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• WV CH4 emissions of plugged, un-
plugged and active wells were 0.1, 3.2
and 138 g CH4 h−1.

• Methane emissions were higher at ac-
tive wells compared to plugged and un-
plugged abandoned wells.

• We estimate the number of abandoned
wells in WV at between 60,000 and
760,000.

• Average emission from active wells was
7.5 times larger than the EPA emission
factor.

• Well emission can vary along geologic
formation and be affected by state
regulations.
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Recent studies have reported methane (CH4) emissions from abandoned and active oil and gas infrastructure
across the United States, wheremeasured emissions show regional variability. To investigate similar phenomena
in West Virginia, we measure and characterize emissions from abandoned and active conventional oil and gas
wells. In addition, we reconcile divergent regional CH4 emissions estimates by comparing our West Virginia
emissions estimates with those from other states in the United States. We find the CH4 emission factors from
112 plugged and 147 unplugged wells in West Virginia are 0.1 g CH4 h

−1 and 3.2 g CH4 h
−1, respectively. The

highest emitting unplugged abandonedwells inWVare thosemost recently abandoned, with themean emission
of wells abandoned between 1993 and 2015 of 16 g CH4 h−1 compared to the mean of those abandoned before
1993 of 3 × 10−3 g CH4 h

−1. Using field observations at a historic mining area as a proxy for state-wide drilling
activity in the late 19th/early 20th century, we estimate the number of abandoned wells in WV at between
60,000 and 760,000 wells. Methane emission factors from active conventional wells were estimated at
138 g CH4 h−1. We did not find an emission pattern relating to age of wells or operator for active wells, however,
the CH4 emission factor for active conventional wells was 7.5 times larger than the emission factor used by the
EPA for conventional oil and gas wells. Our results suggest that well emission factors for active and abandoned
wells can vary within the same geologic formation and may be affected by differences in state regulations.
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Therefore, accounting for state-level variations is critical for accuracy in greenhouse gas emissions inventories,
which are used to guide emissions reduction strategies.

© 2018 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Methane (CH4) is a greenhouse gas and the largest component of
natural gas. In 2013, bottom up approaches estimated over 6 Tg of CH4

leaked from US natural gas systems, including emissions from produc-
tion, processing, transmission, storage and distribution (US EPA,
2017). Discrepancies have been found between top-down and
bottom-up CH4 emission estimates (Schwietzke et al., 2014; Caulton
et al., 2014; Zavala-Araiza et al., 2015), and recent studies suggest in-
ventories may be missing sources (Brandt et al., 2014) or emission var-
iability may exist (Lavoie et al., 2017) resulting in unrepresentative
emission factors used to generate bottom up estimates from active
CH4 extraction processes. Many recent studies have focused on CH4

emissions from unconventional oil and gas production. However, to
make a comprehensive CH4 emission estimate, improved emissions es-
timates are needed from other parts of the oil and gas sector such as the
conventional oil and gas industry. Here, we focus on abandoned and ac-
tive conventional oil and gaswells and state-level variations in their CH4

emissions.
One recent addition to GHG inventories is the CH4 emission from

abandoned oil and gas wells. This may be a significant omission and it
is estimated that between 40 and 70 Gg CH4 year−1 is emitted from
abandoned wells in Pennsylvania (PA) alone (Kang et al., 2016). Even
though West Virginia (WV) neighbors PA, differences in state law lead
us to suspect that emission factors, used in bottom up inventories, for
plugged and unplugged abandoned wells in WV may differ from those
estimated for PA, for example, state regulation for plugging abandoned
wells differs between PA and WV. In PA all wells plugged in the coal
areas must be vented, whereas in WV only wells that have the protec-
tive casing inside the wellbore cemented to the surface have to be
vented (WVCode, 2015).Measured emissions fromplugged abandoned
wells in PA coal areas (43 g CH4 h−1well−1) are significantly larger than
estimates of 0.045 g CH4 h−1 well−1 for pluggedwells in non-coal areas
(Kang et al., 2016) and we investigated if this is similar for WV, given
the differences in state regulations. Methane emission factors from un-
plugged abandoned wells in the Appalachian Basin are reported as
17 g CH4 h−1 well−1 in northwestern PA (Kang et al., 2016),
24 g CH4 h−1 well−1 in Hillman State Park, PA (Pekney et al., 2018)
and 28 g CH4 h−1 well−1 in Ohio (OH) (Townsend-Small et al., 2016).

In addition to the effects of differences in state regulations, the actual
numbers of abandonedwells inWV is highly uncertain and could signif-
icantly affect the CH4 emission estimates. Currently, the PA Department
of Environmental Protection lists 31,000 abandoned wells state-wide;
this is in contrast to a recent estimate of between 470,000 and
750,000 abandoned wells (Kang et al., 2016). In Appalachia, the first
oil wells were drilled in the mid 19th century with oil fields mainly
found in rural areas. Drilling was enthusiastically pursued throughout
the late 19th and early 20th centuries with few records kept on the
numbers and locations. In 2016, the WV Department of Environmental
Protection (WVDEP) recognized 11,000 unplugged and 58,000 plugged
abandoned gas and oil wells. Accurate well numbers are critical for esti-
mating total state-wide CH4 emissions from abandoned wells.

