
What is fracking?  
 
Widely used in North America over the past decade, fracking is a petroleum mining 

method that injects a huge, highly pressurized mixture of water, sand, and chemicals 

deep into the earth to break up dense shale rock and release oil and/or gas formerly 

trapped in it. The mining practice involves nonrenewable and polluting fuels. Thus it 

does not fit current definitions of "clean" and "green," although when used for power, 

fracked gas pollutes less than coal or gasoline.  The benefit is that industries can now 

access natural gas that could not be exploited before.  This process is used in parts of 

North America, including Western Manitoba. 

 

How fracking affects the environment  

The process uses huge amounts of fresh water to flush out deep oil and gas reserves: 

two to four million gallons each time a well is fracked. The water may come from nearby 

supplies, if they are adequate, or the drillers may have it trucked in. EPA estimates that 

about 35,000 wells are fracked each year. The amount used in annual drilling could thus 

supply five million people per year with drinking water.  

Some “produced water” (flowback waste, or industry-injected chemicals, which 

comprise half to two percent of the fracking fluids, that mix with the salty, slightly 

radioactive water that occurs naturally within the shale layers) pumps out along with the 

desired petroleum. All these pollutants can and sometimes do seep into adjacent 

sources of drinking water. Environmentalists, landowners, conscientious public servants, 

and others worry that local drinking water supplies could be contaminated.  

Hydraulic extraction has been known drilling technology not for 10 years, but for many 

decades. However, the practice of fracking did not become profitable for petroleum 

companies until energy prices recently skyrocketed. Then the technological advances 

needed to drill deep and directionally underground became affordable to industry.  

A widely cited September 2013 report called America’s New Energy Future: The 

Unconventional Oil and Gas Revolution and the US Economy has an industry-friendly 

view of the history and potential. According to IHS, the global information company that 

produced the study, the recent U.S. increase in unconventional oil and natural gas 

extraction added an average of $1,200 in discretionary income to each American 
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household in 2012. Petroleum drilling for energy now reportedly supports 1.2 million 

jobs, a total projected to increase to 3.3 million by the end of this decade. 

 
 
 

 

 


