 

Equitable Origin – another major US gas certifier 

– in late 2021, which was described by both MiQ 

and EQT in terms of high ESG standards and 

commitments. “The certifications provide a 
transparent, verified method for tracking EQT’s 

ESG commitments,” says EQT.46 Additionally, 

Toby Z. Rice, EQT President and CEO claims, 

“These independent, objective third-party 

certifications validate that our natural gas is 

produced with high environmental, social and 

governance standards and help position US 

natural gas to lead the largest green initiative in 
the world, which is replacing foreign coal.”47 

 

This is at odds with EQT’s history of polluting or 

otherwise harming communities. EQT was 

subject to a $1.1 million fine in Pennsylvania for 
violating environmental laws when a wastewater 

holding pond polluted streams and groundwater 

in 2012.48 Additionally, in 2019, the West Virginia 

Supreme Court ruled against EQT in favor of two 

Doddridge County residents, who had 

successfully sued the gas company over 

trespassing on their property to drill.49  
 

Responding to Global Witness, MiQ stated that 

certification programs provided “transparency, 

differentiating producers based on methane 

emissions to incentivize improvements across the 
board, driving near-term action on climate 
change.”   

 

In sum, EQT and Exxon are using their MiQ 
certifications to assert that they are responsible 

producers of gas, upholding high standards of 

ESG, despite a record of harming environmental 
justice communities.50 

 

ONLY PHASING OUT FOSSIL GAS 
PRODUCTION AND EXPORTS CAN 
TACKLE ITS CLIMATE AND 
ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE HARMS  

Certifying fossil gas can help to tackle methane 

emissions which are driving the climate crisis, but 

certification alone cannot solve the fundamental 

problems of the carbon emissions from fossil gas, 

nor its impact on environmental justice 

communities. Instead, certification can act as a 

greenwash for the fossil gas industry – rebranding 

its image as a low carbon, responsible source of 
energy.  
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

GLOBAL WITNESS BRIEFING SEPTEMBER 2022 US GAS CAN’T CERTIFY AWAY ITS CLIMATE AND ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE PROBLEMS 

  
7 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

In line with achieving the 1.5°C goal of the Paris 

Climate agreement: 

 

> US policymakers should prioritize phasing out 
fossil gas extraction and export, ensuring a 

just transition for workers and communities. 

> Investors concerned about the ESG 

performance of the fossil gas industry should 

also be wary of the supposed benefits of 

certification and should instead be divesting 

from their investments in fossil fuels  

> Gas buyers who are looking to gas 
certification to address the climate impacts of 

fossil gas should ensure they have credible 

plans for phasing out fossil gas, including 

shifting to fossil-free alternatives such as 
energy savings, energy efficiency and 

renewable energy sources. 
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