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La. gets new power on carbon capture

State will now be able to
issue permits for projects

Michael Phillis
ASSOCIATED PRESS

The Biden administration is handing
Louisiana regulators new power to at-
tract and approve carbon capture pro-
jects at a time when the state’s influen-
tial energy sector wants to make the
Gulf Coast a hub for the rapidly expand-
ing industry.

Louisiana will be able to issue per-
mits for wells that store carbon dioxide,
a critical component of carbon capture
and removal technology. In all but two
other states, the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency is responsible for permit-
ting. Proponents of the change say it will
speed up approvals of new projects that
are critical for reducing climate-warm-
ing greenhouse gas emissions.

Environmental groups had opposed
the move, doubting that a state home to
a concentrated stretch of oil, gas and
petrochemical plants commonly called
“cancer alley” is capable of proper in-
dustry oversight and protecting resi-
dents.

The EPA said the Louisiana agree-
ment includes safeguards to protect
poorer, often majority-Black communi-
ties that live near those facilities — and
that those standards will serve as a
model for other states.

“It can be done in a way that builds in
environmental justice principles that
allow for the community to participate
in the process and ensures that these
communities are safe,” EPA Administra-
tor Michael Regan said Thursday.

The Louisiana Department of Natu-
ral Resources declined to comment late
Thursday.

The Biden administration has said
enhancing environmental justice is a
priority and that it would focus its en-
forcement power on communities al-
ready burdened by too much pollution.
The EPA said it secured commitments
from Louisiana to have a robust public
participation process and to consider
how new wells might harm communi-
ties near polluting sites and possibly re-
duce harm.
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Louisiana will be able to issue permits for wells that store carbon dioxide, a
critical component of carbon capture and removal technology.
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Carbon capture technology is aimed
at reducing emissions from industrial
sources like ethanol plants and coal-
fired power plants. The captured carbon
can be transported for injection in wells
deep underground. It is these wells that
Louisiana will now have the power to
approve.

The Biden administration has in-
creased tax breaks for developers of car-
bon capture projects and provided large
grants, including for an ambitious plan
in Louisiana to remove carbon directly
from the air. Developers have respon-
ded, flooding the EPA with permit appli-
cations for new wells, but only a handful
of carbon capture projects are currently
operating and few wells have been ap-
proved so far.

In Louisiana, developers have pro-
posed roughly 30 carbon capture pro-
jects, among the most of any state, ac-
cording to a tracker maintained by the
climate-focused group Clean Air Task
Force.

Louisiana Gov. John Bel Edwards and
other political leaders argued that the
state’s robust petrochemical industry
along the Mississippi River, geology
that’s well suited for carbon storage and

plenty of existing infrastructure make it
the perfect place for carbon capture de-
velopment.

Environmental groups are doubtful
the state will properly regulate carbon
capture wells. Along with climate activ-
ists and some scientists, they also ques-
tion the potential of carbon capture,
with some arguing that it’s an excuse to
delay or prevent the rapid phase-out of
oil, gas and coal that is needed to halt
climate change.

They point to statements like those
made by Republican Louisiana Sen. Bill
Cassidy, who advocated for EPA to grant
permitting authority to Louisiana. Cas-
sidy argued that producing oil and gas is
vital for the state’s economy and that
“many of these energy producers want
to invest in carbon capture and seques-
tration so they can keep operating in
Louisiana long into the future.”

Opponents argue that prolonging the
life of a polluting industry will harm
people who live nearby, which are too
often poorer, minority residents.

The EPA invited public comment on
the state’s request in April, when it pro-
posed approval. Among those objecting
was the environmental group Earthjus-

tice, which said the state is “notorious
for weak monitoring and enforcement”
and that it hasn’t shown it will ade-
quately protect drinking water.

Clara Potter, an attorney with the Tu-
lane Environmental Law Clinic who rep-
resented the Sierra Club and another
preservation group in opposing the
EPA’s move, said she was disappointed
with the EPA’s decision. She said carbon
capture projects in Louisiana have
served “as an excuse for permitting new
and expanded polluting operations.”

That increased air pollution “will be
born most heavily by Black and Brown
communities who already face dispro-
portionate environmental risks,” she
said in a statement.

The Biden administration has fo-
cused attention on Louisiana and its
pollution. Regan has visited the state,
promising to do better by communities
there. Last year, the EPA accepted com-
plaints from activist groups in Louisi-
anathat asked the agency to investigate
the state’s regulation of air emissions.
The agency initially said there was evi-
dence of racial discrimination, but
dropped the investigation before releas-
ing a final report.

Regan says the agency followed its
legal obligation to approve the state’s
application to administer its own per-
mitting program because it meets the
Safe Drinking Water Act’s require-
ments. The state standards must be at
least as strict as federal rules.

“We’re building in monitoring and
oversight measures to ensure that the
state — regardless of who is in the gover-
nor’s office — complies” with the law, Re-
gan said.

North Dakota and Wyoming are the
other two states with permitting au-
thority. North Dakota, the first state to
be granted authority, issued its fourth
well permit in May and an ethanol pro-
ducer is currently capturing and storing
carbon there.

Texas, Arizona and West Virginia
also want to run their own permitting
program.
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