
Executive Summary

Hydraulic fracturing, commonly referred to as “fracking,” is a process 
of extracting natural gas and oil from several miles deep beneath the 
Earth’s surface. Over the past decade, fracking has increased the output 
of these two vital energy sources by 40 percent and 85 percent, respec-
tively, and the fracking industry now supports nearly three million U.S. 
jobs. Thanks to fracking, energy prices have dropped significantly, sav-
ing billions of dollars for consumers and spurring massive economic 
growth.

The well-documented fracking successes have largely been unnoticed 
and unappreciated by the public and maligned and attacked by some 
lawmakers. Fracking opponents, many of whom receive substantial 
funding from anti-energy activists, feed anti-fracking sentiment by 
asserting several false claims about fracking. Because of these efforts, 
policymakers in several states have chosen to impose burdensome and 
unnecessary restrictions on fracking. Some states have even approved 
fracking bans, severely limiting economic opportunities for their 
citizens.

This Policy Brief outlines the basic elements of the fracking process 
and then refutes the four most widespread fracking myths. It provides 
lawmakers and the public with the research and data they need to make 
informed decisions about hydraulic fracturing and energy development. 
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 ■ The fracking revolution 
has transformed the 
American economy and 
saved consumers billions 
of dollars.

 ■ The well-documented 
successes of fracking 
have largely been 
unappreciated by the 
public and attacked by 
some lawmakers because 
of numerous false health 
claims invented by fracking 
opponents.

 ■ Well-researched 
studies clearly and 
consistently show fracking 
does not pose serious 
health or safety concerns 
to the public, and the 
best-available data do 
not justify the imposition 
of unnecessary fracking 
regulations, moratoria, or 
bans on fracking.
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The following is a concise outline of the four 
most common fracking myths discussed later 
in this Policy Brief:

Myth One: Fracking Pollutes Drinking 
Water

 ■ While fracking wells are generally thou-
sands of feet deep, water wells and drink-
ing water sources are no more than hun-
dreds of feet deep. Despite fear-mongering 
to the contrary, there is no evidence that 
seepage of fracking fluids, oil, or natural 
gas from fracking wells contaminate water 
sources.

 ■ Scientific examination has ruled out frack-
ing as the cause of numerous alleged ex-
amples of the dangers of fracking, includ-
ing flammable water flowing from home 
faucets.

 ■ Multiple studies have found no link be-
tween water pollution and fracking.

Myth Two: Fracking Pollutes the Air

 ■ Studies show air pollution found near 
fracking operations is typically too low to 
pose a danger to human health.

 ■ The Environmental Protection Agency re-
ports the decades-long decline in national 
air pollution has continued unabated since 
fracking became frequent and widespread 
during the middle of the past decade.

Myth Three: Fracking Causes Health 
Problems

 ■ As fracking has increased over the past 10 
years, the prevalence of asthma, birth de-
fects, and cancer have decreased.

 ■ The prevalence of these health problems in 
major fracking states, such as Pennsylva-
nia and Texas, is lower than in many states 
that do not have significant fracking oper-
ations.

 ■ Studies have found there is no evidence 
the miniscule amounts of chemicals in 
fracking fluids cause cancer.

Myth Four: Fracking Causes 
Dangerous Earthquakes

 ■ A global database that tracks earthquakes 
triggered by human activity reveals 44 
earthquakes in the database’s history, 
which dates back to the nineteenth century, 
have been caused by fracking. Only nine 
of these fracking-induced earthquakes oc-
curred in the United States. Additionally, 
just three of the earthquakes in the United 
States were strong enough to be felt and 
were comparable to the vibrations pro-
duced by a passing truck.

 ■ Some studies suggest these small vibra-
tions are associated with water injection 
and disposal operations in wells of all 
sorts, not only fracking wells.

 ■ Some scientists believe that after frack-
ing operations conclude, some regions are 
even less susceptible to seismic activity.
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The Basics and Benefits of 
Fracking

Hydraulic fracturing, commonly referred to as 
“fracking,” is the process of extracting natural 
gas and oil trapped in layers of shale, which 
are typically more than a mile deep beneath 
Earth’s surface. To release oil and natural gas, 
companies drill into the ground and, using 
explosive charges, puncture tiny holes in the 
shale. They then inject liquid mixtures, com-
posed primarily of water and sand, into the 
shale. This cracks and holds open the shale 
so oil and natural gas 
are able to flow up to 
the well at the Earth’s 
surface, where they are 
collected by drillers. 

