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“We believe that 
protecting the 
environment is 
about more than 
just complying with 
regulations. Safe, 
environmentally 
responsible operations 
are central to our 
company values 
and a key part of 
our commitment to 
stakeholders.”1

—Marathon Oil

https://earthworks.org/marathon
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College Station

Laredo

EAGLE FORD
SHALE

Marathon’s 
Sugarhorn Facility

Introduction 
Earthworks has been documenting air pollution at oil and gas operations throughout Texas, which 
produces more oil and gas than any other state in the United States. In 
some cases, these emission events are consistently documented at sites 
owned by the same operators. In the Eagle Ford Shale which cuts through 
a huge swath of Southern Texas, including College Station and Laredo, 
one of these companies is Marathon Oil.

For the past decade Earthworks has witnessed and recorded Marathon 
Oil sites failing to minimize the amount of toxic pollutants they release into 
the air which endangers workers, residents, and the climate. Even after 
Earthworks submitted 17 different complaints to the Texas Commission 
on Environmental Quality (TCEQ) after 60 site visits to Marathon facilities 
across the Eagle Ford Shale, this trend of ignored emissions unfortunately 
continues. Based on TCEQ’s Notice of Violation database, Marathon has 
received more than 300 violations from TCEQ over the past seven years, 
but only two of those violations have resulted in an administrative order 
and subsequent fine. That means that only about 1 percent of the sites 
cited by TCEQ actually received administrative orders and fines.

At one site in Karnes County, the Marathon Sugarhorn Central Processing Facility, the TCEQ has failed 
to meaningfully address consistent pollution documented at the site despite their own investigations, 
complaints from citizens and eight years of Earthworks complaints submitted with optical gas imag-
ing (OGI) footage of pollution. In one instance, TCEQ went so far as to directly refuse to investigate a 
complaint from a concerned member of the public attempting to notify the TCEQ of possible danger-
ous levels of pollution from Marathon. When investigations were conducted, the TCEQ failed to issue 
fines to improve operations.

The responsibility of operating in a way 
that reduces harm to people and the plan-
et does not only fall on Marathon — the 
TCEQ has failed to curtail pollution from 
Marathon and from many other operators 
both large and small, leaving a harmful in-
dustry unregulated. This must be resolved, 
and it is clear that neither operators nor 
regulators are doing so. Such harm cannot 
and should not be allowed to continue. 

Across the Eagle Ford Shale, Marathon has 
thirty-two central processing facilities and 
more than 1,000 wells, producing 84,000 
barrels of oil per day.

of oil and gas sites 
owned by Marathon 
Oil in the Eagle Ford 
Shale cited by TCEQ 
for the past seven 
years actually received 
administrative orders 
and fines.

1%
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A Brief History of Marathon
The company that would go on to become Marathon was founded in 1887, known then as the Ohio 
Oil Company. Ohio Oil was acquired by John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil, but this acquisition was 
short lived as the Supreme Court soon broke Standard Oil up into several companies in an effort to 
combat trusts. This resulted in an independent Ohio Oil Company which would ultimately change its 
name to Marathon Oil. In 2011, Marathon Oil split into two companies, Marathon Oil and Marathon 
Petroleum. Marathon Oil maintained control of upstream facilities (like wells and compressor sta-
tions) while Marathon Petroleum took control of downstream facilities (mostly oil refineries).2

While independent companies, Marathon Petroleum is described by Marathon Oil 
as a “spin-off;” when Marathon Petroleum was formed, Marathon Oil shareholders 
received Marathon Petroleum stock.3 Marathon Petroleum is noteworthy for:

• more than 1,000 violations issued to its sites by Texas regulators, 

• a more than $3 million settlement with the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) for violations at 10 major oil refineries,4 

• two major oil spills, that exposed communities to heavy crude oil,5,6

• a refinery explosion,7 and multiple lawsuits filed against them by concerned 
citizens, just in the past decade. 

