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The following assesses the impact, both potential and real, of hydraulic fracturing on 

tourism.  This report was undertaken in response to the proposal being prepared by Shoal Point 
Energy to establish oil fracking wells in the Green Point Shale, every 10-20 kilometers along the 
west coast of Newfoundland.  These wells would be situated close to the shoreline, accessible by 
road. 

 
This report is based on a reading of various sources: detailed academic studies, 

university-press monographs, company reports, detailed newspaper articles, and creditable 
websites.  While a number of these sources deal specifically with the impact of fracking on 
tourism, the scope of the research includes also effects of fracking on communities, because such 
studies provide useful material on how fracking could affect tourism in western Newfoundland.  
While many of the studies discuss oil fracking, studies of gas fracking were also considered 
because the technology and the effects of such operations are similar to those used in oil 
fracking. 

 
Based on this literature, this report has arrived at the conclusion that the impact of oil 

fracking on tourism in western Newfoundland overall would be negative.  It is possible that there 
would be a short-term economic boom for the region, e.g. hotels would see their occupancy rates 
increase to accommodate the workers that come from other regions to construct the wells.  The 
service industries would also benefit for a time.  Such boom effects have been seen in other 
regions and jurisdictions, such as western North Dakota.  However, unlike other forms of oil 
extraction, fracking is very capital-intensive.  There would be a demand for labour in the 
construction phase of the wells, but that would only last a few years (unless of course there is a 
vast increase in the subsequent number of wells proposed, a development that would carry 
implications for tourism as well, as discussed below).  Fracking in Newfoundland potentially 
would follow the boom-bust cycles (perhaps even more quickly) so convincingly described in 

, 
and Its Impact on Boom, Bust, and Crisis: Labour, Corporate 
Power and Politics in Canada [Halifax and Winnipeg: Fernwood Publishing, 2012], pp. 68-83). 

 
Such investment in fracking would undermine the extensive funds that the provincial 

government and local operators have invested in tourism in western Newfoundland.  Indeed, 
such investment has reaped much fruit: in 2010, resident and non-resident travelers in western 
Newfoundland spent approximately $205 million.   Indeed, it could be argued that tourism is a 
far more sustainable industry than resource extraction, especially of a finite resource using 

mailto:ebezzina@grenfell.mun.ca


Impact of Fracking on Tourism    2  
  

hydraulic fracturing.  There is a risk that fracking would undermine the tourism industry 
substantially that it would take a very long time to recover and restore its visitor base, image, and 
brand. 

 
Currently, there is no concrete plan to conduct hydraulic fracking within Gros Morne 

National Park, but proposed drill sites would be located close to the shoreline and indeed 
landmarks 

such as Western Brook Pond.  The road that runs through the Park mostly passes along this 
shoreline.  What fracking activity is allowed in the community enclaves affects the Park itself.  
The community enclaves are essential links in the Park.  Also, the Park itself and the areas 
surrounding it are not isolated from one another in terms of air and water or even access.  Many 
tourists use the coastal roads outside the Park to arrive at the Park.   

 
Why do tourists come to Western Newfoundland and Gros Morne Park in particular?  

Based on the Gros Morne National Park visitor survey (2011), when asked to comment on the 
features that inspired their visit, the list was topped by the feature of geography/geology 
(landscape, scenery, tablelands) (p. 5).  On Table 3, the five most popular campgrounds were 
Berry Hill, Green Point, Trout River, Lomond, and Shallow Bay (p. 5).  Four of these are located 
near the coastline.  On Table 7, respondents noted that the most enjoyable experiences of their 
visit involved the hiking trials, the boat tour at Western Brook Pond, and the scenery (p. 8).  
Hence, it is reasonable to conclude that what makes tourism so successful in western 
Newfoundland and in Gros Morne Park in particular, is the scenery, the outdoor activities, but 
especially the uniquely beautiful coastline that the region offers.  Indeed, most of the tourism 
promotional photographs for western Newfoundland that are  
contain images of pristine coastline. 