Technological advances 
and the development of 
new directional drilling 
techniques have made it 
feasible for drillers to tap into these trapped 
deposits of oil and natural gas. Today, there are 
about 1.2 million fracking wells in the United 
States.1 As the U.S. Energy Information Ad-
ministration notes, “Hydraulically fractured 
horizontal wells have accounted for most of 
the new wells drilled and completed since 
late 2014. As of 2016, about 670,000 of the 
977,000 producing wells were hydraulically 
fractured and horizontally drilled.”2 

The fracking technological revolution that has 
occurred in recent years has dramatically in-
creased the availability of affordable and re-
liable energy, making it more plentiful today 
than at any other time in U.S. history. From 
2007 to 2017, production of natural gas in the 
United States increased by 39 percent, from 

19.26 trillion cubic feet per year to 26.84 tril-
lion cubic feet per year.3 During the same pe-
riod, oil production increased by a whopping 
84 percent, from 5.07 million barrels of oil per 
day to 9.35 million barrels per day.4 In July 
2018, U.S. crude oil output exceeded 11 mil-
lion barrels per day for the first time.5 

As a result of this energy renaissance, the price 
of natural gas fell from $9.66 per million Brit-
ish thermal units (MMBtu) in January 2007 to 
$2.98 per MMBtu in August 2018, a price de-
crease of 70 percent.6 

A 2015 Harvard Busi-
ness School/Boston 
Consulting Group study 
estimates fracking sup-
ported 2.7 million jobs 
in 2014, with the poten-
tial to grow to 3.8 mil-
lion jobs by 2030.7 Sim-
ilarly, Pricewaterhouse-

Coopers prepared a report for the American 
Petroleum Institute that estimates the oil and 
natural gas industries supported 10.3 million 
jobs in 2015, an increase of about 500,00 com-
pared to 2011.8 The RAND Corporation proj-
ects the industries will support an additional 
1.9 million jobs by 2035.9 By the same year, 
a 2012 IHS study estimates fracking will have 
created 3.5 million jobs.10 

A 2016 U.S. Chamber of Commerce study 
projects that if the fracking revolution of the 
previous decade had not occurred, 4.3 million 
jobs would not have been created, the U.S. 
economy would be $500 billion smaller, and 
residential natural gas prices would be 28 per-
cent higher.11 

The fracking Technological 
revoluTion ThaT has occurred 

over The pasT decade has 
dramaTically increased The 
availabiliTy of affordable 

and reliable energy.
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Despite the apparent economic benefits pro-
vided by fracking, many environmentalists 
are ardently opposed to hydraulic fracturing. 
Much of this opposition is based on misinfor-
mation and ideological animus, not sound sci-
ence and well-documented research. To ensure 
the continuation of the fracking revolution, 
along with all of its numerous economic bene-
fits, it is crucial those who support reasonable 
environmental measures and economic growth 
refute the myths now fu-
eling much of the oppo-
sition to fracking. 

The following are some 
of the most pervasive 
and important falsehoods about fracking, as 
well as the evidence disproving these fracking 
myths.

Myth One: Fracking Pollutes 
Drinking Water

Thanks in large part to the inaccuracies fea-
tured in the 2010 “documentary” film Gasland, 
perhaps the most enduring myth about frack-
ing is that it pollutes drinking water. Many 
have seen the film’s clip of a Colorado man 
lighting water from his home faucet on fire due 
to the presence of methane in his water. The 
film’s director was quick to point to fracking 
as the culprit, but after scientific investigation, 
it turns out that biogenic (naturally occurring) 
methane was the real source. 

The Colorado Oil and Gas Conservation Com-
mission (COGCC) tested the man’s water fea-
tured in Gasland.12 By analyzing the isotopic 
composition of the gas, scientists at COGCC 
determined the source of the methane. The 

water well did not test positive for chemicals 
used in the fracking process. Rather, the flames 
shown in Gasland were the result of natural 
causes, not fracking.