Fugitive CH4 emissions from active conventional wells in WV are
also important, given that it is the 8th largest natural gas producing
state in the US. West Virginia produced nearly 30 Tg of CH4 in 2015,
with 3 Tg of CH4 extracted by the 58,000 active conventional wells
and the remainder by unconventional methods (DUKES, 2015). Cur-
rently, an average CH4 leakage emissions factor of 18 g CH4 h−1 (US
GHG Inventory, 2015) per active conventional wellhead is used by the
EPA to estimate fugitive CH4 emissions from conventional oil and gas
wells (EPA GHG BAAM, 2015). This emission factor is not state-
specific and is used across the country. Methane leakage from active
conventional wells in Doddridge county, WV is estimated at of 11% of
production with the main cause of CH4 leakage attributed to avoidable
process operating conditions, i.e. unresolved equipment maintenance
issues (Omara et al., 2016). We conducted additional measurements
to investigate patterns in fugitive emissions, such as age, flow rate and
operator, and expanded geographic coverage to include 13 counties
other than Doddridge: Tyler, Marion, Taylor, Braxton, Barbour,Webster,
Gilmer, Ritchie, Lewis, Wetzel, Harrison, Upshur and Wood Counties
(Fig. 1).

To put these CH4 emission estimates into a state-wide context, in
2014 it was estimated that 1.15 Tg CH4 was emitted from WV (WRI
CAIT 2.0, 2013). Most of the CH4 was emitted from the energy sector,
95%, with smaller amounts from industrial processes, agriculture and
waste, 2.5%, 1% and 1.5%, respectively. Using the EPA emissions factor
of 18 g CH4 year−1 wellhead−1, it is estimated that 58,000 active well-
heads in WV emit 9 Gg CH4 year−1, or 0.8% of the annual WV CH4

emissions.
In this study, wemeasure CH4 emissions from active and abandoned

conventional gas and oil wells in WV. Our objectives are to: 1) Investi-
gate the magnitude of CH4 leaks from abandoned (plugged and un-
plugged) wells in WV and compare these emissions to neighboring
states to investigate inter-state differences; 2) evaluate CH4 leakage at
operating conventional gas wells in WV at the wellhead and 3) use ob-
servations at a historicmining area as proxy for state-wide drilling prac-
tices to estimate the total number of wells drilled in WV between 1860
and the present generating under reporting factors, which can be used
to scale-up historical reported data to an estimate of the total number
of wells drilled. To our knowledge this is the first time that fugitive
CH4 emissions from active and abandoned conventional gas production
activities in WV have been comprehensively investigated.

2. Methods

2.1. Methane emission factors – West Virginia

To calculate an emission factor for CH4 emissions from plugged
abandoned, unplugged abandoned and active oil and gas wells, meth-
ane emissions are measured from wells throughout West Virginia. The
emission factor corresponds to the mean of the individual emission
rates, because when it is multiplied by the total number of wells, it
should give the total overall emissions. Therefore, following the
methods of Kang et al. (2014, 2016) and Townsend-Small et al. (2016)
that already calculate emission factors in this field, we will add up the
individual emission values in the data set and then divide by the
number of wells. This mean will be presented as the emission factor
with the 95% upper confidence limit as calculated by a statistical
bootstrapping analysis (R package ‘boot’). We also note that, from pre-
vious studies (Kang et al., 2014; 2016; Townsend-Small et al., 2016), it
is anticipated that these data will be heavy right-skewed and will not
be normally distributed.

2.1.1. Site selection
Wemeasured CH4 emissions from active and abandoned oil and gas

wells in WV and focused our efforts on counties in the north central re-
gion of the state where the first oil and gaswells were drilled andwhich
still has the highest concentration of oil and gas production, as shown in
Fig. 1. For the purposes of this study we classify our measurement tar-
gets into three types: 1) plugged and abandoned conventional wells



Fig. 1. Left panel -Map ofWest Virginiawithmeasurementsmade in the counties shown inwhite. Centre panel -Measuredwells on private land (red circles) and public land (black circles)
inWest Virginia. Right Panel – Approximate location of public lands in black squares: 1. LewisWetzel Wildlife Management Area (Wetzel Co.), 2. Mountwood Park (Wood Co.), 3. North
Bend State Park (Ritchie Co.) and 4. Stonewall JacksonWildlifeManagement Area (Lewis Co.).
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(henceforth plugged), 2) unplugged abandoned conventional wells
(henceforth abandoned) and 3) active conventional wells. Specific
wells were selected using the WVDEP Technical Applications and GIS
(TAGIS, 2017) website and the selection of target wells was based on
(i) access, (ii) absence of interfering CH4 sources and (iii) suitability
for measurement. Measurements were made between November
2015 and November 2016.

Previous studies have used random sampling approaches to identify
measurement targets (Kang et al., 2016; Townsend-Small et al., 2016).
Simple random sampling can be used to determine the average emis-
sions fromwells where the emissions are known to be relatively homo-
geneous, while a stratified random approach can be used if there is
homogeneity within a sub-population of wells, i.e. similar emissions
within a geographic region. In this study, there is no a priori knowledge
of the homogeneity of well emissions, therefore the sampling strategy
employed here was to measure as many accessible wells as possible.
However, land access in WV was a significant problem, with much
land private, used for hunting and posted against trespass. Thus, in the
interests of health and safety, wells were measured only on public
land or private land where we had either the landowner's permission
or the well was within 50 m of a public road. All wells were measured
on the following public lands: Mountwood Park (Wood Co.), Lewis
Wetzel Wildlife Management Area (Wetzel Co.), Stonewall Jackson
Wildlife Management Area (Lewis Co.) and North Bend State Park
(Ritchie Co.) (Fig. 1).