 
The studies described below document a myriad of negative effects experienced as a 

result of hydraulic fracturing.  Based on these studies, hydraulic fracturing for shale oil would 
undermine the tourism assets of western Newfoundland in a number of different ways: 

 
i) Air Pollution 

In addition to oil, methane gas is also embedded in the shale.  This gas cannot be 
captured in an economically viable way.  Thus companies involved in oil fracking 
burn off the methane gas through flaring.  Not only does such flaring contribute to 
the negative visual impact of fracking wells, but it also produces air pollution and 
a noxious odour in the surrounding area. 
 

ii) Noise Pollution 
Moderate to significant noise pollution has been detected in communities that live 
near fracking sites.  Such noise is due to the construction of the well, the drilling 
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and fracking processes, as well as the trucks needed to service the wells.  Much of 
this noise would take place twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.  That 
could undermine the experience of campers in the four parks noted above. 
 

iii) Heavy Truck Traffic 
Each single-well fracking well pad requires an estimated 890 to 1,340 truck trips, 
for the transport of construction materials, fracking chemicals, water, the oil itself, 
etc.  If hundreds of wells were to be built along the coast, then one can expect a 
dramatic increase in heavy truck traffic along the major highways, outside the 
Park, and through it.  This would make getting to and from the Park more difficult 
and would increase infrastructure costs for the province. 

 
iv) Visual Impact 

As the proposed fracking wells would be located along the coast, they would be 
clearly visible from the shore.  Indeed, compared to forested regions such as 
Pennsylvania, the visual impact of fracking wells would be more apparent in 
western Newfoundland, because the major highways largely run alongside this 
coast.  The fracking well, often 140 feet in height on a 5-acre piece of land, with 
gas flaring, would undermine the widespread image of the western Newfoundland 
as pristine. 

 
v) Seismic Activity 

Seismic activity due to fracking has been reported in such jurisdictions as 
Arkansas, British Columbia, and the United Kingdom.  Certainly, these quakes 
have been low on the Richtor scale (often less than 4), but their frequency, in 
some areas running into the hundreds, should give one cause for concern.  One 
low-level earthquake might not damage a building or piece of infrastructure, but 
the repeated occurrence of quakes could.   
 

vi) Disposal of Hazardous Fracking Chemicals 
Improvements have been made in reducing the toxicity of the chemicals used in 
the fracking process.  The danger to underground aquifers is less in this region, 
because the shale is so deep.  However, accidents have been happening in current 
fracking sites, even in recent years.  These accidents are numerous and have led to 
toxic spills, which have damaged the surrounding landscape and water supply 
system.    

Moreover, the chemicals that are safely captured from the fracking well 
will still have to be stored somewhere.  Shoal Point Energy, in the public talk in 
Cow Head in November 2012, noted that the chemicals would be shipped to Nova 
Scotia to be disposed of in a disposal well or an incinerator.  However, such an 
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approach poses a number of problems.  The chemicals would have to be 
transported by truck on the highway and then shipped on the ferry.  This poses the 
risk of accidents and toxic spills, especially in volatile winter conditions; and, one 
wonders if Nova Scotia would be willing to accept so much toxic waste over the 
next 10-20 years.  It should be noted that western North Dakota, an area that has 
seen extensive oil fracking, has thousands of waste pits containing such waste 
material as drilling mud. 
 

vii) Climate Change and Tourism 
Recently, the Government of Newfoundland and Labrador released a website 
entitled Turn Back the Tide, which documents the reality of climate change and 
what districts and municipalities could do about it.  Climate change in western 
Newfoundland would definitely have an impact on tourism, because of the rise of 
water levels, the increased storm activity, the freeze-thaw conditions in winter, 
and the damage to buildings and infrastructure.  However, oil fracking releases a 
great deal of methane gas, which contributes substantially to climate change.  As 
a greenhouse gas, methane is twenty-five times more potent than carbon dioxide.  
 

viii) Visitor Perceptions and the Tourism Brand in western Newfoundland 
An extensive line of oil fracking wells along the west coast of Newfoundland 
could undermine the tourism brand that the provinces markets nationally and 
internationally.  This would be particularly true for visitors who come from 
regions where fracking has been banned, suspended, or has generated controversy 
and public criticism in some way.  One can cite Richard Simmond
editor of the Western Star (dated December 14th, 2012); a resident of Ontario, he 