The misconception that fracking is polluting 
water has also been debunked by numerous 
other researchers. Since 2010, there have been 
more than two dozen peer-reviewed studies 
and assessments from experts determining 

the fracking process is 
not a systemic threat to 
groundwater sources. 
Some of these studies 
have come from re-
searchers at prestigious 

institutions, such as Duke University,13 Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology,14 Stanford 
University,15 University of Michigan,16 Uni-
versity of Texas at Austin,17 and Yale Univer-
sity.18 Others have come from state and fed-
eral agencies, including the U.S. Geological 
Survey,19 U.S. Department of Energy,20 and 
the Wyoming Department of Environmental 
Quality.21 Nonprofit agencies such as the Cal-
ifornia Council on Science and Technology,22 
National Groundwater Association,23 and the 
Academy of Medicine, Engineering, and Sci-
ence of Texas24 have also produced their share 
of studies showing that fracking does not pose 
a significant threat to drinking water, as has the 
German Federal Institute for Geosciences and 
Natural Resources, which examined whether 
fracking affects groundwater in the North Ger-
man Basin.25 

Perhaps most notably, the Obama-era U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) con-
firmed these findings in 2016 with its own 
$29 million, six-year study of the impacts on 
groundwater by 110,000 fracked oil and nat-

perhaps The mosT enduring 
myTh abouT fracking is ThaT 
iT polluTes drinking waTer.
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ural gas wells in use across the country since 
2011.26 That report concluded, “Hydraulic 
fracturing operations are unlikely to generate 
sufficient pressure to drive fluids into shallow 
drinking water zones.” 

Why is fracking contamination of groundwa-
ter so unlikely to occur? Hydraulic fracturing 
is a “stimulation treatment” in which fissures 
are opened in rock, such as shale. Shale is a 
rock with good porosity—meaning it has lots 

of tiny pores that can hold oil, gas, and wa-
ter—but it has very low permeability, meaning 
there are few pathways between the pores that 
would allow the oil, gas, or water to be extract-
ed.27

During the fracking process, fissures are 
opened by pumping fluid solutions into the 
chosen shale zone, which is usually thou-
sands of feet deep, at high pressures and rates, 
forming small fractures in the rock. (See Fig-

ure One.) Often, a device called a 
“perforating gun” is used to assist 
this process. Small particles (most-
ly sand, commonly referred to as 
“proppants”) are then pumped into 
the fissures to prevent them from 
closing, creating “engineered per-
meability.” While the hydraulic 
pressure is enough to crack the 
rock, it is not enough to send fluid 
up through multiple rock forma-
tions, where drinking water zones 
are located.

Figure Two shows, to scale, the level 
of the typical oil well compared to 
drinking well water aquifers. In 
Figure Two, tiny marks near the 
Earth’s surface represent drinking 
water wells. There are thousands 
of feet of rock between the aquifer 
and the fracked section of shale. In 
places such as Wyoming, there are 
often more than six different rock 
units, or “layers,” to the horizontal 
portion of a well. Wells for drinking 
water are usually drilled to a depth 
of about 100–500 feet. Franking 
wells are generally 6,000–10,000 
feet beneath the Earth’s surface.Source: Linnea Lueken, The Heartland Institute, 2018.

Figure One: Simplified diagram of the hydraulic-
fracturing process
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No one wants their well water contaminated 
by the fluids used in fracking, and it’s also im-
portant to note drillers do not want well wa-
ter seeping into their operations, either. Water 
invasion of an oil or natural gas well could 
change the drilling “mud weight,” which is an 
essential factor in maintaining safe pressures 
at the depths drilling operations take place. 
(See Figure Three.)

Mud weight refers to the density of the drilling 
mud, which is often a barite clay solution that 
is similar to the composition of mud masks 
that one can find in beauty stores. It is pumped 
down and then back up the well during the 
drilling process. (See the arrows in Figure 
Three.) Mud helps to maintain stable pressures 
underground, lubricates the drill bit, and car-
ries the rock bits that are drilled to the surface 
so that the drill bit doesn’t become clogged.