Marathon Oil is active in four major shale reserves in the United States: the North 
Delaware Basin, part of the Permian Basin that is split across New Mexico and Texas, the Anadarko 
Basin in Oklahoma, the Williston Basin in North Dakota, and the Eagle Ford Shale in Southern Texas.8 
Across the Eagle Ford, Marathon has 32 central processing facilities and more than 1,000 wells, pro-
ducing 84,000 barrels of oil per day.9

INTERNATIONAL TROUBLES

Internationally, Marathon has a number of facilities in 
Equatorial Guinea, where they produce nearly 50,000 
barrels of oil per day.10 Equatorial Guinea’s oil economy 
has been rife with accusations of corruption, including 
a Senate probe that revealed Marathon Oil paid the 
President of Equatorial Guinea more than $2 million for 
land.11

In 2015 an offshore Marathon Oil drilling platform called 
Brae Alpha had a major pipeline rupture. The location of 
the explosion was described as looking like a “bombsite” 
and the gas that escaped set off 42 different gas detec-
tors. Reports indicated that “only luck had prevented the 
gas from finding an ignition source leading to a potential 
disaster.”12

Regulators had visited the site weeks before the inci-
dent and concluded that the site had a series of main-
tenance shortcomings and had been asked to improve 
conditions. It was later discovered that the pipework on 
site had not been properly evaluated and repaired for 
more than 30 years. Regulators stated, “These failures 
exposed personnel on the Brae Alpha installation to an 
unacceptable risk of serious personal injury from fire 
and explosion.”13

Ultimately, Marathon was fined just under $1.5 million 
for the blast by UK regulators, one of the largest fines for 
an offshore facility ever issued in the UK.

Today, Marathon is headquartered in Houston, Texas. 
They describe themselves as a “force for good.”14,15

https://earthworks.org/marathon
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Methane Pollution, Communities, and the Climate 
The gas known as “natural gas” is a mixture of gases primarily composed of methane gas and many 
other less common compounds including ethane, nitrogen, hydrogen sulfide, and helium — all of 
which come from drilling a hole in the ground. Methane emissions are the second largest cause of 
the climate crisis today.16 The mixture of gases has a variety of uses, from producing energy to being 
refined into other products.

The massive networks of subsequent infrastructure needed to transport, process, and export that 
not-so-natural fracked gas (such as well sites, pipelines, processing plants, compressor stations, and 
storage tanks) are allowed to emit large volumes of methane and volatile organic compounds (VOCs) 
into the atmosphere.

Methane is an exceptionally potent greenhouse gas. Current estimates gauge methane to be more 
than 80 times more potent at warming the climate per pound than carbon dioxide.17 Luckily, meth-
ane has a relatively short life span in the atmosphere so stopping methane from oil and gas can have 
a substantial impact on mitigating the climate crisis. 

Communities living close to extraction sites are exposed to toxic air and water. Roaring flares light 
their night skies. Heavy truck traffic destroys their roads and poses heightened safety risks to their 
everyday lives. Refineries, export terminals, and petrochemical plants are proliferating in marginal-
ized communities that have long borne the toxic burden of our dependence on oil and gas18. The 
VOCs, including benzene, that are emitted from operations have been linked to a variety of cancers 
and can cause a litany of other health problems19.

  To protect billions of people from the immediate risks of climate change, current data tells us the 
world needed to end all new investment in oil and gas by 2021.20 However, U.S. shale plays like the 
Permian Basin of West Texas and Southeast New Mexico are now on track to become one of the 
world’s largest sources of climate pollution.21 Unfortunately, oil and gas extraction procedures allow 
large amounts of methane to be released into the atmosphere both intentionally and as leaks. Cur-
rent data indicates that more than 90 percent of methane and carbon dioxide released from oil and 
gas are intentional.22 This problem is so severe that global spikes in atmospheric methane are aligned 
with the expansion of U.S. fracking.23

UNINTENTIONAL
EMISSIONSFugitive Emissions / Leaks

INTENTIONAL
EMISSIONS

Venting

Combustion

Flaring

Where do  
greenhouse gas 
emissions come from?
More than 90% of methane 
and carbon dioxide releases 
from oil and gas are intentional 
and/or required to protect 
equipment. Less than 10% is from 
unintentional leaks.

https://earthworks.org/marathon
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A Legacy of Pollution at Sugarhorn  
Central Processing Facility 
In 2014, Earthworks’ Sharon Wilson became certified as an optical gas imaging (OGI) thermographer. 
With the help of a FLIR GF 320 OGI camera, the user can capture video footage of hydrocarbon gas-
es — including methane. Methane gas is invisible to the human eye, so 
this technology has been vital in detecting methane gas releases from oil 
and gas facilities. The FLIR GF 320 is the same model used by industry 
and government agencies to detect leaks and chronic pollution at oil and 
gas operations.

