
Chapter 9 Chemical Hazard Identification and Evaluation Talking Points 

This Chapter starts by acknowledging that even a comprehensive literature search shows that 

toxicity values are available only for 13% of the 1,173 chemicals that have been identified as 

used in fracturing operations, and only 83 of the 134 chemicals detected in flowback water. 

More starkly, only 7 of the 25 chemicals most frequently reported to FracFocus have federal 

chronic toxicity values. There is also a lack of physico-chemical characteristics of most of these 

chemicals, with the result that any assessment of potential health hazards of frack fluid or 

flowback water are severely impaired and highly likely to be underestimated or at best poorly 

characterized. 

In addition, at least 70% of well reports to FracFocus include one or more confidential 

chemicals (averge 5/well).  In almost all nations we have studied, such releases of undisclosed 

substances or substances known to be toxic into the environment are not allowed. This is an 

area of US policy lagging far behind health protective regulations elsewhere. 

Authors point to “significant data gaps” particularly for chronic (long term, lower 

concentration) toxicity information, which is the likely most relevant information for evaluating 

hazards of drinking contaminated water near hydraulic fracturing sites. The analysis focuses 

entirely on an oral route of exposure (saying this is all that’s relevant for drinking water), even 

though there are other exposure routes (breathing, skin absorption) relevant for other uses of 

contaminated tap water. 

As the chemicals used for any given site are likely a unique formulation used in a unique 

geology, with unique site characteristics, and widely varying proximity to water or human 

“receptors,” the authors state that a site specific hazard evaluation is most appropriate.  The 

computational and data complexity that would be faced by local residents and public health 

officials seeking to evaluate such hazards, of course, doesn’t even deal with the fact that at 

more than 70% of fracking reports, one or more chemicals are NOT publicly available.  The 

authors further acknowledge that the chemicals used in fracking and likely to appear in 

flowback water are very likely to change as the industry evolves.  

There is simply no public health protective approach other than completely preventing fracking 

operations until a list of non-toxic chemicals can be compiled that companies would be 

required to use. Even that is not a fully precautionary approach, as fracking even with a set of 

fully studied, non-toxic chemicals will still cause sub-surface disturbances, potential mixing with 

already existing contaminants.  It is likely also to result in flowback water containing natural 

toxic and hazardous substances, ranging from heavy metals and toxic organics to radioactivity 

and possible toxic or hazardous materials released in the subsurface during perforation of the 

casing.  