-drilling sites and flares burning gas, 
will not only disfigure the beauty of Gros Morne and its small communities, but 
will definitely discourage my family and me from returning to Newfoundland.  
After all, when we come to Gros Morne, we come to see a Canadian icon of 
natural uniqueness as well as to experience the culture through the Gros Morne 

 
 

 
An Oil Rush in Western Newfoundland? 
 One also should consider the possibility that allowing this fracking proposal to proceed 
could trigger a rush of development along the entire west coast.  This has happened in 

Fracking is even now allowed in state parks in that jurisdiction.  However, while that might 
produce more jobs in the short term, commentators on Pennsylvania have noted that its 
previously rural and forested landscape is rapidly being transformed into an industrial landscape.   



Impact of Fracking on Tourism    5  
  

Were this to happen in western Newfoundland, the effects on tourism most likely would 
be disastrous.  It already takes a great deal of effort for many visitors to arrive in western 
Newfoundland (by a long ferry ride from the mainland or an eight- s, for 
example); it is conceivable that they would feel less inclined to make the effort if western 

  To allow fracking 
could mean replacing one long-term, growing, and self-sustaining industry (tourism) with a 
short-term, economic boost that would come replete with a host of environmental dilemmas and 
problems.  A string of fracking wells along the west coast would undermine one of the main 
goals of the report NL Tourism Vision 2020: to double tourism value by 2020. 
 
 
Mitigation and Environmental Regulation 
 A number of the studies discussed below argue that fracking is feasible if certain 
mitigation efforts are followed and if strong and robust environmental regulation is put into 
place.  The problem with such proposed mitigation efforts is that they might not work in western 
Newfoundland.  For example, one study proposes reducing the negative visual impact of the 
fracking wells through better site location or camouflaging, yet that only works in a forested 
environment; the wells proposed for western Newfoundland would be located starkly on the 
coastline.  Moreover, another proposal recommends the construction of an alternative network of 
roads to handle the increased truck traffic.  One wonders, however, if the Government of 
Newfoundland and Labrador would be willing to pay for such extensive infrastructure 
expenditures. 
 
 Some of the studies discussed below have argued that an adequate regulatory framework 
exists in many jurisdictions to handle the negative effects of fracking, or that such a framework 
could be easily developed.  Yet, the current federal political climate is moving in the opposite 
direction, towards environmental deregulation.  One can cite as evidence the changes made to the 
Canadian Environmental Assessment Act in 2012, changes that were widely condemned by 
scientists and environmental groups.  Furthermore, consider the comments from the 2012 Fall 
report by the Commissioner of the Environment and Sustainable Development Office of the 
Auditor General (also known as the Vaughan Report).  Specifically, in Section 5.85 it is noted 
that the Ministry of the Environment has discretion regarding the industry reporting 
requirements. Environment Canada told us that oil and gas exploration and drilling activities are 
exempt from reporting to the National Pollutant Release 
the substances used or hydraulic fracturing in Canada), it is stated that "[T]he departments 
(Environment Canada and Health Canada) told us that they are considering a voluntary survey of 
companies engaged in hydraulic fracturing to gather information on the substances and how they 
are being used."  One wonders about the utility and validity of voluntary surveys, and if the 
government is taking seriously the need for environmental regulation. 
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Moreover, the oil and gas companies that have been involved in fracking have not done 
much to inspire public confidence.  There are far too many examples of companies ignoring or 
downplaying the valid and well-documented complaints of residents adversely affected by 
fracking operations.  Morover, the unwillingness of many companies to disclose the full list of 
chemicals used in their fracking operations, under the guise of proprietary rights, only serves to 
invite public suspicion. 
 All of these conclusions are based on the summary of sources below. 
 
 

 
 
Summary of Sources 

Prepared for the Southern Tier Central Regional 
Planning and Development Board, with support from the Appalachian Regional Commission. 
July 2011. 

