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Chemical manufacturing plant along the Gulf Coast. Photo: Roy Luck, (CC BY 2.0)

Climate change is quickly evolving into climate catastrophe, and there’s a narrow window of time to

do something about it. While the world works on solutions, there’s surprisingly little focus on the

chemical industry, which accounts for roughly 7% (https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080

/00139157.2021.1979857) of global greenhouse gas emissions — as well as other environmental
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harms.

Weak or nonexistent regulations of the industry have led to widespread cancer

(https://www.propublica.org/article/welcome-to-cancer-alley-where-toxic-air-is-about-to-get-worse),

respiratory illnesses, and even facility explosions (https://preventchemicaldisasters.org/chemical-

facility-incidents/), primarily in low-income communities and communities of color.

But the industry essentially has a free pass to continue business as usual — it just keeps on keepin’

on, with little accountability.

The same holds true when it comes to the industry’s contributions to our warming planet, which is

happening in three major ways:

First, fossil fuels are the “feedstocks” for chemical manufacturing, meaning that oil, natural gas and

coal are used as raw material for chemicals. Global plastic production relies heavily on fossil fuel

feedstocks and is expected to grow by 40% by 2030 (https://wwf.fi/app/uploads/1/9/x

/kgijncrqi8qcyxl7ty73qq/final-solving-plastics-pollution-through-accountability-eng.pdf). That will

bring more environmental problems. Around 98% (https://www.minderoo.org/plastic-waste-makers-

index/findings/executive-summary/) of single-use plastic is derived from fossil fuels, and it releases

greenhouse gas emissions at every stage of its life cycle. Only a small amount (https://www.epa.gov

/facts-and-figures-about-materials-waste-and-recycling/plastics-material-specific-data) of plastic

products are recycled. Most end up in landfills or the environment, and nearly one-quarter

(https://kleinmanenergy.upenn.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Balancing-Act-

Petrochemicals.pdf) is incinerated, releasing millions of metric tons of carbon dioxide and other

harmful air pollutants.

Second, fossil fuels power chemical manufacturing. Some of the most commonly manufactured

“primary” chemicals, like ethylene, propylene, benzene, toluene, ammonia and methanol, account

for two-thirds of the energy used by the industry, according to the International Energy Agency

(https://www.iea.org/reports/chemicals).

While the industry has implemented some energy efficiency measures and low-carbon technology,

direct carbon dioxide emissions from chemical production have continued to increase.
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Third, the chemical industry contributes to climate change by producing chemicals that are

themselves potent greenhouse gases. For example, hydrofluorocarbons, used as refrigerants and

foam-blowing agents, are 3,800 times (https://www.mdpi.com/2076-3417/11/10/4367) more

damaging to the climate than carbon dioxide.

Under the Kigali Amendment (https://www.unido.org/our-focus-safeguarding-environment-

implementation-multilateral-environmental-agreements-montreal-protocol/montreal-protocol-

evolves-fight-climate-change) of the Montreal Protocol, countries have committed to cutting

production and consumption of HFCs by at least 80% by 2047. And just this year, the

EPA announced (https://www.epa.gov/climate-hfcs-reduction/final-rule-phasedown-

hydrofluorocarbons-establishing-allowance-allocation#:~:text=Quick%20Links&

text=The%20AIM%20Act%2C%20which%20was,of%20global%20warming%20by%202100.) a

goal to reduce U.S. production. But this may create new problems. For example, some proposed

plans (https://wfpl.org/louisville-chemours-plant-plans-to-curb-climate-super-pollutants/) for

capturing HFCs (rather than replacing them with safer chemicals that don’t harm the climate) will

result in emissions of other hazardous air pollutants like chloroform, hydrochloric acid, chlorine and

hydrogen fluoride. All of these hazardous air pollutants contribute to the cumulative burden

(https://comingcleaninc.org/assets/media/images/Louisville%20Charter%20content

/plank%202%20policy%20brief.pdf) faced by fenceline communities.

Finally, not only does chemical production and use contribute to climate change — the intensifying

weather patterns of climate change will worsen the industry’s environmental and public health

impacts. Chemical and petrochemical facilities are concentrated along the Gulf Coast of Texas and

Louisiana: the very same areas that are and will be hit hard by hurricanes, flooding and sea-level

rise. Many of these facilities are unprepared for these effects, increasing the risk

(https://progressivereform.org/cpr-blog/double-disaster-idas-wake-will-epa-finally-ensure-industrial-

facilities-prepare-climate-change/) of catastrophic chemical disasters — predominantly in

communities of color and low-income communities.
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Ultimately, to mitigate the worst impacts of climate change, limit the risk of chemical disasters, and

begin to remedy a legacy of environmental injustice, we must significantly reduce and replace the

use of fossil fuels in every part of the chemical industry, which needs a systemic overhaul.

It’s a mighty task. Only a handful of more than 40,000 chemicals (https://cen.acs.org/policy

/chemical-regulation/Podcast-TSCA-reformed-4-years/98/i24) on the market have ever been

restricted; even asbestos hasn’t been fully banned. There are still almost 3.5 billion pounds
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of hazardous releases (https://gispub.epa.gov/trina2019/execsum/#releases) to the environment every

year. The United States is covered with 1,300 toxic “Superfund (https://www.epa.gov/superfund

/national-priorities-list-npl-sites-state)” sites, plus thousands more contaminated sites.

But that hasn’t stopped affected communities and organizations from banding together to say enough

is enough. Recently a group of more than 100 health, science and environmental justice groups

called for a transformation of the chemical industry with the release of the new Louisville Charter

(https://comingcleaninc.org/louisville-charter/endorse).

Named after an area in Kentucky with 11 industrial facilities that release millions of pounds of toxic

air emissions every year — disproportionately impacting people of color — the Charter’s 10

principles outline a vision for how to overhaul chemical policies in favor of safety, health, equity and

justice, and how to avoid false solutions (https://climatefalsesolutions.org/welcome/) that simply

shift harms to other people and places.

These principles include calls to reduce or eliminate fossil fuel use, substitute toxic chemicals with

safer alternatives, remedy environmental injustice, end subsidies for polluting companies, and give

communities and workers information about chemical risks and the ability to act upon these

disclosures.

We can make gains to achieve these goals if Congress passes the Environmental Justice for All Act

(https://naturalresources.house.gov/imo/media

/doc/EJ%20Fact%20Sheet%20-%20March%202021.pdf) and the Build Back Better Act

(https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/5376/actions), which would advance the

some, but not all, of the Charter’s principles. More action is needed, and the Charter can guide the

way.

Whether it’s to solve climate change, stop toxic chemicals from bombarding overburdened

communities, or reduce hazardous substances in household products, we need to start replacing

harmful chemicals with safe alternatives. No more free passes.

The opinions expressed above are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect those of The

Revelator, the Center for Biological Diversity or its employees.
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Previously in The Revelator:

It’s Time to Stop Rolling the Dice on Chemical Disasters
The Environmental Protection Agency can help protect millions of people who live near
industrial facilities — but only if it works now to strengthen an important federal chemical policy.
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Darya Minovi (https://therevelator.org/author/daryaminovi/) is a policy analyst at the Center for

Progressive Reform and the author of the report, The Chemical Industry: An Overlooked Driver of

Climate Change, published by Coming Clean. (https://therevelator.org/author/daryaminovi/)
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