2.1.2. Site attributes
Of the 338 sites measured during this study, 112 involved plugged

wells, 147 were abandoned wells and 79 were active conventional
wells. 109 measurement sites were on private land (either 50 m from
a public road or on private land we had permission to be on) and 219
were on public land. Data on permit type (plugging, fracture, vertical
well, other well), API number, age, operator, location, well status
(abandoned, active, plugged) and annual gas and oil production were
all obtained from the WV DEP Technical Applications and GIS Unit
(TAGIS) database (TAGIS, 2017). All of the activewells produced natural
gas, with average production of 33,387 kg year−1; range: 0 to
177,542 kg year−1, and only five wells produced oil.

2.2. Measuring methane emissions from oil and gas wells

Each well was initially screened for CH4 using a HXG-2D (Sensit
Technologies, USA) handheld CH4 sensor (limit of detection 10 ppm).
The handheld CH4 sensor was slowly moved across all parts of the
well head, surrounding infrastructure, and over the ground near the
well head at a rate of around 10 cm per minute while being sheltered
from the wind. When a CH4 leak was detected at the wellhead (i.e. a
reading of 10 ppm or greater on the handheld CH4 sensor), the CH4

emission was then measured using one of two methods. Either a dy-
namic flux chamber (described in full Section 2.2.1) was used to mea-
sure CH4 emissions from the wellhead/infrastructure that fit
completely inside the chamber, or an Inverse Dispersion (ID) method
(described in full below in Section 2.2.2)was used to estimate CH4 emis-
sions from larger abandoned and active wells.

2.2.1. Dynamic flux chamber
A dynamic flux chamber was used to measure CH4 leakage from

wells that could fit entirely within the chamber. The dynamic flux
chamber is made from a rigid plastic cylinder closed at one end with a
diameter of 0.5 m, height of 1.5 m and volume 0.3m3 (Fig. 2). A propel-
ler was used to circulate the air and a pumpdrew air through the cham-
ber at 5 l min−1 which was measured throughout using a Cole-Palmer
flowmeter. The flux chamber base was inserted into the soil and a seal
was made with the ground by pressing the chamber 5 cm into the
ground. The body of the HXG-2D handheld CH4 sensor was then at-
tached to the wall of the flux chamber so that the display was visible



Fig. 2. Schematic of dynamicflux chamber used tomeasure emissions from thewell head. The dynamicflux chamber ismade from a rigid plastic cylinder closed at one endwith a diameter
of 0.5 m, height of 1.5 m and volume 0.3 m3. A propeller was used to circulate the air and a pump drew air through the chamber measured throughout using a Cole-Palmer flowmeter.
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through a window. Once steady state concentration was reached for
10 min inside the chamber, this took between took between 1 and 3 h
and determined using a HXG-2D (limit of detection 40,000 ppm) inside
the chamber, three 50ml air sampleswere taken from the chamber. The
samples were taken from the chamber at the same height as the HXG-
2D probe. For wells where the limit of detection was exceeded before
steady state a 60 l min−1 pump was used instead of the 5 l min−1

pump. The limits of detection were emissions of 8 g h−1 and
100 g h−1 for the 5 l min−1 and 60 l min−1 pumps, respectively.

An Ellutia 200 series (Witchford, UK) Gas Chromatograph was used
to measure the CH4 concentrations contained in the samples. The GC-
FID, as used here, has a detection limit of 1.5 ppb and an uncertainty
of ±0.8%. The instrument was calibrated every 8 samples using a
122 ppm gas standard. The GC was checked for linearity using 2 ppm,
122 ppm, 500 ppm, 1% and 100% CH4 concentration air mixtures before
and after each campaign. The CH4 flux (Q, μg m−2 well−1) is calculated
(Eq. (1)) from the CH4 concentration at steady state (Ceq, μg m−3), the
background CH4 concentration (Cb, μg m−3) in the air used to flush
the chamber, the height of chamber (h, m), the flow of air through the
chamber (q, m3 s−1), the area of the chamber (a, m2) and the volume
of the chamber (V, m3) (Aneja et al., 2006).

Q ¼ Ceq−Cb
� �

hqa
V

ð1Þ

2.2.2. Inverse dispersion model
During measurement, a 5 l Tedlar bag was continuously with filled

atmospheric air from downwind of the CH4 source (b2 m) at a rate
0.33 l min−1 over a 15-minute period using an air pump. Wind speed
(at three heights; 3 m, 2 m and 1 m), temperature (at three heights;
3 m, 2 m and 1 m) and wind direction were also recorded during the
15-minute period. After the 15 min, three 50 ml samples from within
the bagwere collected and transferred to glass sample vials. An upwind
(background) CH4 measurement was also taken to ensure that other
sources did not affect the emission estimate. Meteorological data were
measured using a Tycon Systems TP2700WC Data Logging wind and
weather station which measures temperature (−40 to 65 °C, ±1 °C),
wind speed (0.2 to 25 m s−1, ±1%), relative humidity (1 to 99%, ±1%)
andwind direction (0 to 360°, 22.5° resolution). The CH4 concentrations
of all samples collected in vials were later measured using the Ellutia
200 series GC using the method described above.

The inversion function of the WindTrax inverse dispersion model
version 2.0 (Flesch et al., 1995) was used to infer the CH4 emissions
from the gas wellheads. Data used as input to WindTrax are: wind
speed (u, m s−1), wind direction (WD, °), temperature (T, °C), CH4

concentration (Χ, μgm−3), location and height of the CH4 detector, back-
ground CH4 concentration (Χb, μgm−3), the roughness length (z0, m) and
the Pasquill-Gifford stability class. The roughness length describes the
aerodynamic properties of the surface and was calculated as the expo-
nential of the intercept of the plot of the natural logs of wind measure-
ment heights versus wind speeds. The Pasquill-Gifford stability class, A
to F, was calculated from wind speed and insolation data using the
method of Seinfeld and Pandis (2006).

