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EPA Tackles Fracking

With the push for energy independence and
fuels that emit fewer greenhouse gases, domestically produced natural gas has been growing in
popularity. But alongside this growth have come
concerns that hydraulic fracturing (“fracking”),
a procedure used in the extraction of natural gas
and oil, may pollute ground and surface waters.
Responding to increasing public pressure for
federal action and a call by the U.S. House of
Representatives Appropriations Conference
Committee, the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) announced 18 March 2010 it
will conduct a comprehensive study to investigate the potential adverse effects of fracking on
water quality and public health.
Natural gas provides almost 25% of the
U.S. energy supply and could provide 50%
by 2035, according to the 2010 report Fueling
North America’s Energy Future by consultancy
IHS Cambridge Energy Research Associates.
In recent years, vast new deposits of natural gas
have been discovered in layers of shale thousands
of feet underground. Some of these deposits,
such as the Marcellus Shale running under the
Appalachian Basin, lie beneath watersheds supplying drinking water to millions of people. In
many locations fracking—in which a mixture
of water, sand, and chemicals is injected into
natural gas wells under high pressure—occurs
within hundreds of feet of residences that use
wells for drinking water.
Recent evidence suggests fracking may
have contributed to groundwater contamination with methane in some instances and that
proprietary chemicals used in the procedure
could theoretically pose a public health threat.
However, because groundwater supplies and
natural gas deposits are often separated by
thousands of feet of rock and earth, and
groundwater can be contaminated by many
sources, it is difficult to establish a definitive
connection between contaminated drinking
water and fracking. Further, there has been
very little in-depth research on the subject
with respect to drilling in shale beds.
In 2005 Congress exempted fracking from
regulation under the Safe Drinking Water
Act partly on the basis of the EPA report
Evaluation of Impacts to Underground Sources
of Drinking Water by Hydraulic Fracturing of
Coalbed Methane Reservoirs. The authors of this
report wrote that hydraulic fracturing poses
“minimal threat” to drinking water and that
“additional or further study is not warranted
at this time.” However, the study involved no
direct monitoring of water wells but instead
relied on existing peer-reviewed literature and
interviews with industry and state and local
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Hydraulic Fracturing
Hydraulic fracturing, or
“fracking,” involves the injection
of more that a million gallons of
water, sand, and chemicals at
high pressure into horizontally
drilled wells as far as 10,000
feet below the surface. The
pressurized mixture causes
the rock layer, in this case the
Marcellus Shale, to crack. These
fissures are held open by the
sand particles so that natural
gas from the shale can flow up
the well.
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and the author of The Natural Traveler Along North
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(1–3 years) and long term (3–5 years).
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