Hydraulic Fracturing: What Is It?  Why Should Ohioans Care? 
  

Hydraulic fracturing, or "fracking," is a technique used to increase the output from oil and natural gas wells.  Large quantities of water mixed with chemicals and sand are injected into well bores at high pressure, causing the target strata to fracture.  This releases the oil and gas trapped in the rock or shale.

 

The injection chemicals used may include carcinogens, such as benzene, formaldehyde, toulene and others.  Chemicals left in the ground can migrate through the fractures or the well bore to aquifers and drinking water wells.  Natural gas (methane) can also migrate through the fissures and accumulate in enclosed spaces like basements.  In December of 2007, a house in Bainbridge, Ohio- near Cleveland- exploded due to this process.

 

Waste fluid pumped back to the surface will pick up dissolved minerals and salts, which are additional hazards to local surface waters and also industrial equipment.  Sewage treatment plants are not equipped to handle these contaminants, so the discharge can be unsafe.

 

In 2005, hydraulic fracturing was made exempt from the Safe Water Drinking Act, a federal law which regulates underground injection of hazardous waste.  The use of this method has increased dramatically since then.  Now, approximately 9 out of 10 natural gas wells use fracking technology.

 

A boom in drilling and permitting has not been accompanied by a proportionate increase in regulatory oversight and inspections, which are mainly state responsibilities.  State budget deficits are exacerbating the problem.  Potential for environmental damage has been increasing.  Illnesses caused by drinking contaminated water have been reported in areas next to active fracturing.

  

"The Fracking Responsibility and Awareness of Chemicals Act" (FRAC Act) 

 

Legislation repealing the exemption granted to the industry in 2005 has been introduced in Congress.  This would also require drillers to disclose the chemicals used in the fracturing process, which they are not required to do at present, which makes it more difficult to document cases of contamination and treat illnesses.  "Our legislation says everyone deserves to have safe drinking water by ensuring that hydraulic fracturing is subject to the protections afforded by the Safe Drinking Water Act.  The bill also lifts the veil of secrecy currently shrouding this industrial practice." -U.S. Representative Maurice Hinchey, June 2009.

 

As the nation seeks to supplement its dwindling energy supplies, the political and economic pressure to use potentially damaging drilling techniques will increase.  It is up to citizens to pressure their state and federal representatives to pass and enforce laws requiring that the safest, and not merely the cheapest, drilling methods are utilized to ensure the integrity of our drinking water supply.  The FRAC Act (H.R. 2766 and S.B. 1215) is still in committee.

 -Benjamin Hart