2.3. Estimating the total number of abandoned wells in WV

2.3.1. Recorded well numbers
Oil and gas mining started in WV in the 1860s and the 58,478 wells

drilled between 1860 and 1929were recorded in Arnold and Kemnitzer
(1931). For the period 1930–1949, the number of wells drilled inWV is
not available. Modern digital records (WV DEP, 2015) shows that 3317
wells were drilled between 1950 and 1990 and 14,419 drilled between
1990 and 2016. Given that there are now 58,000 plugged and aban-
doned wells, 12,000 documented unplugged and abandoned wells and
44,000 active conventional wells the recorded well numbers may actu-
ally be an underestimate.

An uncertainty study to investigate the potential number of wells
drilled in WV between 1860 and present day was conducted. The re-
corded number of wells was used as the basis of this study and repre-
sents the lower estimate. The upper end of the estimate is based on
observations from a case study, as detailed below.

2.3.1.1. Underestimation by method (1860–1949). Between 1860 and
1949 a five-spot method was used to enhance oil production at wells
with depleting production. This meant that for every well that was
drilled and documented fourwells were drilled into the same formation
(thus, nearby and at similar depths) (Kang et al., 2016). All wells
documented in Arnold and Kemnitzer (1931) could have been
underestimated by a factor of 2 or more.
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2.3.1.2. Underestimation by recording (1860–1949). Before 1950 in the re-
mote areas of West Virginia, somewells may have been drilled without
being documented. Here, a case study is presented where the actual
number of wells observed at a historic (pre-1950s) mining area of Vol-
cano, Wood County could give some insight as to the number of wells
actually drilled. A search area of 1.5 km×1 kmwas identified in Volcano
bounded by White Oak Run to the south, Volcano Road to the west,
Mudlick Road to the North and the Ritchie/Wood County boundary to
the East. Within the search area 23 abandoned wells were on identified
using the TAGIS database (TAGIS, 2017). Transects at 20 m intervals
were walked from the north to the south to find the abandoned wells
on the TAGIS database. The location of any other abandonedwell within
this search area was also recorded.

2.3.1.3. Number of wells drilled 1930–1949. As the data was not available
the numberswere estimated froma linear empiricalmodel based on the
1860–1929 drill data in Arnold and Kemnitzer (1931).

3. Results

3.1. Methane emissions from active and abandoned oil and gas wells inWV

Weestimate an average backgroundCH4 emission fromnon-oil or gas
well ground inWVat 4×10−3 g CH4 h−1 using ourmeasurements froma
grass field 5 × 10−3 g CH4 h−1 and wooded area 3 × 10−3 g CH4 h−1. Of
the 333 measured sites, CH4 emission estimates were the same as the
background CH4 flux for approximately 80% (89 of the 112) of the
plugged wells measured, 72% (106 out of 147) of abandoned wells and
47% of active conventional wells (Fig. 3). The highest emitters (over
100 g CH4 h−1)measured during the campaignwere fromactive conven-
tional gas wells (maximum 178 g CH4 h−1; Fig. 3). Only 2% of abandoned
wells (6 of 259plugged andunplugged abandonedwells) emitN10 gh−1.
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Fig. 3. Boxplots of collated methane emission data fr
For the purposes of this paperwewill call sources emitting N10 g CH4 h−1

“high-emitters”, with only 0.08% of abandoned wells emit
N100 g CH4 h−1. The only “super-high-emitters” were active conven-
tional wells (1000 g CH4 h−1), with only 4% of active conventional
wells emittingmore. The highest emissionwemeasuredwas at an active
conventional well emitting 3200 g CH4 h−1.

3.1.1. Plugged and unplugged abandoned wells
The CH4 emission factor from the plugged wells is 0.13 g CH4 h−1

(range: background to 12 g CH4 h−1; Table 1). The emission factor
from plugged wells is skewed by two large leaks, one on top of an un-
derground natural gas storage area in Lewis County (2 g CH4 h−1) and
a secondwith gas leaking audibly near awater retaining pool for uncon-
ventional gas production in Wetzl County (12 g CH4 h−1).

The CH4 emission factor from unplugged abandoned gas wells is es-
timated at 3.1 g CH4 h−1 (range: background to 177 g CH4 h−1). Of the
42wells with abandonment date data, wells abandoned after 1993 emit
considerably more (mean 16 g CH4 h−1) than those abandoned before
1993 (mean 3× 10−3 g CH4 h−1). There is no clear pattern for emissions
from wells abandoned before 1993.

3.1.2. Active conventional wells
We estimate the CH4 emission factor from active conventional gas

wells is estimated at 139 g CH4 h−1 (range: background to
3229 g CH4 h−1). Of the 74 active conventional wells we measured, 25
had gas production data available on the TAGIS database. From this
we calculated the normalized CH4 emissions (fugitive CH4/production)
and found the mean of 8.8% of production lost (leaked) at the wellhead
(range: 2 × 10−2 to 56%).

There is a significant statistical relationship between the size of pro-
duction and normalized CH4 emission (m= 16.8, R2 = 0.73, p-value=
1 × 10−8) suggesting that the largest emittingwells are also the biggest
nplugged
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Table 1
Emission factor, range of emissions and 95%upper confidence limit for the plugged aban-
doned, unplugged abandoned and active wells measured in West Virginia.