To understand why this process is extremely 
important for fracking operators, picture the 
wood shavings that appear when one drills a 
hole in a plank of wood. With fracking, similar 
“shavings” develop, but they are much more 
difficult to clear away because they are thou-
sands of feet underground, made of rock, and 
significantly larger. Removing these shavings 
is necessary to ensure the drilling process can 
operate properly. The rock shavings, known in 
the fracking industry as “cuttings,” do not pop 
to the surface from the drilling action, rather 
they are carried to the surface by the drilling 
mud. If the mud weight is changed because 
of the presence of unwanted water, the pres-
sure at the bottom of the well will also change, 
which can lead to a wide range of problems. 
Insufficient mud weight is the predominant 
cause of “kicks,” which occur when fluid from 
the rock formation from which drillers are ex-

Source: Linnea Lueken, The Heartland Institute, 
2018.

Figure Two: Scale image of a fracked 
well
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tracting oil and gas rushes up the drilled hole 
to the surface. If the well is not brought under 
control, kicks can cause a dangerous blowout. 
It is in the best interest of every oil and gas 
worker to ensure well water does not seep into 
fracking operations.

Myth Two: Fracking Pollutes the 
Air

Opponents of fracking often argue poisonous 
air emissions from fracking create significant 
and widespread health problems. However, the 

evidence from shale plays all over the United 
States reveals this claim is erroneous. 

A 2017 Colorado Department of Public Health 
and Environment study found the levels of air 
pollution created at active oil and gas drill-
ing operations in or near residential areas are 
too low to pose serious health problems, even 
when the data are adjusted to account for peo-
ple who are more sensitive to air pollution, 
such as those with asthma.28 “All measured 
air concentrations were below short- and long-
term ‘safe’ levels of exposure for non-cancer 
health effects, even for sensitive populations,” 
the report concluded. 

A 2016 study conducted by the University 
of Texas at Arlington found air quality sur-
rounding unconventional drilling operations 
in the Eagle Ford Shale, such as fracking well 
sites, was well within the acceptable limit.29 In 
2015, a Modern Geosciences study of the Bar-
nett Shale in the Lone Star State found “none 
of the observed [volatile organic compounds 
(VOCs)] were noted above [state-mandated 
public health thresholds.]”30 These results are 
supported by a previous study of the Barnett 
Shale that found “shale gas activities have not 
resulted in VOC levels that pose a health con-
cern.”31

A 2015 study of the Marcellus region in Penn-
sylvania by researchers at Drexel University 
“did not observe elevated levels of any … light 
aromatic compounds (benzene, toluene, etc.)” 
at well sites, and it noted there were “few emis-
sions of non-alkane VOCs … from Marcellus 
Shale development.”32 In Utah, a multi-year 
collaborative report from the Utah Division 
of Air Quality, Region 8 of the Environmental 
Protection Agency, and the Ute Indian Tribe, 

Figure Three: A simplified diagram of 
how mud flows in a drilling operation

Source: Linnea Lueken, The Heartland Institute, 
2018.
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released in 2016, found VOC emissions levels 
in the Uinta Basin were far lower than had pre-
viously been estimated.33 

“The emissions inventory shows basin-wide 
emissions of VOCs, thought by scientists to 
be the main drivers of ozone formation in the 
basin, are 49% lower than previous inventory 
estimates,” a contem-
poraneous press release 
notes. “Like in other oil 
and natural gas basins, 
the new inventory re-
vealed primary VOCs 
have lower potency for 
driving ozone. That’s 
especially important because the oil and nat-
ural gas industry is the largest contributor of 
VOC emissions in the Uinta Basin. However, 
this downward revision of VOC emissions is 
yet another example of how industry has been 
able to reduce emissions while maintaining 
strong growth in oil and natural gas produc-
tion.”34 

In West Virginia, the state’s Department of 
Environmental Protection found in 2013 that 
“there are no indications of a public health 
emergency or threat” from fracking activity 
there.35 This led the department to conclude, 
“based on a review of completed air studies to 
date, including the results from the well pad 
development monitoring conducted in West 
Virginia’s Brooke, Marion, and Wetzel Coun-
ties, no additional legislative rules establish-
ing special requirements [for drilling activity] 
need to be promulgated at this time.”36

