
FACT SHEET ON HYDRAULIC FRACTURING

Water Resource
IMPACTS 

for Localities to Consider
High volume hydraulic fracturing is a drilling technique 
where large volumes of water, sand and chemicals are 
forced under high pressures underground to break up 

rock and release captured oil or gas.

Water Consumption
Modern fracking consumes significant quantities of fresh-
water. In the Marcellus Shale region in Pennsylvania, an av-
erage well uses 4.3 million gallons of water each time it 
is fracked. Wells are fracked repeatedly.  

The Potomac Aquifer 
The Potomac Aquifer is the only available deep water 
source for hundreds of thousands of Virginians in the east-
ern third of the state—running from Hampton Roads up to 
Northern Virginia. It is an aquifer under stress and the De-
partment of Environmental Quality states that the aquifer 
is currently shrinking by two feet per year.  

Private Water Wells
The EPA released a comprehensive report in December 
2016 proving that fracking activities can lead to water con-
tamination, sometimes rendering drinking water sources 
totally unusable—this can occur through multiple path-
ways. Pennsylvania found that in 2014 oil and gas op-
erations contaminated private drinking wells in 243 
cases. 

Fracking Fluids
A mixture of chemicals and sand is used to force open 
holes in rock under extreme pressure during the process of 
fracking. These mixtures typically contain chemicals like ar-
omatic hydrocarbons (such as benzene) which are known 
to have adverse effects on the central nervous system, liv-
er and kidneys. 

These chemicals either remain somewhere under the sur-
face after fracking has occurred or are expelled from the 
ground as “flowback.” In documented cases in multiple 
states, these chemicals have come in contact with surface 
and ground waters, causing significant contamination 
of drinking water sources.

Wastewater Pits & Waste Disposal
Modern fracking generates significant amounts of waste 
byproduct that must be handled safely. This includes frack-
ing fluids, mud cuttings, flowback water and production 
brine. Much of this waste is held in open pits until it can be 
trucked offsite. 

Local wastewater treatment plants are ill equipped to han-
dle this type of waste. These waste pits represent signif-
icant risk to the local environment from pit failures and 
overflows. Leakage from waste pits in Colorado con-
taminated nearby springs with benzene. Floods in 
Texas caused chemicals to flush into nearby rivers. 
And in Southwest Virginia, a citizen complaint revealed that 
a driller’s waste pit failed, allowing fluids and cuttings to 
contaminate drinking water from a local spring. 

Leaks, Spills and Accidents
    In 2015, Pennsylvania reported 640 oil and gas spills, 
which affected groundwater or surface waters. 

 In 2015, the oil and gas industry in Colorado 
reported 615 oil and chemical spills—90 of those 
contaminated ground water and 189 were within 
1,000 feet of surface water. 

 In January 2014, Cabot Oil & Gas Corporation of 
Pittsburgh was responsible for a storage tank explosion 
in Jessup Township that injured an employee and 
spilled 2,835 gallons of production fluid.

These leaks, spills and accidents result in threats to the 
environment and the human health and safety of local 
communities.

Erosion and Sedimentation
Erosion from industrial fracking development is likely to oc-
cur from the clearing of land, construction of drill pads at 
each fracking site, and miles of pipeline trenches that will 
crisscross the region. This erosion increases sedimenta-
tion and phosphorus loading in local streams. And it will 
set back Virginia’s hard work to restore the Chesapeake 
Bay. To compensate, farmers, homeowners and locali-
ties may need to further reduce their pollution impacts 
on the Bay.Richmond
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