Type Emission factor (g CH4 h−1) Range (g CH4 h−1) 95% UCL

Plugged 0.13 Background–12 0.37
Unplugged 3.1 Background–177 6.76
Active 139 Background–3229 250
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producers. However, we found no statistical significance between
the age of the active well and the normalized CH4 emission (m =
−1.4 × 10−2, R2 = 2 × 10−2, p-value = 0.48) or absolute CH4 emis-
sions (m = 3 × 10−4, R2 = 4 × 10−4, p-value = 0.98). In addition,
there is no indication that any specific operator is particularly re-
sponsible for poor well maintenance as 11 different operators were
responsible for the 25 wells with the largest leaks, with 14 wells be-
longing to smaller companies and 11 wells belonging to larger com-
panies. In this paper we define a smaller company as onewhich owns
b10 wells in the state.

3.2. Number of abandoned wells in WV

3.2.1.1. Underestimation by method (1860–1949). All wells documented
in Arnold and Kemnitzer (1931) could have been underestimated by a
factor of 2.

3.2.1.2. Underestimation by recording (1860–1949). Between the 1st and
11th of November 2016, 132 abandonedwells were found in the search
area in Volcano. Abandoned wells were in various states, ranging from
very obvious sites (the wellhead, wooden barrel used to collect oil and
metal pipe infrastructurewere all visible) to simplemetal pipes sticking
up from the ground. 32 of these wells were in the TAGIS database sug-
gesting that there are 5.7 times more abandoned wells than in the
TAGIS database. This factor is similar towhatwas observed in a property
on the Bradford Oil Field in northwestern Pennsylvania. During field
campaigns in WV we did not find any buried wells, this was checked
using the metal detector.

3.2.1.3. Number of wells 1930–1949. Using the drilling data for
1860–1929 as a guide, the number of wells drilled in WV between
1930 and 1949 was estimated at 15,500, or 815 wells per year.

3.2.1.4. Total number of abandoned wells. Using the under-reporting fac-
tors calculated in this case study andhistorical recorded datawe suggest
that the total number of wells drilled and then abandoned in WV be-
tween 1860 and the present could be between 63,000 and 760,000
(Table 2), with a best-estimate lying between these values at 440,000.
Table 2
Estimation of number of abandoned wells in West Virginia.

Years Documented wells Lower estima

Factor

1860–1929 58,4781 2a

1930–1949 15,5002 2a

1950–1990 33173

1990–2016 14,4193

Total

L

Number of active wells 4
Number of plugged wells 5
Total number of abandoned wells 6

Sources: 1Arnold and Kemnitzer (1931); 2Model 1919–1929 based on Arnold and Kemnitzer (
Under-reporting factors: aFactor based on the assumption that the five-spot method is used (K
tween 1860 and 1949 and those that were reported using the TAGIS database as ameasure of re
were matched to wells on the TAGIS (2017) map, resulting in under-estimation by a factor of
From observations at Volcano, there is no evidence to suggest the
underreporting of plugged abandoned wells.

4. Discussion

4.1. Measurement strategies

In this studywe present threemethods formeasuring CH4 emissions
from oil and gas wells: initial screening, the dynamic flux chamber and
inverse dispersion methods. The initial screening of the wells with the
HXG-2D handheld CH4 sensor may also be a source of uncertainty in
the overall emission estimate as it has a detection limit of 10 ppm and
may not have detected very low emitting sources. However, as the
probe can detect elevated CH4 concentration from wells emitting as
low as 4 μg CH4 h−1 we suggest that any well emitting less than this
will have negligible effect on the overall emission estimates as the larg-
est sources are several orders of magnitude higher than those detected
by the handheld sensor. In 40 measurements, there was a reading of
10 ppm on the HXG-2D sensor and the chamber was then used to mea-
sure the emissions, in all cases the emission was the same as back-
ground. Our observations suggest that the HXG-2D was conservative
at low concentrations and could give false positives.

Despite difference in the uncertainty estimate, dynamic chamber ±
7% and ID ± 38%, there is good agreement between the two methods
which may be a result of measuring the CH4 concentration so close to
the source (b2 m) for the ID method (Supplementary material
Section 2 Fig. SM2.1). In this application, we were able to get very
close to the source (b2 m) from the leak which mitigated the effects of
turbulence, buoyancy or uncertainty in wind direction. We were also
able to describe the emission area within the ID model very accurately.
Following the uncertainty analysis, if we were to take out the uncer-
tainty caused by these values, the total uncertainty would be ±3%.

4.2. Methane leaks from plugged and unplugged abandoned wells

Our results show that in most cases plugging of oil and gas wells in
WV with cement reduces CH4 emissions to very low average emissions
of 0.1 g CH4 h−1. This emission estimate is considerably smaller than the
estimate of 12 g CH4 h−1 for plugged wells in PA (Kang et al., 2016).
However, our estimate agrees better with is the PA estimate of
0.42 g CH4 h−1 for plugged wells in non-coal areas (Kang et al., 2016).
Unlike PA, it is not mandatory in WV for plugged wells in coal areas to
be vented (WV Code, 2015). Wells that do not penetrate coal beds or
have casing cemented to the surface do not need to be vented when
plugged. We did not find any vented-plugged wells in WV during our
measurement campaign. For the 58,000 plugged wells in WV we esti-
mate a total emission of 0.07 Gg CH4 year−1 (Table 3).
te Upper estimate

Wells Factor Wells

116,956 5.7b 667,337
31,000 5.7b 176,882
3317 3317
14,419 14,419
165,692 861,955

ower estimate Upper estimate

4,612 44,612
8,000 58,000
3,080 759,343

1931); 3Modern digital records.
ang et al., 2016); bfactor is used to account for the difference between the wells drilled be-
portedwells. Of the 132wells found during the 2016 Volcanomeasurement campaign, 23
5.7.



Table 3
Summary of emission sources and emission estimates.

