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Source: N ew  York State D epartm ent of Environm ental C onservation 

Locations with unconventional natural gas (such as shale gas) are potential sites for 
hydraulic fracturing and its associated affects. 

 
Source:  Energy Inform ation A dm inistration 

H ydraulic Fracturing 

A n U nregulated D anger to O ur N ation’s D rinking W ater 

 

W hat is hydraulic fracturing or “fracking”? 
H ydraulic fracturing, or “fracking,” is a resource 
extraction m ethod used to break dow n underground 
rock form ations to release natural gas or oil. T o release 
gas trapped w ithin thin layers of rock, natural gas 
producers inject a pressurized m ixture of w ater, sand, 
and chem icals into oil or gas w ells or coalm ine m ethane 
beds, a process that breaks dow n the form ations and 
allow s the gas to flow . T he technique w as developed by 
H alliburton in the 1940s, and is now  em ployed in 90%  
of oil and gas operations throughout the U nited States 
on both public and private lands.1 
 

C om panies keep the chem icals in fracking fluid secret 
T hough m ost of the fluid 
used in fracking is said to be 
recovered, som e of the 
injected fluids rem ain 
trapped underground. T he 
exact m akeup of the fluid 
blends is unknow n, as the 
chem ical com ponents are 
kept as proprietary secrets 
by com panies. H ow ever, 
som e of the chem icals are 
know n, and they include 
hazardous m aterials and 
carcinogens such as 
benzene, phenanthrenes, 
and naphthalene, all of 
w hich can contam inate 
groundw ater resources.2 

 
O il and gas com panies are not required by federal law  to disclose the chem icals used in fracking, 
although 10 states require them  to do so.3 Industry representatives claim  that because chem icals 
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C hem icals found in fracking fluids: 
 

B enzene: dam ages the bone m arrow , som etim es 
causing leukem ia, increases heart rate and decreases 
red blood cell count, leading to anem ia. 

P henanthrenes: irritants that cause skin sensitivity 
to light. 

N aphthalene: a possible carcinogen, causes 
hem olytic anem ia, as w ell as nausea and diarrhea. 

Flourenes: can cause fragile and brittle bones, 
respiratory dam age. 

E thylene glycol: can dam age kidney function and 
change the body’s acidity w hich affects the nervous 
system , lungs, and heart. 

 

 
Source:  D epartm ent of H ealth and H um an Services. 

are only used in low  concentrations, there is no public health rationale to m ake the inform ation 
available. T his begs the question: if fracking is so safe, w hat does the industry have to fear from  
disclosing the contents of fracking fluids? 
 

Fracking poses a danger to our drinking water 
Fracking fluids are pum ped out of the w ells after use, but studies have show n that approxim ately 
40-60%  of the fluids actually rem ain underground.4  Despite industry claim s of safety, there are a 
num ber of cases in the U .S. w here hydraulic fracturing is the prim e suspect in incidences of 
im paired or polluted drinking w ater. In A labam a, C olorado, New  M exico, V irginia, W est 
V irginia, and W yom ing, residents have reported changes in w ater quality or quantity follow ing 
fracking operations of gas w ells near their hom es.5 T he increase in fracking in the Northeast’s 
M arcellus Shale endangers the w ater and health of highly populated places like New  York C ity 
and Philadelphia. 
 
A lthough the Environm ental Protection A gency (EPA ) com pleted a study in 2004 concluding 
that fracking does not pose a risk to groundw ater and that no further study w as necessary, that 
study only analyzed hydraulic fracturing in coalm ine m ethane beds, and has additionally been 
criticized as “scientifically unsound” by EPA  w histleblow er W eston W ilson.6 Soon after it w as 
released, the O il and G as A ccountability Project produced a critique of the study w hich included 
analysis of the original data the EPA  used as w ell as earlier drafts of the study. It concluded that 
fracking actually poses these potential dangers: 
 
H ydraulic fracturing fluids contain toxic chem icals 

Even w hen diluted by w ater and sand, the 
fracking chem icals are used in great 
quantities.  W e know  that m any of the 
chem icals can pose threats to hum an health 
such as cancer, liver, kidney, brain, 
respiratory and skin disorders; and birth 
defects, am ong others.7 
 