Rumbach is a doctoral candidate in the Department of City and Regional Planning 
at Cornell University.  His report focuses on the potential impacts on the tourism industry 
of hydraulic fracturing for gas in the Marcellus Shale in the Southern Tier of upstate New 
York State.  As the report was conducted during a moratorium on fracking in the State, 
the conclusions are thus somewhat speculative; yet the author has consulted a wide 
variety of sources including evidence from actual fracking operations in nearby states and 
counties.   

Rumbach argues that it is important to examine such effects cumulatively and 
[ ] the regional industrialization 

assoc
threatening the long term growth of tourism here. Increased truck traffic, automobile 
traffic, air pollution, noise pollution, and industrial accidents, decreased availability of 
hotel/motel rooms, campground spaces, and RV parking, negative visual impacts from 
multiple drilling rigs in rural view-sheds, storage facilities, gravel pits, and compressor 
stations, disruptions to wildlife and hunting grounds, fears over lake and stream pollution 
and many other associated impacts of drilling will change the character of the region 

ism 
may be damaged in the long term, as the perception (and reality) of the region as an 
industrial landscape may far outlast the employment and monetary benefits of gas 

 
Rumbach does make some recommendations on how to mitigate these effects, i.e. 

slowing the pace of drilling in order to enable the tourism industry to adapt.  However, it 
should be noted that the state that Rumbach used for much of his data, Pennsylvania, has 
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from 
governments in fact could mitigate some or any of the potential negative effects of 
fracking, given the potential pace of development.  Moreover, the suggested 
recommendations only deal with a few of the many potential impacts of fracking.   

 
 

Upadhyay, Sarita Rose, Min Bu. Visual Impacts of Natural Gas Drilling in the Marcellus Shale 
Region.  of City and Regional Planning: CRP 3072 Land Use, 
Environmental Planning and Urban Design Workshop, Fall 2010. 

  This report concentrates on the overall visual impact of natural gas drilling in the 
Marcellus Shale, with a particular focus on Bradford County, between October 2009 and 
December 2010.  Bradford County is an area that has obviously seen a great deal of 
development in this regard.  Discussing the truck traffic required to transport water, 
waste, and equipment to and from the well sites,  roads leading to 
drilling sites, one truck passes approximately every ten to thirty seconds  (p. 17).  While 
the report focuses on the visual impact of the drilling pads during all stages of drilling, 
the report also addresses some the visual impacts of other activities associated with 
hydraulic fracturing, such as water impoundments and trucking.   

The report provides many images depicting the visual impact of such activity and 
offers hypothetical modeling for what the visual impact of fracking would mean were it 
allowed in Ithaca, New 
noise pollution is a potential problem for nearby households or visitors, but only has 
serious impacts within a small radius of distance.  Many of the most salient visual 
impacts caused by drilling result from indirect impacts and not from the well pad 
themselves. Although restoration significantly reduces adverse visual impacts, the 
timeline for re  

The authors present some recommendations for mitigating the negative visual 
impact of fracking sites, such as the use of top soil screening, camouflage, and reducing 
lighting at night.  However, it should be noted that these recommendations would work 
only if the wells were located in a forest environment, not onshore along a shoreline, 
where the wells would be far more visible. 

 
 
 
NTC Consultants.  Impacts on Community Character of Horizontal Drilling and High Volume 
Hydraulic Fracturing in Marcellus Shale and Other Low-Permeability Gas Reservoirs.   Final 
Report.  Prepared for The New York State Energy Research and Development Authority.  
September, 16, 2009. 

  This report was commissioned by the New York State Energy Research and 
Development Authority.  This report is intended to expand on the evaluation of the NY 
oil and gas regulatory study that was conducted in 1992; this current report seeks to 
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assess the viability of that program in anticipation of the high-volume hydraulic 
fracturing that is sought in the Marcellus Shale in New York State.   
  In terms of the potential impact on community character, two areas are examined 
primarily.  First, noise impacts are considered (e.g. drilling rig operations, compressors, 
operations of trucks, cement mixing).  Such noise is viewed as temporary, and short-term, 
albeit significant for residents living near a well pad.  There is also noise associated with 
the extensive truck traffic required to construct and operate each well (on p. 10, it is noted 
that truck trips per well would amount to between 890 and 1,340 trips).   