Type Region Number of sources
measured

% that leak N4 μg
CH4 h−1

% high emitters N10 g
CH4 h−1

Average emission
(g CH4 h−1)

Estimated number of
wells in WV

Total WV emission
(Gg CH4 year−1)

Plugged WV1 112 21 0 0.1 58,000 0.07a

PA2 35 69 0 12
OH3 19 0 0 0
USA3 119 1 0 0.002

Unplugged WV1 147 28 2 3.2 440,000 12a

PA2 53 77 13 17
PA4 51 24
OH3 6 50 17 28
USA3 20 40 15 10

Active WV1 74 53 38 138 44,000 268b

WV5 331
USA6 18

1 This study.
2 Kang et al. (2016).
3 Townsend-Small et al. (2016).
4 Pekney et al. (2018).
5 Omara et al. (2016).
6 US GHG Inventory (2015).
a Calculated by multiplying the average emission (g CH4 h−1) by the number of wells and scaling up to an annual value.
b Calculation based on an average of 8.8% of production is lost. In 2014 WV produced 3 Tg CH4 from conventional wells.
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The CH4 emission factor for unplugged abandoned wells in WV
(3.2 g CH4 h−1) is one order of magnitude higher than emissions from
plugged abandoned wells (0.1 g CH4 h−1) in WV. Even though the VW
emission factor is lower than the both the PA and OH emission factors
for unplugged abandoned wells of 17 g CH4 h−1 (Kang et al., 2016)
and 28 g CH4 h−1 (Townsend-Small et al., 2016), respectively, it is
more similar to the emission factor from all unplugged abandoned
wells in the US of 10 g CH4 h−1 (Townsend-Small et al., 2016). Our
data suggests that there are a larger percentage of abandoned wells
that do not leak in WV (72%) compared to PA (60%; Kang et al., 2016)
and OH (50%; Townsend-Small et al., 2016), which results in a lower
emission factor from unplugged abandoned wells than neighboring
states.

We estimate well emissions which are not significantly different
from the background CH4 flux for 79% of pluggedwells and 72% of aban-
doned wells. In contrast, observed CH4 flow rates below detection limit
from only 29% and 10% of plugged and abandoned wells in PA, respec-
tively (Kang et al., 2016). Despite the difference in average emission es-
timates per well between our study and PA, the highest emitters
measured in both studies are of the order 100 g CH4 h−1. This study es-
timates the percentage of “high-emitters” (those emitting N10 g h−1) at
2% of the abandoned (plugged and unplugged)wells inWV. In contrast,
13% of abandoned wells in PA are “high-emitters” (Kang et al., 2016). In
summary, our results suggest that abandoned well emission factors can
vary within the same geologic formation as theymay be affected by dif-
ferent state regulations. For example, the CH4 emissions from aban-
doned oil and gas wells in PA are estimated at between 4 and 7% of
the state-wide anthropogenic emissions, whereas in this study the esti-
mate of CH4 emissions from 58,000 plugged and 440,000 unplugged
abandoned oil and gas wells in WV is ~1% of anthropogenic emissions.

4.3. Methane leakage from active conventional gas wells

Active conventionalwells inWV are a significant source of CH4 emit-
ted to the atmosphere. In 2014, an estimated 3 Tg of natural gas was
produced from 44,612 active conventional wells in WV (TAGIS., 2017).
Ourmeasurements suggest that, on average, eachwell loses 8.8% of pro-
duction resulting in 268 Gg CH4 (range 161–376 Gg CH4) emitted by ac-
tive conventional well activities in 2014. This emission estimate from
active conventional oil and gas wells is 23% of the anthropogenic CH4

emissions in WV. These values are very similar to the estimate of
331 Gg CH4 year−1 (10.5% of WV CH4 production; range 240–
450 Gg CH4 year−1) based on emissions from Doddridge County alone
(Omara et al., 2016). The emissions from active conventional wells in
WV are considerably more than the 0.07 Gg CH4 year−1 emitted from
the 58,000 plugged wells in the WV DEP database and from unconven-
tional wells in the state (91 Gg CH4 year−1; Omara et al., 2016).

The CH4 emission factor per active conventional well estimated in
this study (138 g CH4 h−1) is significantly larger than the emission fac-
tor (18 g CH4 h−1) used by the EPA to estimate the CH4 emissions from
conventional oil and gas wells (US GHG Inventory, 2015), suggesting
that the current CH4 emission estimate from conventional active wells
in WV is underestimated by a factor of 7.5. This difference between
the emission factor for active conventional wells calculated by this
study and the EPA emission factor suggests significant state-level vari-
ability and how a single, national emission may not be appropriate to
use in national inventories.

4.4. Total number of abandoned wells in WV

Observations at Volcano suggest that the number of abandoned
wells in WV is significantly underestimated. Using data gathered from
a field-based study at a historical mining site, we suggest the number
of abandoned wells in WV lies between 60,000 and 760,000 wells,
with a best-estimate of 440,000. Without further observation at differ-
ent historic mining areas it is difficult to assess the veracity of this esti-
mate, as drilling practices may vary throughout the state. However,
early 20th century USGS maps of other oil mining towns in WV, such
as Burning Springs and Mannington, show many more sites of former
oil and gas wells than there are plugged wells, which could suggest
that the intensive drilling practices at Volcano were not unique. This is
also not unique to WV and has been observed in other states such has
Pennsylvania.

4.5. Limitations and future work

With regard to the limitations of this study, we present an emission
factor based on the measurement of emissions from 0.2%, 0.02% and
0.2% of the plugged, unplugged and active wells in WV, respectively.
Even though this is the largest study to date, it is still not clear whether
the findings of this study's sample is representative of the entire assem-
blage of plugged, unplugged or active wells in WV. Put simply, future
work with regard to sample size is to measure more wells. However,
to measure a representative sample of wells the measurement strate-
gies need to be streamlined to be as efficient as possible and faster,



1856 S.N. Riddick et al. / Science of the Total Environment 651 (2019) 1849–1856
lower-precision methods, such as the initial screening using the HXD-
2D and the use of ID methods, need to be employed.

