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Natural Gas Production: Is it Worth the Cost?

Interpretation (25)
Despite advancements in fracking technology lowering gas prices, its negative environmental and human externalities are too steep. Fracking is not a sustainable long-term energy option. 
Analysis (417)

When burned, natural gas emits carbon dioxide into the atmosphere despite its promotion as green. By 2035 shale gas is expected to comprise 45%. This will lead to environmental degradation because it has a greater greenhouse-gas footprint than conventional fuel, partly due to its methane emissions. It produces up to two times more methane compared to conventional gas during extraction, which “is a powerful greenhouse gas, with a global warming potential that is far greater than that of carbon dioxide” (Howarth, Santoro & Ingraffea, 2011; p. 679). These gasses also come from trucks, compressors, and on-site machinery used during operations. If fracking continues to grow, more drill sites will be created, and the amount of carbon dioxide and methane released into the atmosphere will spike.

Fracking also has the potential to harm human health. The fracking process involves high pressure pumping of ‘fracking fluid’ into the ground to create fissures, enabling gas extraction. The fluid contains water, sand, ceramics, organic compounds (including benzene, toluene and xylene, all of which are found in either oil or gasoline), acids, and inorganic chemicals that make horizontal drilling possible (Ahearn, 2012; p. 4). A 2010 study “assessed the chemicals used in fracturing and found that 73% of the products had between 6 and 14 different adverse health effects including skin, eye, and sensory organ damage; respiratory distress including asthma; gastrointestinal and liver disease; brain and nervous system harms; cancers; and negative reproductive effects” (Finkle & Law, 2011; p. 785). Fracking fluid can reach surface waters via spills, leaks, and subsurface flow. It can also contaminate groundwater systems and particularly harm individuals dependent on well water. Therefore, fracking can indirectly harm human health through water contamination; additionally, workers’ health can suffer due to daily interactions with the chemicals (Ahearn, 2012; p. 4).

Finally, the expansion of fracking operations may decrease research and development of cleaner energy sources. Although wind and solar technologies have high upfront costs, they have low lifetime costs, provide cheap electricity (wind is cheapest at 2.8 cents per kWh), and boast the fewest negative externalities of all energy sources (Sovacool, 2007; p. 109). If more money is spent advancing wind and solar energies, they will increase in efficiency and decrease in cost.  However, the development of these technologies has slowed and will continue to drop with the growth of natural gas drilling; consequently, this trend is also “distracting politicians and the public from developing a long-term sustainable energy policy” (Howarth & Ingraffea, 2011; p. 273). The media coverage and growing popularity of fracking has also helped increased its incidence nationwide. From 2012 to 2035, roughly 17,000-35,000 new natural gas wells are expected each year— totaling 391,000-805,000 wells in twenty-three years (Weinhold, 2012; p. 274).
Evaluation (43)

Howarth, cited twice, is a climate researcher; he is biased against emission of greenhouse gasses and assumes maximum negative externalities will occur. Law is biased as an MD, who focuses on negative health impacts of fracking fluid, even though current data is inconclusive.
Inference (15)

Regions where alternative energies are produced could see economic losses if investments favor natural gas.
Explanation (25)

Fracking produces greenhouse gasses, pollutes waterways, harms human health, and undermines clean energy. Natural gas growth should decrease because these negative externalities are too great. 
Self-Regulation (21)

While living in Pennsylvania I did work identifying vulnerable communities in potential fracking spill-paths and therefore have a bias against fracking.
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