These U.S.-based studies are not outliers. To 
take just one example from abroad, in 2013, 
the United Kingdom’s Department of Health 

issued a report concluding “that the potential 
risks to public health from exposure to the 
emissions associated with shale gas extraction 
are low if the operations are properly run and 
regulated.”37

As seen by these highlighted examples, frack-
ing does not pose a significant threat to air 

quality. EPA reports the 
decades-long decline in 
national air pollution 
has continued unabated 
since fracking became 
frequent and wide-
spread, during the mid-
dle of the past decade.38

Myth 3: Fracking Causes Health 
Problems

Some environmental activists have claimed 
the fracking process causes a multitude of 
health problems, including increased asthma 
hospitalizations, lower birth weights, higher 
infant mortality, and increased rates of can-
cer.39 However, there is no evidence showing 
that fracking causes such health problems. The 
following is a brief summary of the research 
examining these important concerns, grouped 
by health problem.

Asthma

If fracking causes asthma, one would expect 
asthma to have become more common and se-
vere during the past decade, because fracking 
has become much more prevalent. However, 
this has not occurred. 

as seen by These highlighTed 
examples, fracking does noT 
pose a significanT ThreaT To 

air qualiTy.
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According to the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC), the number of asthma 
sufferers reporting an attack has fallen from 
52.5 percent in the 2006–10 period to 46.9 per-
cent in 2016.40,41 CDC also notes asthma mor-
tality rates have over the same period dropped 
from 1.1 per 100,000 to one person per 100,000. 
Asthma prevalence rates have also decreased, 
from 8.4 percent to 8.3 percent.42 

Texas—a major center of fracking operations 
and a state that is on pace to become the world’s 
third-largest oil producer—has among U.S. 
states the fourth-lowest 
adult asthma prevalence 
rate and the lowest asth-
ma mortality rate.43,44

Pennsylvania, which 
ranks second nationally 
in natural gas and to-
tal energy production, 
has the fourth-lowest 
asthma mortality rate.45 
Pennsylvania’s asthma 
mortality rate is even lower than neighboring 
New York’s, which banned hydraulic fractur-
ing in 2014.46

Further, asthma hospitalization rates in Penn-
sylvania have decreased from 17.6 percent in 
2004 to 13.4 percent in 2014, the most recent 
year for which data are available.47 This rep-
resents a 24 percent decrease in asthma hos-
pitalization rates during the same period the 
number of hydraulically fracked shale wells 
in the state increased from zero to more than 
7,500.48 The state’s six largest shale-produc-
ing counties—Bradford, Greene, Lycoming, 
Susquehanna, Tioga, and Washington—have 
experienced lower asthma hospitalization 

rates during the same period, and all six coun-
ties have lower rates than the state average.49

Birth Defects, Low Birthweight, and 
Infant Mortality

If fracking has been causing various birth 
anomalies, one would also expect the prev-
alence of these health problems to have in-
creased in the United States over the past de-
cade, but this, too, has not happened. 

The low birthweight 
rate in the United States 
was 8.17 percent in 
2016, the most recent 
year for which data are 
available, down from 
8.26 percent in 2006.50 
Infant mortality in the 
United States has also 
declined. From 2005 to 
2013, the latest year for 
which data is available, 

infant mortality fell by 13.1 percent.51 In Penn-
sylvania, the infant mortality rate declined 8.8 
percent,52 and the rate for various other birth 
defects fell or remained stable over the same 
period.53 

Other large oil- and natural gas-producing 
states—such as Colorado, Louisiana, Oklaho-
ma, Texas, and Wyoming—have experienced 
similar decreases in their infant mortality 
rates.54 

Cancer

Research overwhelmingly shows fracking 

if fracking has been causing 
various birTh anomalies, 

one would also expecT The 
prevalence of These healTh 
problems To have increased 

in The uniTed sTaTes over 
The pasT decade, buT This, 

Too, has noT happened.
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does not cause cancer. Fracking chemicals 
remain locked deep underground, well below 
groundwater and water 
reservoirs. Moreover, 
fracking fluids are al-
most entirely made of 
water and sand. As not-
ed by EPA, less than 1 
percent, by mass, of 
fracking fluids is com-
posed of chemical addi-
tives.55 These chemical 
additives are used to control numerous aspects 
of the process, from the gel-quality of the flu-
id (thicker fluid will suspend sand better than 
water) to the fluid’s density. 