Acknowledgements

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (Grant #
AWD1004141) supported this research. We thank the Princeton Envi-
ronmental Institute for funding for the undergraduate summer interns
who helped with field work. Many thanks to the WV Department of
Natural Resources, especially Chris Ryan, Delbert Vandevander (Stone-
wall Jackson WMA) and Jordan Stackpole (Lewis Wetzl WMA). Also,
thanks to Mary Behling of the West Virginia Geological and Economic
Survey, Jeremy Cross at Mountwood Park and West Virginians whose
local knowledgewas invaluable: TomBerlin, April Keating, Kevin Camp-
bell, Tim Higgins, Mirijana Beram, Christina and Wayne Woods, Beth
Crowder and Mike Naylor. Thanks also to Neil Harris (Cranfield Univer-
sity) and Andrew Robinson (Cambridge University) for the provision of
a gas chromatograph and their assistance with the instruments. At
Princeton University, we thank: Christy Kaiser and Marrisa Webber for
their help in the field, Peter Jaffe for access to the GC, Levi Golston and
JimMcSpiritt for helpwith instruments and SeanGallagher for hismetal
detector.

Appendix A. Supplementary data

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2018.10.082.

References

Aneja, V.P., Blunden, J., Claiborn, C.S., Rogers, H.H., 2006. Dynamic chamber system to
measure gaseous compounds emissions and atmospheric-biospheric interactions.
In: Barnes, I., Rudzinski, K.J. (Eds.), Environmental Simulation Chambers: Application
to Atmospheric Chemical Processes. Nato Science Series: IV: Earth and Environmental
Science vol. 62. Springer, Dordrecht.

Arnold, R., Kemnitzer, W.J., 1931. Petroleum in the United States and Possessions. Harper
and Brothers, New York and London.

Brandt, A., Heath, G., Kort, E., O'Sullivan, F., Petron, G., Jordaan, S., Tans, P., Wilcox, J.,
Gopstein, A., Arent, D., Wofsy, S., Brown, N., Bradley, R., Stucky, G., Eardley, D.,
Harriss, R., 2014. Methane leaks from North American natural gas systems. Science
343, 733–735.

Caulton, D.R., Shepson, P.B., Santoro, R.L., Sparks, J.P., Howarth, R.W., Ingaffea, A.R.,
Cambaliza, M.O.L., Sweeney, C., Karion, A., Davis, K.J., Stirm, B.H., Montzka, S.A.,
Miller, B.R., 2014. Toward a better understanding and quantification of methane
emissions from shale gas development. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 111, 6237–6242.

DUKES, 2015. West Virginia Natural Gas production. https://www.eia.gov/dnav/ng/ng_
prod_sum_a_EPG0_VGM_mmcf_a.htmDUKES, Accessed date: 3 October 2016.
EPA GHG BAAM, 2015. EPA Greenhouse Gas Reporting Program – Best AvailableMonitor-
ing Methods (BAMM). https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-08/docu-
ments/ghgrp_bamm_factsheet.pdf, Accessed date: 23 October 2017.

Flesch, T.K., Wilson, J.D., Yee, E., 1995. Backward-time Lagrangian stochastic dispersion
models, and their application to estimate gaseous emissions. J. Appl. Meteorol. 34,
1320–1332.

Kang, M., Kanno, C.M., Reid, M.C., Zhang, X., Mauzerall, D.L., Celia, M.A., Chen, Y., Onstott,
T.C., 2014. Direct measurements of methane emissions from abandoned oil and gas
wells in Pennsylvania. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 11, 18,173–18,177. https://doi.
org/10.1073/pnas.1408315111.

Kang, M., Christian, S., Celia, M.A., Mauzerall, D.L., Bill, M., Miller, A.R., Chen, Y., Conrad,
M.E., Darrah, T.H., Jackson, R.B., 2016. Identification and characterization of high
methane-emitting abandoned oil and gas wells. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 113 (48),
13636–13641.

Lavoie, T.N., Shepson, P.B., Cambaliza, M.O.L., Stirm, B.H., Conley, S., Mehrotra, S., Faloona,
I.C., Lyon, D., 2017. Spatiotemporal variability of methane emissions at oil and natural
gas operations in the Eagle Ford Basin. Environ. Sci. Technol. 51, 8001–8009.

Omara, M., Sullivan, M.R., Li, X., Subramanian, R., Robinson, A.L., Presto, A.A., 2016. Meth-
ane emissions from conventional and unconventional natural gas production sites in
the Marcellus Shale Basin. Environ. Sci. Technol. 50 (4), 2099–2107.

Pekney, N.J., Diehl, J.R., Ruehl, D., Sams, J., Veloski, G., Patel, A., Schmidt, C., Card, T., 2018.
Measurement of methane emissions from abandoned oil and gas wells in Hillman
State Park, Pennsylvania. Carbon Manage. 9 (2), 165–175. https://doi.org/10.1080/
17583004.2018.1443642.

Schwietzke, S., Griffin, W.M., Matthews, H.S., Bruhwiler, L.M.P., 2014. Natural gas fugitive
emissions rates constrained by global atmospheric methane and ethane. Environ. Sci.
Technol. 48 (14), 7714–7722. https://doi.org/10.1021/es501204c.

Seinfeld, J.H., Pandis, S.N., 2006. Atmospheric Chemistry and Physics: From Air Pollution
to Climate Change London. John Wiley & Sons.