The second group of effects involves visual impacts.  Such visual impacts include 
drill site and access roads, along with production equipment.  A horizontal fracking well 
requires about five acres of cleared land and is about 140 feet in height (sites with 
multiple wells are even higher).   NTC Consultants conclude that the 1992 study still 

and the installation of production facilities[,] if the well is economically viable[,] will 
-19). 

To mitigate these effects, the report offers many recommendations, primarily 
involving proper 
occupied structures and places of assembly  (p. 13).  Yet the fracking operations that are 
being suggested for western Newfoundland would be on shore along the coastline; hence 
trying to situate the access roads more strategically would not circumvent their negative 
visual impact because of the importance of the shoreline to Tourism NL. 
 
 
 

Series: A Comprehensive Economic Impact Analysis of Natural Gas Extraction in the Marcellus 
Shale.  April, 2011. 

economic prosperity proposed in reports advocating fracking.  She paraphrases from a 
report conducted by Timothy Considine about the potential to make Pennsylvania into an 

through hydraulic fracturing: with such a vast resource lying 
underneath them, the State could see the construction of 30,000 wells by 2020.  However, 
Kay remarks in response, Nevertheless, it is precisely the number and uniform 
distribution of the wells evoked in these projections that raises the specter of widespread 
risks of water contamination, land and habitat disruption, housing shortages, and 
community 24 stressors alongside the positive assumptions about landowner riches, jobs, 

 
Kay also notes that it is not easy to predict the potential economic impact of shale 

gas drilling on tourism, but that such effects are certainly possible, 
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potential effects on tourist, organic farming, and other businesses whose viability is 
anchored in the existing character and reputation of communities, water and 
environmental quality, and regional landscapes. While such effects will almost certainly 
be seen to some extent, the actual extent is very hard to evaluate. The essential 
difficulties here are first, in establishing and quantifying possible effects of drilling on the 
tangible and intangible entities such as reputation, region brand  and landscape 
quality, and second, once such links are established, predicting their economic 
consequences (p. 27).  Still, Kay does not believe that such negative effects are 
inevitable, if fracking were allowed to go ahead.  Much depends on the ability of a 
community or region to understand the transitory nature of a resource extraction boom 
and to accordingly be a tough negotiator with prospective resource extraction companies. 
 
 

 the Economic 

Working Paper Series: A Comprehensive Economic Impact Analysis of Natural Gas Extraction 
in the Marcellus Shale.  May, 2011. 

This report highlights a number of errors and inconsistencies in the reports that 
have argued in favour of the economic benefits of fracking.  This report by 
Christopherson and Rightor draws attention to the boom-bust cycles of resource 
extraction communities, and advises caution in developing fracking operations in 
Pennsylvania and New York State.  What is first noteworthy in the report is that in 

hydro-  
Moreover, fracking in Pennsylvania has had a significantly negative impact on 

infrastructure.  Many of the journeys made by heavy trucks to and from the well sites are 
on public roads that were not designed to withstand such volume of heavy traffic, 
especially in winter when freeze-thaw conditions prevail.  This has not only increased the 
burden on local taxpayers, but also has made some roads impassable for local motorists 
and emergency responders.  The authors of the report argue that this problem can be 
mitigated to a degr
routes that minimize the intrusiveness and damage caused by high-vol
(p. 15); but, that might work only in a relatively highly populated area that has a well-
developed network of road systems.  It is difficult to imagine that the provincial 
government of Newfoundland and Labrador would be willing to build such a system for 
the west coast.  

Overall, the report recommends caution in moving a region or a locality to a 
resource-extraction economy, noting that such economies in the long-term perform less 
successfully than non-extractive ones.  Much more research needs to be done on the 
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affect other local industries, such as organic agriculture, tourism or wineries, which are 
incompatible with heavy industria  (p. 26).  

