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November 17, 2010 

 
President Barack Obama 
The White House 
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue NW 
Washington, D.C. 20500 
 
Dear Mr. President: 

We are writing to you on behalf of our more than ten thousand members who are deeply 
concerned about the threat that unconventional shale gas extraction poses to our 
environment and to public health. While there is no doubt that the United States has 
abundant shale gas reserves, this valuable resource must be exploited in a way that 
does not create a public health menace or an environmental disaster. To achieve this 
goal, it is imperative that our federal government develop a clear, consistent energy 
policy based on science, not political considerations. 

The preferred technology that is being used to extract shale gas is high-volume 
hydraulic fracturing (HVHF), also known as “fracking.” HVHF is inherently dangerous, 
poorly understood, and inadequately regulated; it has already been linked to over one 
thousand instances of water contamination throughout the country.1 

Fracking even a single gas well entails injecting millions of gallons of fluid into the 
ground to create enough pressure to fracture the rock and release the gas it contains.2 
Fracking fluid is primarily water, but also contains hundreds of chemical additives, 
including neurotoxins and carcinogens, that are hazardous in parts per billion.3 If 
America’s shale gas reserves are developed using these chemical fracturing fluids, 
trillions upon trillions of gallons of toxic fluid will be injected underground—and most of it 
will never be recovered.4 

At present, no one can say with any degree of certainty that these fluids will not present 
a threat to our drinking water supplies—either immediately or in the years and decades 
to come. 

A May 2009 United States Geographical Survey noted 
 

While the technology of drilling directional boreholes, and the use of 
sophisticated hydraulic fracturing processes to extract gas resources from 
tight rock have improved over the past few decades, the knowledge of 
how this extraction might affect water resources has not kept pace. 



Agencies that manage and protect water resources could benefit from a 
better understanding of the impacts that drilling and stimulating Marcellus 
Shale wells might have on water supplies. . . . 5 [Emphasis added] 

Proponents of HVHF like to claim that there have been over one million fracking 
operations in the United States without a single instance of drinking water 
contamination, but this assertion is not based on empirical data, and in fact there have 
already been a great many instances where drinking water supplies have been 
compromised after hydraulic fracturing has taken place. In some instances, water wells 
have run dry, or have been contaminated with total dissolved solids (TDS) or methane. 
In other instances, such as in Pavilion, Wyoming, and Dimock, Pennsylvania, the 
chemical constituents of the fracking fluid itself have been detected in drinking water. 

To date, there has never been a single credible peer-reviewed study of the effect of 
hydraulic fracturing on our drinking water supplies6 and it is to your great credit that EPA 
Administrator Lisa Jackson initiated just such a study earlier this year. The results of 
that study will not be known until 2012. 

As of now, a report prepared by the environmental engineering firm of Hazen & Sawyer 
for the New York City Department of Environmental Protection may be the most 
thorough consideration of the subject, and it findings are anything but reassuring. 
 

Subsurface migration of fracturing fluids or formation water and 
pressures could present risks to potable water supplies if such fluids 
were to intercept a shallow fresh water aquifer . . . Potential migration 
pathways include migration of fracturing and formation fluids along the 
well bore as well as migration across and out of the penetrated and 
hydraulically fractured strata.5 

 
The report also described the geological conditions that were encountered during the 
construction of New York City’s water tunnels, which pass through the Marcellus Shale, 
a region that is now targeted for fracking: 
 

Brittle geological features such as faults, fractures and crushed zones 
were encountered during water supply tunnel construction. Groundwater 
inflows were also encountered at numerous locations during tunnel 
construction, and in several cases, these align with mapped faults, 
fractures or linear features. More importantly, saline, methane, and 
hydrogen sulfide seeps were encountered as well. These seeps are 
considered to be indicative of a hydraulic connection to naturally-
occurring pressurized groundwater/fluids from much deeper strata. 
Existing connections to deeper strata can transmit pressurized fluids 
(e.g., saline and/or radioactive formation water and residual 
hydrofracturing chemicals) upward to the vicinity of the fresh water 
aquifer . . . 7 [Emphasis added] 
 



In addition to the risk associated with the underground injection of toxic fracturing fluids, 
a number of other impacts associated with shale gas extraction may adversely affect 
drinking water supplies. 