TAGIS, 2017. WVDEP Technical Applications and GIS (TAGIS). www.tagis.dep.wv.goc,
Accessed date: 3 October 2016.

Townsend-Small, A., Ferrara, T., Lyon, D., Fries, A., Lamb, B., 2016. Emissions of coalbed
and natural gas methane from abandoned oil and gas wells in the United States.
Geophys. Res. Lett. https://doi.org/10.1002/2015GL067623.

US EPA, 2017. Greenhouse gas emissions reporting from the petroleum and natural gas
industry - background technical support document. https://www.epa.gov/
ghgreporting/greenhouse-gas-emissions-reporting-petroleum-and-natural-gas-in-
dustry-background, Accessed date: 26 October 2017.

US GHG Inventory, 2015. Inventory of U.S. greenhouse gas emissions and sinks:
1990–2013. Section 3.7. Natural gas systems (IPCC Source Category 1B2b). https://
www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2016-03/documents/us-ghg-inventory-2015-
main-text.pdf, Accessed date: 3 October 2016.

WRI CAIT 2.0, 2013. Climate Analysis Indicators Tool: WRI's Climate Data Explorer. World
Resources Institute, Washington, DC Available at. cait2.wri.org.

WV Code, 2015. West Virginia Code: methods of plugging well, West Virginia Code,
Section 22-6-24. http://www.legis.state.wv.us/WVcode/ChapterEntire.cfm?chap=
22&art=6&section=24#06, Accessed date: 26 September 2016.

WV DEP, 2015. West Virginia Department of Environmental Protection. Well location
data (06/22/2015). http://www.dep.wv.gov/oil-and-gas/databaseinfo/Pages/default.
aspx, Accessed date: 11 August 2016.

Zavala-Araiza, D., Lyon, D.R., Alvarez, R.A., Davis, K.J., Harriss, R., Herndon, S.C., Karion, A.,
Kort, E.A., Lamb, B.K., Lan, X., Marchese, A.J., Pacala, S.W., Robinson, A.L., Shepson, P.B.,
Sweeney, C., Talbot, R., Townsend-Small, A., Yacovitch, T.I., Zimmerle, D.J., Hamburg,
S.P., 2015. Reconciling divergent estimates of oil and gas methane emissions. Proc.
Natl. Acad. Sci. 112 (51), 15597–15602.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2018.10.082
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2018.10.082
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0020
https://www.eia.gov/dnav/ng/ng_prod_sum_a_EPG0_VGM_mmcf_a.htmDUKES
https://www.eia.gov/dnav/ng/ng_prod_sum_a_EPG0_VGM_mmcf_a.htmDUKES
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-08/documents/ghgrp_bamm_factsheet.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-08/documents/ghgrp_bamm_factsheet.pdf
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0035
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1408315111
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1408315111
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0050
https://doi.org/10.1080/17583004.2018.1443642
https://doi.org/10.1080/17583004.2018.1443642
https://doi.org/10.1021/es501204c
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0060
http://www.tagis.dep.wv.goc
https://doi.org/10.1002/2015GL067623
https://www.epa.gov/ghgreporting/greenhouse-gas-emissions-reporting-petroleum-and-natural-gas-industry-background
https://www.epa.gov/ghgreporting/greenhouse-gas-emissions-reporting-petroleum-and-natural-gas-industry-background
https://www.epa.gov/ghgreporting/greenhouse-gas-emissions-reporting-petroleum-and-natural-gas-industry-background
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2016-03/documents/us-ghg-inventory-2015-main-text.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2016-03/documents/us-ghg-inventory-2015-main-text.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2016-03/documents/us-ghg-inventory-2015-main-text.pdf
https://www.cait2.wri.org
http://www.legis.state.wv.us/WVcode/ChapterEntire.cfm?chap=22&amp;art=6&amp;section=24#06
http://www.legis.state.wv.us/WVcode/ChapterEntire.cfm?chap=22&amp;art=6&amp;section=24#06
http://www.dep.wv.gov/oil-and-gas/databaseinfo/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.dep.wv.gov/oil-and-gas/databaseinfo/Pages/default.aspx
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0048-9697(18)33956-1/rf0100

	Measuring methane emissions from abandoned and active oil and gas wells in West Virginia
	1. Introduction
	2. Methods
	2.1. Methane emission factors – West Virginia
	2.1.1. Site selection
	2.1.2. Site attributes

	2.2. Measuring methane emissions from oil and gas wells
	2.2.1. Dynamic flux chamber
	2.2.2. Inverse dispersion model

	2.3. Estimating the total number of abandoned wells in WV
	2.3.1. Recorded well numbers
	2.3.1.1. Underestimation by method (1860–1949)
	2.3.1.2. Underestimation by recording (1860–1949)
	2.3.1.3. Number of wells drilled 1930–1949



	3. Results
	3.1. Methane emissions from active and abandoned oil and gas wells in WV
	3.1.1. Plugged and unplugged abandoned wells
	3.1.2. Active conventional wells

	3.2. Number of abandoned wells in WV
	Outline placeholder
	3.2.1.1. Underestimation by method (1860–1949)
	3.2.1.2. Underestimation by recording (1860–1949)
	3.2.1.3. Number of wells 1930–1949
	3.2.1.4. Total number of abandoned wells



	4. Discussion
	4.1. Measurement strategies
	4.2. Methane leaks from plugged and unplugged abandoned wells
	4.3. Methane leakage from active conventional gas wells
	4.4. Total number of abandoned wells in WV
	4.5. Limitations and future work

	Acknowledgements
	Appendix A. Supplementary data
	References