Using this technology, Wilson began visiting oil fields in order to examine 
whether operators were actually reducing methane releases from occur-
ring at their facilities. The results were striking. More than 70 site visits 
just in that first year found some evidence of pollution. In the Eagle Ford 
Shale, where many of these visits took place, a site operated by Mara-
thon Oil began to stand out: the Marathon Sugarhorn Central Processing 
Facility.

As a Central Processing Facility, Sugarhorn has a large set of equipment that is fed gas and liquids — 
including oil — from multiple wells. On site there is a variety of processing equipment including sep-
arators, compressors, and water tanks. The facility processes the gas before sending it downstream 
to refineries and ultimately into the marketplace. 

The first time Wilson visited the Sugarhorn facility in March 2014, it was clear something was serious-
ly wrong. The site was spewing a massive amount of flammable methane and other volatile organic 
compounds (VOCs) into the atmosphere. Through the OGI camera, what looked like gray smoke was 
blasting from every piece of equipment, blowing a massive cloud of emissions across the horizon. 

Sharon Wilson’s first view of Marathon’s Sugarhorn 
Central Processing Facility with the OGI camera, 2014.

https://earthworks.org/marathon
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Wilson was concerned that even a small spark could potentially ignite the huge plume and create a 
hazardous fireball. The situation was so severe that rather than following her normal procedure of 
making a complaint about pollution to Texas regulators when she returned home, Wilson called the 
TCEQ immediately. The TCEQ told her that their staff was in a workshop and would return her call 
when able. No one called her back. 

The next day, Wilson returned to the site to see if the release had been resolved. The pollution con-
tinued unabated. Again, she called the TCEQ and again the TCEQ did not investigate. This time, she 
was told by the TCEQ Region 13 Air Section Manager George Ortiz that the TCEQ would not investi-
gate her complaint because she was not a local. 

Months later, Wilson was contacted by Gunnar Schade, an associate professor at Texas A&M Univer-
sity, to ask if she witnessed any major emissions events in a specific area of Karnes County on March 
6 and 7, 2014 — the date of the Sugarhorn release. The professor had been checking the air quality 
monitor 20 miles from Sugarhorn in Floresville, Texas and noticed a large spike in air pollution on 
March 6. Based on wind patterns from that date it appeared that the pollution event TCEQ refused 
to investigate at Marathon Sugarhorn was so severe that even 20 miles away in Floresville, air quality 
monitors were able to pick up a spike in pollution.24 The Sugarhorn facility was exposing residents 
and workers to pollution far beyond the facility fenceline. 

severe 
pollution 
beyond the 
fenceline
Sugarhorn spiked 
pollution monitors 20 
miles away in Floresville, 
Texas in 2014.

https://earthworks.org/marathon
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Documenting a Decade of Pollution
The Marathon Sugarhorn Central Processing Facility has a long history of releasing extensive emis-
sions, starting when TCEQ first investigated the site in 2012 and found evidence of pollution. Follow-
ing the initial site visit to Marathon Sugarhorn and subsequent complaint in 2014, Earthworks visited 
the site 17 times over the next eight years. Earthworks has found pollution at every site visit.

Despite the submission of multiple environmental complaints with documented video evidence of 
excess emissions and Marathon installing the best available emission control technology, it appears 
nothing has stopped the ongoing pollution. A decade of unchecked pollution is unacceptable. 

17
visits with the 
OGI camera by 
Earthworks. 10 years of 

pollution

fines.
TCEQ issued 
no fine. 

0
Marathon’s Sugarhorn Central Processing Facility, 2021

https://earthworks.org/marathon
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TCEQ issues 
a violation 
for emissions 
documented in 
2012. 

That violation did 
not result in any 
fines. 

TCEQ visits four 
more times in 2013 
and does not issue 
any fines.

TCEQ investigates 
Sugarhorn six 
times. 

They find 500 times 
the permissible 
rate of pollution 
and toxics. They 
issue a violation in 
2014 but no fine is 
issued.

2013
by TCEQ

2012
by TCEQ

Again, Earthworks 
documents 
multiple flares 
are operating 
improperly.

The flares continue 
to improperly 
combust methane. 

Compressor 
has concerning 
emissions. 

Flowback tanks 
and pond have 
large plumes of 
emissions. 

Compressor 
emissions 
continue. 

