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As our country makes decisions about lowering emissions, it  
is critical to have objective data to compare emissions from  
the different major energy sources we rely on to generate 
electricity. 

The table above compares the emissions released by each of 
the most commonly-used fuel sources during the generation  
of electricity per 1,000 households. 

Those emissions levels vary significantly. For example, nuclear 
energy, hydro, solar and wind emit no key air pollutants in the 
conversion of fuel to electricity.

Among the fossil fuels, natural gas is the cleanest, which is one 
of the reasons that natural gas generated more than 30% of all 
U.S. electricity in 2015 and again in 2016.1 

•	 CO2 — the Department of Energy credits increased use of 
natural gas-fired electricity for reducing U.S. 2016 carbon 
dioxide emissions from electricity to the lowest levels since 
1992.2  CO2 is the leading pollutant. 

•	 SO2— sulfur dioxide, a key component in acid rain, is  
virtually non-existent in natural gas.

•	 NOX, PM and mercury — natural gas emits low levels of 
nitrogen oxide (NOX), one of the main ingredients involved 
in the formation of ground-level ozone; as well as low levels 
of particulate matter (PM) and soot and infinitesimal (trace) 
amounts of mercury.

As further evidence of the benefits of natural gas, in a 2014 
report from the U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Admin-
istration (NOAA), researchers found significant reductions in 
the emissions of CO2, NOX and SO2 as a result of increased use 
of natural gas in the electric sector.3 Emissions from CO2 were 
23 percent lower in 2012 than they would have been without 
the increased use of natural gas, while NOX emissions were 40 
percent lower than they would have been and SO2 emissions 
were 44 percent lower. 

Natural gas helps achieve cleaner air in other ways: it serves as 
a reliable back-up to intermittent resources such as solar and 
wind energy, enabling greater use of them. It also has a small 
land footprint, and natural gas-fired power plants are economi-
cal to operate and to build.4

All of these attributes explain why energy providers and  
policymakers are increasingly choosing natural gas to make 
electricity and why that choice helps us achieve our nation’s 
clean air goals. 

All of our fuels play an important role in meeting the  
nation’s energy needs. When looking for a clean fuel that  
is reliable, economical and abundant, natural gas is an  
excellent choice for electricity generation and a vital  
component of our energy future. 
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*carbon capture and sequestration 
Source:  Comparison of Fuels Used for Electric Generation in the U.S., November 2016 update and analysis by Leidos, Inc. 
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