 
 

sur le Nouveau-Brunswick 3 (2012): 14-23. 
  Adrian Park is Senior Instructor/Quartermain Curator in the Department of Earth 
Sciences, University of New Brunswick.  In this article, he addresses a number of 
concerns associated with fracking, such as the leakage of methane into aquifers, the 
toxicity of fluids associated with fracking, the possibility that fracking causes 
earthquakes, and so on.  The tendency in the article is to downplay the gravity of these 
concerns and attribute some of them to fear-mongering by the anti-shale gas lobby.  Yet 
parts of the article would benefit from further evidence.  For example, in the section 

only addresses (briefly) the number of wells, but there should be a much more extensive 
discussion of the potentially negative impact on tourism due to heavy truck traffic, 
infrastructure problems, air pollution from flaring, and so on.   

Overall, Park sees fracking as an opportunity for the province, an opportunity that 
could lead to the development of an energy sector dominated by renewable energy 
production.  There is no detail offered on this how would happen.  Indeed, by extending 
the lifespan of fossil-fuel use through fracking, one wonders if resources would thus be 
diverted away from developing renewal energy further.  For example, would a provincial 
government be more able to offer tax incentives for wind turbine development if that 
government did not have to pay more for road repair, due to the heavy truck traffic 
needed for fracking operations?  The fact that we are now resorting to hydraulic 
fracturing to obtain oil and gas should accentuate the urgent need to develop alternative, 
renewable energy sources. 

Park argues that there is already an extensive regulatory framework to mitigate 

stranger to oil and gas exploration and production, there are already regulations in place 
contained in the provincial Oil and Gas Act, the Clean Air Act, and the Clean Water Act.  
These regulations are subject to continual technical review and can be upgraded 

 (p. 20).  However, such a statement is not as persuasive as one 
would like, because, certainly at the federal level, the tendency over the past few years 
has been in the opposite direction, towards environmental deregulation (e.g. the changes 
made to the Canadian Environmental Assessment Act in 2012).   In Newfoundland and 
Labrador, there is no regulatory framework for fracking.  
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The Network for Public Health Law.  The Impact of Hydraulic Fracturing on Communities.  
Environmental Health Hydraulic Fracturing: Fact Sheet.  November 1, 2011. 

This report was undertaken by Kathleen Dachille, director of the Network for 
Public Health Eastern Region at the University of Maryland Carey School of Law.  The 
document outlines the various effects of fracking on communities near the sites.  The fact 
sheet sites data and studies from a variety of sites in the United States.  These effects 
include:  

i) Heavy water usage (which could put strain on drinking water supplies and 
decrease stream flows and water reservoir levels);  

ii) Heavy truck traffic: it is notable that since a multi-well site can contain up to 
eight wells, each well pad could require a total of about 8,900 truck trips, which 
would exceed the ability of the current road systems to support such usage (thus 
resulting in deteriorating road conditions, poor traffic flow, and annoyance to 
residents);  

iii) The environmental footprint of well pads: each land-based well pad often 
requires tree clearance, which could produce soil erosion and habitat 
fragmentation for wildlife; most notably, the report documents the danger to the 

ell 
sites that utilize evaporation pits for the temporary storage of flowback, toxic 
chemicals and oil contained in flowback may contaminate ground and surface 
water.  Chemicals can escape the pit if no lining or an improperly constructed 
lining is used.  Fluids may also spill over during periods of heavy rain or other 
severe weather events.  In addition, volatile organic compounds (VOCs) and 
other pollutants contained in the flowback evaporate and contribution to local 
air contamination.  Lastly, evaporation pits are linked to increase in wildlife 

 
iv) Noise: according to this fact sheet, within 1,000 feet of a site, moderate to 

significant noise effects can be felt during the drilling phase.  As the well 
operates twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, nearby residents have felt 
the impact on their lives.  However, they are left with little legal recourse 
because often the well operator is protected from liability; 

v) Seismic Activity: in Arkansas and Texax in particular, an increase in 
earthquake activity has been attributed to fracking operations (these 
earthquakes have been low on the Richter scale, less than 5, but their high 
frequency is cause for concern).  

 
The Network for Public Health Law has also produced a fact sheet entitled, 
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problems of toxic chemicals and radioactive materials, water contamination, and air 
contamination). 
 
