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Various acids, such as sulfuric, hydrochloric, and citric, help
dissolve minerals and protect the pipes from scale formation.
The common antifreeze ethylene glycol, as well as dimethyifor-
mamide (CH3)>NC(O)H, helps prevent pipe corrosion, and am-
monium bisulfite scavenges oxygen from the fluid.

Engineers must also contend with microbes because some
organisms thrive in the warm, watery environment generated
during fracturing, producing slimy masses that gum up and
corrode pipes. Engineers therefore treat the fracturing fluids
with “biocides,” generally toxic compounds that are registered
with EPA as antimicrobial pesticides. One commonly used com-
pound, glutaraldehyde, CH2(CH>,CHO),, a medical and dental
disinfectant, kills microbes by cross-linking their proteins.

Researchers are looking for more environmentally friendly
replacements for some of these chemicals, according to the
recent review. For example, relatively nontoxic long-chain oily
paraffins can be substituted for diesel oil, the authors of the
Environmental Science & Technology paper say.—ELIZABETH
WILSON

summer. Agency officials have said they intend to have their initial
research results completed by the end of 2012.

EPA reviewed various studies on fracturing in 2004 and con-
cluded that the technology poses “little or no threat” to drinking
water. Environmentalists dismissed the finding, claiming it was
politically motivated and scientifically unsound.

“Independent, unbiased scientific inquiry into hydraulic frac-
turing is critical,” says Amy Mall, a senior policy analyst for the
Natural Resources Defense Council, a conservation group. “We’re
very pleased that EPA is doing this study. There are communities
around the country that are very concerned because their water
has been contaminated or could be contaminated.”

IN 2009, after receiving complaints about possible drinking-water
contamination near the town of Pavillion, Wyo., EPA tested more
than three dozen municipal and private water wells. The agency
found traces of a variety of toxic chemicals, including 2-butoxyeth-
anol, afoaming agent widely used in fracturing fluids. But officials
could not say with certainty that the cause was nearby oil and gas
production.

The industry maintains that fracturing has never been conclu-
sivelylinked to drinking-water contamination and argues that fed-
eral oversight would add unnecessary compliance costs.

“We’re hopeful and it’s our expectation that EPA’s study—if
based on objective, scientific analysis—will serve as an opportu-
nity to highlight the host of steps taken at every well site that make
certain groundwater is properly protected,” says Lee Fuller, execu-
tive director of Energy In Depth, an advocacy group for the oil and
gas industry.

Industry reports claim that if federal regulations are applied to
hydraulic fracturing, more than a third of onshore gas wells would
be closed and oil and gas companies would spend $10 billion com-
plying with the law in its first year.

“Adding layers of unnecessary federal regulations to hydrau-
lic fracturing—which is tightly regulated by energy-producing
states—could put our nation’s energy potential out of reach,”
Fuller warns. m
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