In such small proportions, it is an absurd ex-
aggeration to say exposure to fracking fluids 
causes cancer. The very small amounts of 
chemical additives in fracking fluid are too 
miniscule to impact human health. If that were 
the case, oil and gas workers who mix frack-
ing fluids and drilling mud would have higher 
rates of cancer, but according to a Norwegian 
study, they do not. The Norwegian researchers 
found the only fracking-worker-related elevat-
ed cancer rates are associated with asbestos 
exposure, both on-site and off-site, particular-
ly before 1980 (when asbestos was commonly 
used on fracking sites).56 

A 2015 study purporting to show elevated can-
cer risks near fracked natural gas wells had to 
be retracted after the authors admitted they 
included “honest calculation errors”57 in their 
assessment. When those errors were correct-
ed, the observed hydrocarbon emissions were 
reduced by 7,250 percent, leaving them well 
below any cancer risk threshold.58

There have also been numerous other studies 
showing fracking does not pose a significant 

public health risk.59 For 
instance, a 2017 analy-
sis by Resources for the 
Future, titled “Health 
Impacts of Unconven-
tional Oil and Gas De-
velopment,”60 conclud-
ed many of the studies 
linking severe health 
issues to unconvention-

al oil and gas operations had “weaknesses and 
many had significant shortcomings.” Further-
more, the study’s authors concluded, “Over-
all, we find that the literature does not provide 
strong evidence regarding specific health im-
pacts and is largely unable to establish mecha-
nisms for any potential health effects.”61

Myth 4: Fracking Causes 
Dangerous Earthquakes

Numerous studies show fracking does not 
cause dangerous, widespread earthquakes. As 
the U.S. Geological Survey notes on its “Myths 
and Misconceptions” webpage, fracking is not 
the primary cause of induced (human-caused) 
earthquakes. The page directly states, “Frack-
ing is NOT causing most of the induced earth-
quakes.”62 

A database administered by researchers at the 
United Kingdom’s University of Durham and 
University of Newcastle upon Tyne is the larg-
est and most up-to-date database of earthquake 
sequences purported to have been induced or 
triggered by human activity worldwide since 
the 1800s. According to this important da-
tabase, as of July 2018, fracking has been 

as The u.s. geological 
survey noTes on iTs “myThs 

and misconcepTions” 
webpage, fracking is noT The 

primary cause of induced 
earThquakes.
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conclusively linked to only 6 percent of all 
human-caused earthquakes, 44 earthquakes 
overall. Considering there are at least 1.1 mil-
lion active fracking wells in the United States, 
this number is miniscule.63 

Furthermore, in the United States, only nine 
earthquakes have been 
conclusively linked to 
fracking, and of those 
nine, just three have 
reached M3 on the mo-
ment magnitude scale,64 
which is roughly the 
threshold needed for an 
earthquake to be felt on 
the surface. M3 earth-
quakes produce “vibrations similar to the pass-
ing of a truck.”65

Researchers have noted that there is a correla-
tion to the presence of a fracking site and a 
higher likelihood of earthquakes. In light of 
the information presented above, what is caus-
ing earthquakes near these sites? Analysts say 
the culprit is wastewater disposal processes.66 

Wastewater injection and disposal wells are 
wells in which brine (salt water) and other flu-
ids are re-injected so drillers can dispose of 
them. While wastewater is produced by frack-
ing operations, it is also produced in almost 
all other more traditional oil and gas drilling 
and production processes. It is not the drilling 
itself that is potentially causing tremors, nor 
is this a problem that is exclusive to fracking. 
Wastewater disposal involves much higher 
injection pressures and volumes of fluid than 
fracking, because the aim of drillers is to keep 
those fluids in well reservoirs. The practice, by 
law, is overseen by local or regional EPA offic-

es.67 Extrapolating that fracking is the cause of 
these earthquakes because frack wastewater is 
occasionally injected is comparable to saying 
turning on the ignition of a car causes traffic 
accidents. 