 
 

Guardian: Earth Island Journal, Guardian Environment Network.  4 December 2012.  9p. 
  This report is highly instructive, because it documents the many ways in which oil 
fracking is affecting individuals and communities in western North Dakota, an area, as 
Adrian Park has claimed (in the article discussed above), 
has gone on  ).  In this part of the state, 
many of the fracking wells are located on ranches and farms, because oil companies have 

testimony of many residents and farmers who live close to these wells.  The gas flares 
associated with oil fracking produce a range of toxic chemicals that have been having 
negative 
laundry to dry because the clothes smelled so bad and the air burned her nostrils .  
Very heavy truck traffic to build and service the wells has made driving between 
communities problematic and somewhat risky, in addition to producing large amounts of 
dust that have had adverse effects on livestock.  There has also been damage to 
agricultural property from fracking operations. 

There are also problems associated with the storage of waste chemicals used in 
the fracking process.  Certainly, because the oil deposits are so deep, there is less risk that 
oil extraction will contaminate underground aquifers.  However, there are still risks (for 
example, storage pits can leak chemicals into the surface soil).  In fact, one study notes 
that in 2011 alone there were more than 1,000 accidental releases of oil, drilling 
wastewater and other fluids in North Dakota, and that is including only the spills that the 
companies report themselves.  Apparently, there are many more that have been not been 
recorded. 

Certainly, this area of the United States has witnessed an oil boom; for example, 
the year 2011 alone saw the completion of 900 new wells, which has given the state the 
lowest unemployment rate in the country, at least in the short term.   

Yet this economic prosperity comes with a heavy price and one of the other 
problems associated with this fracking oil boom is that residents have little recourse when 
something goes wrong or when there is a negative effect that they were not told about.  
Not only does the study document the myriad effects of fracking, but it also provides 
numerous and vivid examples of the frustration that residents have felt: inspectors who 

complaints, oil companies who do not provide adequate compensation for the damage 
done to agricultural land and livestock.  Because such lands have not been re-zoned as 
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industrial, the regulation is not as thorough. 
 

 
 

Journal of Environmental Quality 40 (July-August 2011): 1340-1344. 
This is a case study conducted in 2008 and the following years describing the 

effects of the dumping of hydrofracturing fluid from a natural gas well on an area of 
mixed hardwood forest located on the Fernow Experimental Forest in West Virginia.  
The effects on vegetation of various types were severe.  
hydrofracturing fluids, field personnel observed damage symptoms on ground vegetation 
(herbaceous vegetation, small trees, shrubs), including browning and wilting of foliage, 
leaf scorch and curling, and leaf drop.  Within a few days, almost 100% of ground 
vegetation within the perimeter of the fluid application area had (p. 1341).  Some 
recovery was noted, but the overall negative effect was widespread and long-lasting. 

The report is useful because it demonstrates what a poor regulatory environmental 
framework for hydraulic fracturing could mean.  In this state, it is legal to dispose of 
hydrofracturing chemicals on land (as opposed to storing them in well pits), as long as the 
well operator meets a chloride concentration requirement.   However, the actual content 
of the fluids does not have to be reported or made publicly available, because such fluids 
are considered proprietary to the company.  Yet the impact of the wilful disposal of such 
chemicals, or their accidental release, can have a devastating effect on an ecosystem. 

 
 

he Environment Report, no. 
9, May 2011.  Published by the Manhattan Institute.   

This report argues that the moratorium on fracking in New York State should be 
lifted because of the economic benefits (e.g. jobs and tax revenues) that could be attained.  
Considine et al. do document the various environmental hazards that have and do result 
from hydraulic fracking (spills of fuels and produced water, blowouts, stray gas, air 
quality problems, forest damage, and so on).  However, the report argues that the actual 
cost of these pale in comparison with the economic benefits that fracking would bring to 
New York State.  There are instances as well in which the industry has taken steps to 
mitigate the effects of fracking, for example by devoting funds to repair damaged roads 
and make them more able to handle the heavy truck traffic that fracking requires.  The 
report argues as well that the ecological footprint of gas fracking is much less than that of 
coal extraction.   