C hem icals are injected directly into 

drinking w ater aquifers 

A lthough the industry claim s that it only 
practices fracking at levels beneath 
groundw ater, m any coalbed m ethane basins 
contain groundw ater that is of good enough 
quality to drink. Fracking is a com m on 
practice in coalbed m ethane w ells, and in 
som e cases, fracking chem icals are injected 
directly into or adjacent to this high quality 
groundw ater. 8    
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A  hydraulic fracturing com pany recom m ends that unused fluids be disposed of as hazardous 

w aste 

Schlum berger, the w orld’s largest oilfield services com pany, recom m ends that m any of its 
fracturing fluids be disposed of at hazardous w aste facilities.9 H ow ever, under current law  these 
fluids are allow ed to be inserted into or adjacent to underground sources of drinking w ater.  
 
C itizens from  across the country have been affected by hydraulic fracturing 

C om m on com plaints from  nearby com m unities after fracking begins include observing w ater 
that is m urky or cloudy, contains sedim ents, iron precipitates, soaps, black jelly-like grease, 
floating particles, diesel fuel, or petroleum  odors.  Locals also have reported rashes from  
show ering, a gassy taste in their w ater, decrease in w ater flow , and soil and surface w ater 
contam ination from  spills of fracking fluids.10 In these cases, state agencies and the EPA  are 
unable to test for the presence of certain chem icals in fracking fluids because there is no 
requirem ent that com panies disclose w hat they have been injecting into the ground. 
 
C ontam ination m ay not show  up for decades 

In a num ber of areas, fracking occurs on hundreds or thousands of w ells, and som e of these 
fluids rem ain in the rock. Because groundw ater tables can rise after oil and gas developm ent, 
fluids could m obilize and becom e contam inated years after production in that area has ceased.  
T his is evidenced in com m ents from  hydrogeologists on the EPA ’s 2002 draft study of hydraulic 
fracturing and coalbed m ethane w ells.11 
 
Fracking is unregulated under the Safe D rinking W ater A ct despite its dangers 
Section 322 of the Energy Policy A ct of 2005 (also know n as the “H alliburton Loophole”) 
prohibits the EPA  from  regulating hydraulic fracturing under the Safe Drinking W ater A ct.  
Fracking is one of only tw o underground injection processes that are exem pted from  the Safe 
Drinking W ater A ct. 
 
R ecom m endations 
T he oil and gas industry claim s both that fracking is safe for hum an health and the environm ent 
and, contradictorily, that applying the sam e regulations afforded by the Safe Drinking W ater A ct 
w ould endanger crucial dom estic production of oil and gas.12 If the practice of fracking is as safe 
as the industry says it is, basic levels of safety and inspection should not pose a problem  to 
fracking operations. If, instead, the practice does pose significant dangers, the health and safety 
of hum an and environm ental com m unities should be protected by appropriate regulation of this 
practice. C losing the loophole w ould require oil and gas com panies to disclose w hat chem icals 
they use in fracking, and ensure that the public can judge w hether this practice is indeed as safe 
as the industry claim s it is. T hese regulations w ould not pose any econom ic dangers to gas 
production, since they should not require the industry to do anything particularly onerous, 

especially given the industry’s claim s about safety. 
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P roposed legislation. 
T he Fracking R esponsibility and A w areness of C hem icals A ct (FR A C  A ct) closes the 
H alliburton Loophole so that fracking is regulated under the Safe Drinking W ater A ct. It also 
m andates that com panies report the chem icals they use in fracking fluids to the state and that 
the state in turn m akes the inform ation available to the public, including posting it online. T he 
bill has been introduced sim ultaneously by Senators C asey (D-PA ) and Schum er (D-NY) as 
S.1215 in the Senate and by R epresentatives DeG ette (D-C O ), Polis (D-C O ) and H inchey (D-
NY) as H .R .2766 in the H ouse. 
 
 

For m ore inform ation, please contact C hase H untley at (202)-429-7431 or 
 Jessica G oad at (202)-429-7433, or see our w ebsite:  w w w .w ilderness.org  
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