Former TCEQ 
employee Tim 
Doty visits on 
Earthworks behalf 
and finds intense 
tank emissions. 

Wilson returns and 
finds emissions 
from compressors, 
improper flaring, 
and vent pipes.

Doty again finds 
intense emissions 
from tanks. He also 
found emissions 
from vent stacks 
and compressors.

2016
June, July

2017
April, December

2018
July, December

2020
November

2022
June

2021
September

Sharon Wilson 
is certified 
as an Optical 
Gas Imaging 
Thermographer.

•

March emission 
event causes 
hydrocarbon spike 
on air monitor 20 
miles away. 

In April tank 
emissions 
continue.

COMPLAINT SUBMITTED 
TO TCEQ

2014
March/April

Marathon installs 
Vapor Recovery 
Unit intended to 
minimize tank 
emissions.

•

Earthworks 
documents 
multiple flares 
operating 
improperly.

Summa Canister 
test indicate that 
air exceeds “max-
imum allowable 
emissions rates” on 
benzene, a known 
carcinogen, and 
toluene.37

2015
August

Timeline of Decade of Pollution at Marathon’s Sugarhorn Facility
TCEQ first investigated the site in 2012 and found evidence of pollution. Following the initial site visit to Marathon Sugarhorn and subsequent 
complaint in 2014, Earthworks visited the site 17 times over the next eight years. Earthworks has found pollution at every site visit.

COMPLAINT SUBMITTED 
TO TCEQ

COMPLAINT SUBMITTED 
TO TCEQ

COMPLAINT SUBMITTED 
TO TCEQ

COMPLAINT SUBMITTED 
TO TCEQ

COMPLAINT SUBMITTED 
TO TCEQ

COMPLAINT SUBMITTED 
TO TCEQ

COMPLAINT SUBMITTED 
TO TCEQ

https://earthworks.org/h2s
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The impacts of no oversight
Mike and Myra Cerny lived on the Eagle Ford Shale 
with their son until recently. When living in the area, 
each family member was plagued by chronic health 
problems. Of the 37 facilities within just two miles of 
their home, 34 were operated by Marathon. One of 
those sites was the Sugarhorn Central Processing Fa-
cility just 1.3 miles away. 

A public information request filed by Earthworks with 
the TCEQ for information from several of the wells and 
support facilities near the Cerny’s residence docu-
mented six site investigations that the TCEQ conduct-
ed in 2012. During the first investigation, a flare on 
site was documented smoking for fifteen continuous 
minutes. State and federal law limits smoking from 
flares to no more than five minutes. No violation for 
smoking was issued.25 

During the next inspection, the TCEQ Investigator’s 
Toxic Vapor Analyzer registered air toxins at 24 ppm, 
nearly five times the threshold for further testing. 
During the next visit, in June, the Toxic Vapor Analyzer 
registered air toxins at 132 ppm.26 That level was so 
high that the investigators were forced to evacuate the 
site in order to protect them-
selves. Despite being forced to 
flee the site, the TCEQ made 
no notice to the public about 
the potential risk, disregarding 
the families just “yards” from 
the site. 

Beyond these airborne tox-
ins, the TCEQ also recorded 
OGI footage of the well on two 
separate occasions and doc-
umented emissions including 
one day that was considered 
“extensive.” 

Later that year, the TCEQ conducted further investiga-
tions on the site, this time in response to complaints 
from nearby residents that the pollution had become 
so severe that they were experiencing headaches and 
nose bleeds. The TCEQ conduct-
ed two investigations in response 
to those complaints. During the 
first investigation, the TCEQ re-
corded OGI footage of pollution 
from pressure relief valves on 
top of the storage tanks on site. 
During the second investigation, 
the TCEQ discovered that the in-
ternal combuster on site was unlit 
and was therefore releasing un-
combusted methane and volatile 
organic compounds (VOCs) into 
the atmosphere unabated. The TCEQ informed the 
operator of the unlit flare on the same day. 

Emissions events like the ones documented by TCEQ 
are supposed to be reported to the TCEQ within 24 
hours. Marathon did not report these events for more 
than three months.27 When they finally did report 
them, the catalog of emissions showed on the day of 
the first investigation Marathon exceeded the VOC 

maximum allowable emissions rate by 
500 times and the hydrogen sulfide 
maximum allowable emissions rate by 
100 times. On the day of the second 
investigation Marathon’s flare was unlit 
for more than 11 hours which resulted 
in a release of 350 times the maximum 
allowable emissions rate for VOCs and 
75 times the maximum allowable emis-
sions rate for hydrogen sulfide, H2S.28 

TCEQ issued several violations relat-
ed to these problems, but levied no 
fines or penalties and allowed facility 
operations to continue.

