THE FILM IN CONTEXT
What the Frack?
The largest domestic natural gas drilling boom in history has swept across the United States. The drilling technology of hydraulic
fracturing or “fracking” has unlocked a “Saudia Arabia of natural gas” just beneath us. But what is fracking? Is it safe?
Hydraulic fracturing or “fracking” is a process that extracts fossil fuels (like oil and natural gas) from deep below the Earth’s surface. This
is done by creating cracks in the layers of dense underground rocks where large fuel deposits are located. Before fracking technology
existed, these deposits were difficult to reach. Here’s how it works:
•

Step 1: A well is drilled. Natural gas wells generally reach about a mile underground but can go as deep three miles into the
Earth.

•

Step 2: Millions of gallons of “fracking fluid”—a mixture of water, sand and chemicals—are pumped into the well so fast and
with pressure so high that they fracture the rock where the natural gas deposits are hidden.

•

Step 3: Once the rock is broken, the water pressure is reduced and the fluids are extracted from the well. When it is removed
from the ground, the natural gas is “wet”—mixed with water, sand and chemicals—and has to be separated from the fluid.

•

Step 4: Excess water, chemicals and impurities are removed from the “wet” natural gas to make it ready for commercial use.
This process produces large amounts of wastewater that contains highly toxic chemicals. Wastewater is typically treated at
water treatment facilities, but the management of wastewater is a highly controversial issue.

Adapted from the official website for Gasland (www.gaslandthemovie.com); Hydrolic Fracturing 101, earthworksaction.org; Marcellus Shale–Appalachian Basin Natural Gas Play,
geology.com; and Marcellus Drilling News, Marcellusdrilling.com

The Natural Gas Drilling Debate: Know the Facts
Following a report released in 2009, New York City’s Department of Environmental Protection called for an end to drilling in the New
York City Watershed (where all of New York City’s drinking water comes from) because their research showed that gas drilling poses
“unacceptable risks” to the environment as well as to the unfiltered water that nine million New Yorkers drink. But in September 2010,
the Obama administration announced that it has voted to continue “limited exploratory drilling” to investigate the drilling options and
opportunities in this region. How do you feel about natural gas and the controversial process of fracking?
PROS:
•

By using the fracking method, it is now possible to collect huge amounts of natural gas from dense rock formations, such as
shale, that could not be accessed using traditional drilling methods.

•

Fracking can allow us access to fuel sources within the United States instead of importing fuel from other countries.

•

All the natural gas drilling taking place has created thousands of new jobs across the country and provided millions of dollars
of much-needed income to over 30 states.

•

Natural gas burns more cleanly than oil and coal and produces less carbon dioxide and greenhouse gasses than other fossil
fuels.

CONS:
•

Each time a well is fracked, up to 300 tons of chemicals may be used. Currently, the natural gas industry does not have to
reveal what these chemicals are, but studies have shown that fracking fluid includes toxic chemicals that can pose serious
environmental and public health risks. According to some estimates, only 30-50% of the millions of gallons of fracking fluid
injected into the well during the drilling process are recovered from the ground, which pollutes the nearby land and water.

•

Areas such as the Marcellus Shale drilling region contain the reservoirs and natural sources of drinking water for all of the
major urban and rural communities in the area, including New York City. A 2009 report from the NYC Department of
Environmental protection warns that “nearly every activity” associated with natural gas drilling could potentially harm the
city’s drinking water supply.

•

Wastewater produced by the fracking process contains large amounts of dangerous chemicals that can be released into the
air during the treatment process. When the airborne vapor comes into contact with exhaust from trucks and generators at
the well site, a toxic gas called “ground level ozone” is produced. Ozone plumes can travel up to 250 miles.

•

Even though it burns cleaner than coal and oil, natural gas still releases a large amount of carbon dioxide, which is believed
to be a major contributor to global warming.

•

Since the natural gas boom began, funding for and research into alternative sources of sustainable energy such as solar and
wind power have been drastically cut, limiting the prospects of the United States ending its dependence on fossil fuels.

Adapted from the official website for Gasland (www.gaslandthemovie.com); Obama Admin Rejects Timeout for Natural Gas Drilling in N.Y., Pa., by Mike Soraghan, Greenwire;
Recent access to new supplies upends plans for wind, nuclear and coal, by Johanthan Fahey, The Associated Press; and Impact Assessment of Natural Gas Production in the NYC
Water Supply Watershed, the New York City Department of Environmental Protection (DEP).

