
Protect Our Children (POC) is a coalition of parents, concerned citizens, and advocacy organizations, 
dedicated to protecting school children from the health risks of shale gas drilling and infrastructure.

Air and health impacts 
from fracking well pads 
 

• Fracking is a method of drilling for unconventional sources of natural gas. 
A well is drilled and a mixture of water, sand and chemicals is pumped 
into the well under high pressure to fracture the shale and release the gas.  

• Well pads are eligible for an exemption from air quality permitting in the 
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania and there are no state regulations to cut 
air pollution from wells.  

• The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) currently regulates flaring 
and recently finalized rules with additional controls, including a 
requirement to detect pollution leaks at well pads and other facilities. 

• Proximity to natural gas drilling facilities increases exposure to harmful 
air pollutants.  

• Operators of well pads have a bad track record of environmental 
violations. PADEP "recorded more than 250 violations of regulations 
intended to protect public safety and the environment at fracking sites 
within one mile of a day care facility, school, or hospital"

Air pollutants from gas wells are linked to negative health impacts 
Volatile Organic Compounds (VOCs): According to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, some VOCs have been 
linked to elevated levels of cancer and neurological health issues.  

Formaldehyde: Small levels can cause irritation of skin, eyes, nose and throat. Suspected to be a human carcinogen.  

Benzene: Short-term inhalation can cause drowsiness, dizziness, headaches, as well as eye, skin, and respiratory tract 
irritation. Benzene is a known human carcinogen.  

Fine Particulate Matter:  Extremely small particles are emitted from flaring (burning gas) at the well pad after fracking or 
from diesel truck engines. Particles can travel deep into the lungs and cause serious health problems for the lungs and 
heart.  

Other Concerns 
Noise: The noise is a nuisance at all stages of fracking from pad construction to well completion and continues 24/7 
disturbing nearby residents.  The more wells proposed for the pad, the longer the disturbance. 

Odor: The pollutants emitted from wells have the potential to create strong and unpleasant odors. Residents in PA living 
near wells complain of odors ranging from chemical solvent to diesel exhaust.  

Visible emissions: Gas infrastructure has the potential to emit dark plumes as a result of malfunctioning equipment.   

Safety concerns:  Wells in PA have had many incidents that resulted in 1 to 2 mile evacuation zones due to fires, 
explosions, or blowouts. 

Image of fracking pad at Summit Elementary, Butler, PA.  
  Used with permission from Michale Badges-Canning.



Risks to children
Children are more vulnerable to environmental health 
risks 

• Children spend 100% more time out doors than adults and 
spend 6 times as much time being active. 

• Children have a limited immune system and their organs are 
still developing. 

• Children breathe higher percentage of air per unit of body 
weight. 
• Air pollution stunts lung growth

Health impacts research
A growing body of evidence suggests fracking and related infrastructure can have significant health impacts.  There is no 
research or data that can identify that there is a safe distance at which this activity can occur with minimal risk to human 
health but we do know that proximity matters. 

• In an analysis of all chemicals used in fracking processes, 37% were found to be able to go into the air and directly enter the 
bloodstream. Of these chemicals, 81% were found to have adverse effects on the brain and central nervous system. 

• A study in PA found a higher prevalence of symptoms such as throat & nose irritation, sinus problems, severe headaches, 
persistent cough, and frequent nose bleeds among residents living within 1500 feet of gas facilities compared to those who lived 
over 1500 feet.  

• A study in southwest Pennsylvania found the number of reported health symptoms per person was higher among residents living 
less than 0.62 miles compared with over 1.24 miles from the nearest gas well. Upper respiratory symptoms were also more 
frequently reported in people living less than 0.62 miles from gas wells compared to households 0.62 miles -1.24 miles or over 
1.24 miles from the nearest well. 

• A 2014 study in Colorado found that birth defects such as congenital heart disease and neural tube defects increased with 
increasing number of wells in a given area. Women in high density drilling areas with greater than 125 wells per mile had an 
elevated risk of births with these defects.  

• A study published July, 2016 found that a greater asthma risk showed up in all four phases of well development.  The release of 
VOCs can interact with other chemicals in the fracking sites to form ground-level ozone, an asthma-inducing pollutant. 

Go to protectourchildrencoalition.org for more information

http://protectourchildrencoalition.org
http://protectourchildrencoalition.org