VOCs: 500x 
allowable levels.

Hydrogen 
sulfide: 100x 
allowable levels.

No fines 
for Marathon.

BENZENE, A KNOWN CARCINOGEN, AND LAX REGULATION

Benzene is one of many VOCs regularly released from oil and gas operations. The American  
Petroleum Institute has known since its 1948 toxicological study that “the only absolutely safe 
concentration for benzene is zero.”29 Exposure to benzene has been linked to various forms of can-
cer including leukemia.30 Despite this knowledge, the TCEQ continues to grant permits that allow 
benzene to be released from oil and gas operations across the state, potentially endangering the 
health of both workers and the public.

https://earthworks.org/marathon
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.dropbox.com/sh/tiu52u782bgd95b/AADbbss9DeFSP7oqygR0Y0xxa?dl%3D0&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1661215110826830&usg=AOvVaw276vZAmhK0eEGlW0tUVi2t
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.dropbox.com/sh/tiu52u782bgd95b/AADbbss9DeFSP7oqygR0Y0xxa?dl%3D0&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1661215110826830&usg=AOvVaw276vZAmhK0eEGlW0tUVi2t
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Beyond Sugarhorn— 
Marathon in the Eagle Ford Shale
Earthworks has recorded and documented pollution at many oil and gas sites owned by Marathon 
Oil in the Eagle Ford Shale.

Marathon’s Site Name Documented Pollution Optical Gas Imaging (OGI)

East Sugarloaf

At Marathon’s East Sugarloaf 
well facility, a smoking flare 
that was emitting improp-
erly combusted gas into the 
atmosphere. Click to play 
video.

East Longhorn 

At Marathon’s East Longhorn 
Central Facility, emissions 
appear to originate from on 
site storage tanks. Click to 
play video. 

East Karnes

At Marathon’s East Karnes 
Comingle, two flares and 
multiple compressors release 
uncombusted gas into the 
air. Click to play video.

West Sugarloaf 

Marathon’s West Sugarloaf 
facility shows extensive 
uncombusted methane from 
the flare and compressors. 
There are also emissions 
from the tanks despite vapor 
recovery equipment. Click to 
play video.

https://earthworks.org/marathon
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZuaMvEC0lfg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZuaMvEC0lfg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sDlZpMYIZ4I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sDlZpMYIZ4I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gkxI_vMwHaY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iuNHcj2LjTY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iuNHcj2LjTY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZuaMvEC0lfg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sDlZpMYIZ4I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gkxI_vMwHaY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iuNHcj2LjTY


14A MARATHON OF POLLUTION: Marathon Oil’s decade of pollution in the Texas Eagle Ford Shale
earthworks.org/marathon

Marathon’s Corporate Irresponsibility

The realities of on-the-ground experiences with Marathon facilities in the Eagle Ford Shale conflict 
with the company’s stated commitment about complying with regulations, and that “protecting the 
environment is about more than money...” as they have stated on their website. In Texas, Marathon 
Oil has received more than 300 environmental violations over the past decade. In some cases 
dozens of violations have been issued to large Marathon processing facilities — the East Karnes 
Central Processing Facility, where Earthworks has recorded OGI footage, has received more than 
40 violations in the last 10 years. Some of the violations were even for failing to disclose emissions 
events. Despite this, the East Karnes facility is still in operation. These violations were not the result 
of consistent TCEQ investigations, rather, 33 of the 40 were issued from just one investigation.  
A site that is violating state law on 33 different counts in one investigation is not one 
that simply needs a tune-up. 

Marathon’s problems are widespread:

• Their East Longhorn Central Processing Facility has been cited 11 times for failing to disclose 
emissions.

• East Sugarloaf Central Processing Facility has been cited 11 times for failing to record and dis-
close emissions events, and also received 2 flaring violations. 

• Live Oak Central Processing Facility has been cited 25 times: 9 of those violations were for failing 
to test equipment; 3 were for submitting inac-
curate emissions information.

• Marathon Oil has been issued violations more 
than 100 times over the past decade for flaring 
inadequacies across Texas. 