Wastewater disposal is a problem that has not been adequately addressed. In addition 
to the spent fracking fluid that is recovered from fractured wells, vast quantities of so-
called “produced water” are disgorged along with the natural gas. Produced water is a 
naturally occurring solution that contains high levels of chlorides, total dissolved solids 
(TDS), toxic metals such as cadmium, and radioactive material including radon and 
radium.7  At present there are few, if any, wastewater treatment plants that can remove 
all these contaminants from drilling wastewater so that it can be safely discharged into 
our rivers and streams. In 2008, Pennsylvania had to temporarily halt the disposal of 
partially treated drilling wastewater into the Monongahela River because the level of 
pollutants was so high that it was damaging industrial equipment and befouling the 
drinking water of hundreds of thousands of state residents.8     The trucking of toxic 
wastewater over long distances poses an additional hazardous threat, there are  
numerous recorded incidents --- due to leakage, poorly maintained trucks, accidents, 
and driver error. 

Also, the notion that shale gas can be used to reduce greenhouse emissions needs to 
be carefully scrutinized. Current gas extraction technology is heavily reliant on diesel 
fuel, because millions of gallons of fresh water and wastewater have to be trucked to 
and from each well site, often over long distances. Moreover, large quantities of volatile, 
organic compounds are typically released into the atmosphere during the extraction 
process, and significant amounts of the natural gas escape as it is transmitted from the 
well head to the consumer. In a report recently submitted for peer review, Cornell 
Professor Robert C. Howarth says: 

We urge caution in viewing natural gas as good fuel choice for the future. 
Using the best available science, we conclude that natural gas is no better 
than coal and may in fact be worse than coal in terms of its greenhouse 
gas footprint when evaluated over the time course of the next several 
decades. Note that both the National Academy of Sciences and the 
Council of Scientific Society Presidents have urged great caution before 
proceeding with the development of diffuse natural gas from shale 
formations using unconventional technology.9 [Emphasis added.] 
 

In addition to the many unanswered questions about the technology used to extract 
shale gas, the regulatory framework that governs the process is grossly inadequate. 
The 2005 Energy Act exempted hydraulic fracturing from important provisions of many 
environmental laws, including the Clean Air Act, the Clean Water Act, and the Safe 
Drinking Water Act. And regulation at the state level is also lacking; in fact most states 
where hydraulic fracturing takes place have no regulations whatsoever to govern the 
process.10 

Finally, the entire business model of shale gas extraction must be carefully evaluated. 
Hydraulic fracturing is an expensive proposition, and it is not clear that tapping our shale 



gas reserves using today’s technology makes economic sense. The profitability of the 
enterprise depends in large part on substantial financial incentives from the federal 
government and the industry’s ability to externalize many of its business costs. All too 
often, host communities are burdened with expensive road repairs and the cost of 
paying for the additional emergency medical services and law enforcement necessitated 
by the sudden influx of a transient worker population engaged in a new and dangerous 
industrial activity. Residents who live near hydraulically fractured wells must pay for 
multiple well water tests that can cost more than five hundred dollars each. In addition, 
permitting fees and taxes on production are, in many instances, insufficient to pay for 
adequate regulation or the high cost of cleaning up after wells are exhausted or 
environmental accidents have occurred. 

Sustainable energy sources such as the wind, sun, and tide are by their very nature 
non-polluting, and the technology that captures these resources has a relatively small 
carbon footprint and very little risk of environmental disaster. Before investing further in 
shale gas technology, the federal government should conduct a careful and 
comprehensive risk/rewards assessment that compares shale gas extraction with 
renewable energy sources. If the billions of dollars that now subsidize the fossil fuel 
industry were used to develop sustainable energy, could the United States generate as 
much per capita solar energy as Germany? Could we compete with Portugal in 
harvesting energy from the tide and the waves? Would the United States, instead of 
China, emerge as the leader in green energy technology? 

America’s ability to innovate is unrivalled, and it may well be that in the future we are 
able to utilize our shale gas reserves without putting public health and our environment 
at risk, but it is not at all clear that we can achieve this goal using today’s technology. As 
your administration charts our energy policy for the future, we ask you to make 
decisions that are grounded in science and that put the welfare of the public ahead of 
corporate interests. 

Thank you for your careful consideration of these urgent matters. 

Sincerely,  

      

Bruce Ferguson     Ramsay Adams, Executive Director 
Catskill Citizens for Safe Energy   Catskill Mountainkeeper 
 
Cc: Lisa P. Jackson, EPA Administrator 
Steven Chu, Energy Secretary 
Ken Salazar, Interior Secretary 
Judith Enck, EPA Administrator, Region 2 
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