Interestingly, some researchers say that once 
fracking operations con-
clude, earthquakes may 
be less likely to occur 
than in similar areas 
where no fracking pro-
cesses have been con-
ducted. At The Heart-
land Institute’s 2017 
America First Energy 
Conference, Joe Leim-

kuhler, vice president for drilling at LLOG Ex-
ploration, observed, “Long-term, once a well 
produces enough volume of fluid that exceeds 
the volume of water and sand that you’ve put 
in the fractal well, once you’ve taken more 
material out than you’ve in, you’ve lowered 
the overall stress state of the system, and you 
can make an argument that on a regional ba-
sis you’ve actually decreased the tendency for 
earthquakes and not increased it long term.”68

Researchers at the University of Alberta re-
cently conducted a two-year study to deter-
mine just how much of the seismic activity 
experienced from 1965 to 2014 could be cor-
related with increased oil and gas production. 
The examined regions were in the U.S. states 
of North Dakota, Ohio, Oklahoma, Pennsylva-
nia, Texas, and West Virginia and the Canadi-
an provinces of Alberta, British Columbia, and 
Saskatchewan.69 

The researchers concluded that in all but 
one studied region there was no correlation 

in all buT one sTudied region 
There was no correlaTion 
beTween increased seismic 
acTiviTy and The presence 
of increased oil and gas 

producTion.
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between increased seismic activity and the 
presence of increased oil and gas production: 
“analysis of oil and gas production versus 
seismicity rates in six other States in the USA 
and three provinces in Canada finds no State/
Province-wide correlation between increased 
seismicity and hydrocarbon production.”70 
One of the researchers even went so far as to 
say: “It’s not as simple as saying ‘we do a hy-
draulic fracturing treatment, and therefore we 
are going to cause felt 
seismicity.’ It’s actually 
the opposite. Most of it 
is perfectly safe.”71 

Even the relationship 
between wastewater in-
jection wells and seis-
micity stands on shaky 
ground. The Institute 
for Geophysics at the University of Texas at 
Austin conducted a study attempting to deter-
mine if the earthquakes in the Barnett Shale 
region of Texas are a danger to the public and 
whether they could be connected to Texas’ 
many wastewater injection wells.72 According 
to the study, the presence of injection wells 
increases the likelihood of small earthquakes, 
but the study also shows there are a significant 
number of wells with similar injection rates as 
those linked to small earthquakes that did not 
experience earthquakes in the area. 

EPA found similar results in its study of 30,000 
wastewater disposal wells73: “EPA is unaware 
of any … [underground drinking water] con-
tamination resulting from seismic events relat-
ed to injection-induced seismicity,” the report 
concludes. “Very few of these disposal well 
sites have produced seismic events with mag-
nitudes greater than M 4.0. For example, at the 

time of this report, there were approximately 
2,700 active disposal wells in Louisiana, with 
no recent significant seismic events occurring 
as a result of the disposal activities.”74 

Conclusion 

Well-researched studies clearly and consis-
tently show fracking does not pose serious 

health or safety con-
cerns to the public, and 
the best-available data 
do not justify the im-
position of unnecessary 
fracking regulations, 
moratoria, or bans. In 
light of the immense 
number of studies show-
ing fracking is relatively 

safe and that it provides substantial economic 
benefits, lawmakers in Maryland, New York, 
and Vermont, who have responded to envi-
ronmentalists’ fear-mongering and spurious 
claims by banning fracking, should reconsider 
their decision to unnecessarily stunt economic 
growth. 

As this paper has made evident, fracking does 
not pollute water or air or cause public health 
problems or dangerous earthquakes. Of course, 
this does not mean energy companies shouldn’t 
continue to develop technologies that make the 
fracking process safer or more efficient. 

Nothing in this Policy Brief is meant to suggest 
there are zero risks associated with fracking or 
other drilling operations. However, those risks 
are quite small compared to the enormous ben-
efits fracking continues to provide to the Unit-
ed States.

well-researched sTudies 
clearly and consisTenTly 
show fracking does noT 
pose serious healTh or 
safeTy concerns To The 

public.
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