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Prrrssuren  — An ongoing
U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency study on natural gas
drilling and its potential for
groundwater contamination has
gotten tentative praise so far
from both industry and envi-
ronmental groups,

Glenn Paulson, the LPA’s sei-
ence adviser, describes the proj-
ect as “one of the most aggres-
sive public outreach programs
in BPA history.”
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The final report won’t come
out until late 2014, But a
275-page progress report was
released in December and, for
all its details, shows that the
EPA doesn’t plan to address one
contentious issue — how often
drinking water contamination
might occur.

Congress ordered the EPA to
study the potential cffects of hy-
draulic fracturing, or fracking,
which entails blasting a mixture
of water, sand and hazardous
chemicals at underground shale
to release the gas or oil captured
in the rock.

As a gas boom hit parts of the
Marcellus Shale region that un-
derlies Pennsylvania, New York,
Ohio and West Virginia, con-
cerns arose for the watershed
that provides drinking water for
17 million people from Phila-
delphia to New York City.

Tor the study, the EPA is talk-
ing to experts from the industry,
the environmental community
and universities, It's conducting
its own research and using federal
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supercomputers to analyze the
possibility of contamination,

In the report, the EPA describes
what it is and isn’t studying. The
agency also indicates its final re-
port won'’t provide a measure-
ment of the likelihood of contami-
nation — for example, once every
100,000 wells or once every 1,000.

The industry and many federal
and state officials say fracking is
safe when done properly, but en-
vironmental groups and some sci-
entists contend the risk of con-
tamination is too great,

Earthworks, an environmental
group based in Washington, said
it welcomes the TPA study but
has concerns with plans not to in-
clude some probability of ground-
water contamination in the final
report,

The EPA had planned to do
both computer simulations of wa-
ter contamination and actual field
tests at drilling sites, But the
agency hasn’t found a drilling
company to partner with to test
groundwater around a drilling
site. That leaves the computer
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simulations. But the EPA said
those won't be able to address the
likelihood of contamination “oc-
curring during actual field opera-
tions.”

“In its inability to find a single
company willing to test water
quality before and after drilling
and fracking, the EPA is béing
thwarted in perhaps the most im-
portant part of its study of frack-
ing’s impacts,” Earthworks said in
a statement,

“Computer simulations are not
enough,” said Alan Septoff, a
spokesman for Earthworks.

He said the EPA study and any
future studies should consider the
likelihood of water contamina-
tion,

The EPA did not immediately
respond to requests for comment.
- The progress report says the
EPA is studying the possible im-
Ppact on drinking water at several
stages of the fracking process:
when water is drawn from reser-
voirs or underground sources and
used for fracking, when a chemi-
cal mix is injected into the ground
to break up rock, when wastewa-
ter from fracking is disposed of,
how the drilling wells and waste-
water-storage wells are con-
structed and the potential for
toxic fluids to migrate from deep
underground to near-surface
drinking water supplies.