• Of the more than 200 violations issued in the 
past seven years, just two have resulted in ad-
ministrative orders and fines from the TCEQ. 
Meaning 99 percent of violations resulted in no 
fine. 

The broad trend is Marathon often fails to properly 
maintain equipment, resulting in high emissions. 
Even if the equipment was maintained properly, 
when emissions would still occur, Marathon is un-
reliable about reporting them to regulators.

How is this company allowed to continue to 
operate?

IN COVID RELIEF AND TAX BREAKS
Several months into the Covid-19 pan-
demic, the Trump administration at-
tempted to arrange a specific bailout 
fund for oil and gas production. This 
was stymied by Congress, so instead oil 
and gas companies were able to access 
Covid relief funds and tax breaks. Mar-
athon Oil received nearly $90 million in 
Covid-related tax benefits.38 

Rather than using Covid relief to pro-
tect their own employees, Marathon 
Oil showered shareholders, buying 
$150 million in stock buybacks and div-
idends for shareholders,39 and laid off 
200 staff.40

$90 million 

https://earthworks.org/marathon
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Marathon’s Climate Commitments
Marathon Oil touts a variety of commitments to environmental improvements through several met-
rics. They claim to have decreased flaring by increasing their gas capture percentage from almost 95 
percent in 2019 to 97 percent in 2020.31 They claim to use leak detection equipment to ensure that 
leaks are dealt with quickly and effectively. Notably, they make few commitments to mitigate inten-
tional releases. 

Marathon heavily emphasizes a pollutant metric called Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Intensity. Intensity 
measures the amount of pollution released per unit of oil produced rather than the overall amount 
of pollution released. Intensity is a misleading metric, because the rapidly warming climate of Earth 
only cares about overall emission sums. GHG Intensity is also an unreliable metric of the actual emis-
sions per unit of oil because it is based on an estimation system rather than actual observations of 
emissions.32 

According to Marathon’s own data, from 2019 to 2020 their methane intensity actually increased by 
22 percent. Marathon largely overlooks this substantial increase in methane pollution and instead 
touts their alleged overall GHG intensity reduction. As detailed below, they routinely shift the focus of 
their reporting to whichever indicator they think paints them in the best light.”33 

Older reports from Marathon depict a markedly different, clearer, and stronger commitment to re-
ducing their methane emissions. From the 2018 emissions report: “Mitigating potential sources of 
methane emissions now is the most effective way for us to reduce our environmental impact. For 
this reason, we’ve chosen to make methane emissions reductions a focus in recent years.”34 In 2018 
and 2019, Marathon reported a decrease in methane intensity and an increase in GHG intensity. It 
is worth noting that in 2018 when methane was heavily emphasized as a critically important pollut-
ant, methane intensity went down. Whereas in 2020 when methane intensity went up, conveniently 
Marathon shifted its report focus to GHG intensity. In either case, Marathon’s progress is at best 
inconsistent even by its own metrics.

Given Marathon’s recorded tendency to fail to report emissions, it is likely that its actual methane and 
greenhouse gas release rates are much higher than presented in its emissions reports.35,36

https://earthworks.org/marathon
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Marathon’s Sugarloaf facility, 2021.

Beyond Marathon— 
Unregulated Pollution Throughout Texas
Unfortunately, Marathon Oil is not unique in its failure to protect people and the climate. Earthworks 
has visited hundreds of sites across all of the major shales in Texas, along with the export facilities 
that populate the Gulf Coast. On every trip we find pollution from oil and gas equipment that persist 
on repeat visits — month after month, year after year. 

It is clear that such widespread pollution cannot simply arise from operators outmaneuvering ear-
nest regulators. Regulators are failing on a broad systemic level. They refuse to investigate com-
plaints. In some cases they claim to have conducted an investigation without even visiting the site 
in person. When they actually do visit a site and find evidence of unnecessary pollution, regulators 
in many instances fail to issue fines. Without fines there is little incentive for operators to improve 
their practices. When only 1 in 100 violations for an operator results 
in a fine and the largest fine the operator has received from the TCEQ 
only required it to pay $3,660 (about 1/1,000,000 Marathon’s global 
revenue for that year), it is easy to see why operators have no incentive 
to improve. 