However, one wonders if it is valid to compare gas fracking with coal extraction, 
perhaps the worst-case scenario in terms of greenhouse gases; or, if one is to do so, one 
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should also include a comparison with far cleaner energy sources, such as solar energy 
and wind power.  Moreover, according to a peer-reviewed scientific study undertaken at 
Cornell University (by Drs. Robert Howarth, Renee Santoro and Anthony Ingraffea, 
published in Climate Science), the fracking process for gas emits so much methane into 
the atmosphere that the process is actually dirtier than coal extraction.  

Moreover, in its evaluation of environmental costs, the report does not incorporate 
the long-term impact of heavy hydraulic fracturing on tourism and its revenue-generating 
capacity (for operators, employees, and governments).  The authors draw heavily on the 
example of fracking in nearby Pennsylvania, which is experiencing rapid gas fracking 

landscape is rapidly being transformed into an industrial landscape because of fracking, 
and that cannot bode well for its tourism industry.  

 
 
Wilber, Tom.  Under the Surface: F racking, Fortunes, and the Fate of Marcellus Shale.  Ithaca 
and London: Cornell University Press, 2012. 

This is the first book-length study of the impact of fracking on communities and 
the difficulties that many individuals face in gaining redress when something goes wrong 
with a nearby fracking operation.  The book focuses on the very rapid gas-fracking 
development in the Marcell
The book does not explicitly condemn fracking and the study seeks to be balanced and to 
give voice to all the constituencies involved, including the resource extraction companies.  
Still, there is much in the book to incline one to question the whole endeavour of 
fracking.  Described in its pages in great detail are many of the problems discussed in the 
academic reports noted above.    

One receives the impression from the study that citizens who experience these 
adverse effects have little power to change things for the better, due to the resources that 
the companies have at their disposal to thwart such efforts.  Government regulators seem 
unable to change this reality measurably.  Indeed, the regulatory system seems incapable 
of keeping up with the pace of gas-
Marcellus permits tripped between 2007 and 2009, the number of inspectors increased by 
only one, to a total of eighteen.  These eighteen inspectors were charged with overseeing 
more than one thousand new Marcellus wells, with thousands more, recently permitted, 

have the number of people necessary to do 
Environmental Protection Secretary Randy Huffman said in an interview with the 

permits faster than we have the ability to keep up with  (p. 81). 
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For further reading 
Like Wyoming, Utah finds high wintertime ozone pollution near oil, gas wells.

Post.  February 26, 2012.  http://www.denverpost.com/business/ci_20042330#ixzz2Ku3QZwJV  
 

Denver Post March 
20, 2012.  http://www.denverpost.com/breakingnews/ci_20210720/cu-denver-study-links-
fracking-higher-concentration-air  
 
Green Choices: Marcellus Shale Gas (a list of reports, policy briefs, academic papers on 
Marcellus Shale by the Cornell research group).  
http://www.greenchoices.cornell.edu/development/marcellus/reports.cfm 
 
Experts discuss risks of natural gas drilling with journalists and Capitol Hill (Cornell University). 
http://aap.cornell.edu/news/newsitem.cfm?customel_datapageid_2892=554590 
 
Chartered Institute of Environmental Health (Northern Ireland)

 
http://www.cieh.org/assets/0/72/1126/1212/1216/1218/08316171-c668-41d1-8d85-
8af09f3d2193.pdf  
 
Fracking causes minor earthquakes, B.C. regulator says  (CBC News, British Columbia, 

September 6, 2012) 
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/story/2012/09/06/bc-fracking-earthquakes.html  
  

http://www.denverpost.com/business/ci_20042330#ixzz2Ku3QZwJV
http://www.denverpost.com/breakingnews/ci_20210720/cu-denver-study-links-fracking-higher-concentration-air
http://www.denverpost.com/breakingnews/ci_20210720/cu-denver-study-links-fracking-higher-concentration-air
http://www.greenchoices.cornell.edu/development/marcellus/reports.cfm
http://aap.cornell.edu/news/newsitem.cfm?customel_datapageid_2892=554590
http://www.cieh.org/assets/0/72/1126/1212/1216/1218/08316171-c668-41d1-8d85-8af09f3d2193.pdf
http://www.cieh.org/assets/0/72/1126/1212/1216/1218/08316171-c668-41d1-8d85-8af09f3d2193.pdf
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/story/2012/09/06/bc-fracking-earthquakes.html