Even if the TCEQ were willing and able to enforce regulation, it would 
be unable to fulfill the oil and gas industry’s promise of a clean fuel. 
There are too many instances in which equipment must release potent 
methane gas into the atmosphere for the industry to ever truly be-
come clean. Awareness of this fact has also led to regulatory loopholes 
in which operators can avoid penalties for releases if they can prove 
that they were operationally necessary and unavoidable. 

250,000  
number of oil and 
gas wells in Texas 
per the RRC, the 
state agency that 
regulates the oil 
and gas industry.
Marathon has 1,600 wells 
according to Marathon.
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Recommendations
Spurring operators like Marathon to make adjustments of its own accord is unlikely to prove fruitful. 
Oil and gas has no place in a just and sustainable future. However, regulators like the TCEQ can and 
should take steps to minimize pollution from oil and gas. 

Investigate all complaints made by concerned citizens. Perhaps the most obvious thing 
the TCEQ can do to better hold operators accountable is to fully investigate all complaints 
made by concerned citizens. Regardless of who the complaint originates from, regulators 
should investigate every complaint made. Not only will that help to protect residents, it also 
helps to protect oil and gas workers who may also be in danger and substantially less likely 
to complain to TCEQ.

Mandate on-site investigations. When the TCEQ opts to do an investigation it should actually 
visit the site. Especially during the peak of Covid but even now, the TCEQ has repeatedly opted to 
do “file investigations” where rather than actually visiting the offending site, the TCEQ contacts the 
operator to ask them to answer questions. This system gives operators far too much flexibility to 
mislead the TCEQ. Earthworks has discovered in public information requests instances of oper-
ators providing TCEQ untruths and inaccurate technical data with no pushback from the agency. 

Issue the highest fine when violations are found. When violations are found on site, op-
erators should be issued the highest fine permissible under state law with no exceptions. For 
air quality violations, that is $25,000 per day that the violation occurs. Increasing the finan-
cial penalty to operators who fail to comply with regulations will hopefully encourage better 
practices. The Texas regulatory apparatus is so reliant on self reporting from operators that 
operators need every incentive possible to ensure accurate self reporting. If operators are 
severely punished for failing to report emissions — which in Marathon’s cases it was not — 
there would be more motivation to ensure proper reporting. While no amount of compliance 
can make oil and gas clean, increased compliance would help to minimize the impacts of 
industry while rapidly transitioning to renewable energy. 

Use OGI equipment more. The TCEQ should conduct OGI site visits more frequently so 
that sites are regularly inspected. Sharon Wilson by herself conducts more OGI site investiga-
tions than the TCEQ does in the Permian Basin. Since 20+ OGI cameras are managed by the 
TCEQ regional offices, it indicates that investigatory shortcomings are not a result of lack of 
resources but a lack of effort and focus. 

Stop issuing new permits. The final, and the most important, recommendation is TCEQ 
should halt the granting of new air permits. If the TCEQ is unable to regulate a site that they 
have consistently received footage of pollution at for a decade, it is implausible to believe that 
they would be capable of regulating an expanding network of oil and gas facilities. The per-
mitting system is heavily reliant on Best Available Control Technologies (BACT). This system 
is intended to ensure that operators minimize emissions as much as possible through infra-
structure and operational parameters, Sugarhorn has been bound by these expectations 
since its permit revisions in 2017, yet these standards have failed to control emissions at 
the facility. It is irresponsible to grant new permits to an industry that continues to endanger 
Texans, the local environment, and the global climate. 

1
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Conclusion
The burden should fall on the operator, in this case Marathon, to conduct its operations in such a 
way that the company is not endangering nearby residents or the environment. Thus, it falls to 
regulators to protect Texans and the planet from climate change. Those regulators have 
failed. The Sugarhorn site has been allowed to stay in operation, yet not a single violation that’s been 
issued has resulted in a monetary fine. It is unacceptable that the TCEQ would refuse to investigate 
a site despite a complaint from certified thermographers — and their own observations — that the 
sites were releasing pollutants. It is easy to see how an operator like Marathon would lack motivation 
to improve their facilities when there’s no clear punishment for failing to do so. 

That the Sugarhorn Central Processing facility with a decade of documented pollution has never even 
received a fine from the TCEQ is unacceptable. A facility with such a history should not be allowed 
to continue to operate, but the TCEQ has barely even attempted to address the excess emissions 
present. Ultimately, responsibility for such a cataclysmic failure lays both with Marathon Oil and the 
TCEQ. This is not the behavior of a company that is a “force for good.” 
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