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New York Shale Gas Drilling Plan Endangers Drinking Water  

 
 
The New York Department of Environmental Conservation has released a draft environmental impact 
statement that will help set standards in New York for gas drilling in the state’s Marcellus Shale 
deposits. Environmental Working Group’s analysis concludes that the New York State government is 
not prepared to protect drinking water supplies from drilling pollution. At the same time, state officials 
concede that permitting the inherently risky process, a combination of horizontal drilling and high-
volume hydraulic fracturing, would not create many jobs for local residents. 
 
Gas drilling creates jobs -- for out-of-state workers 
New York needs jobs now. But state officials estimate that 77 percent of the workforce on initial drilling 
projects would consist of transient workers from out of state. Not until year 30 of shale gas development 
would 90 percent of the workforce be New York residents.1 
 
State lacks facilities to treat toxic wastewater 
New York’s wastewater treatment plants may not be equipped to remove toxic chemicals from the 
millions of gallons of wastewater generated by hydraulic fracturing, according to the state plan.2 
 
Cleaning contaminated drinking water could cost billions   
If upstate drilling contaminates New York City’s drinking water, the state plan estimates that the cost of 
building a filtration plant is $8 billion AT MINIMUM. Cleaning up pollution in private water wells 
could be expensive, too.  The state of Pennsylvania has estimated that it would cost almost $12 million 
to extend public water lines to just 19 families whose well water had been polluted by natural gas 
drilling.3 
 
Few state inspectors 
New York has just 14 inspectors to oversee 13,000 existing natural gas and oil wells.  The state is 
woefully unprepared to monitor the significant increase in drilling that would come with shale gas 
development.4 
 
Plan would allow drilling too close to groundwater, aquifers 
In Colorado and Ohio, natural gas and drilling chemicals have traveled as far as 4,000 feet horizontally 
under the earth’s surface.5 Yet New York State would allow drilling as close as 500 feet from private 
water wells, 500 feet from aquifers used for major municipal water supplies and 2,000 feet from other 
public water supplies.6  The plan proposes 4,000-foot buffers between drilling operations and the 
watersheds for New York City and Syracuse, but those are still too close for comfort.  Horizontal gas 
wells that begin outside the buffer could extend 4,000 feet or more into the watershed.   In some cases, 
hydraulic fracturing could occur underneath reservoirs and dams.7 
 
Weak safeguards near NYC underground aqueducts  
The state has proposed to allow drilling within 1,000 feet of New York City’s underground aqueducts if 
a site-specific analysis were conducted. But because the area is laced with underground channels that 
could carry toxic fluids and gas, the city wants to bar drilling less than seven miles from its aqueducts.8 
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Abandoned wells could spread pollution 
New York has about 75,000 abandoned oil and natural gas wells, only about half of which have been 
mapped. Drilling experts say that hydraulic fractures could break into abandoned wells, sending 
hydraulic fracturing fluid, natural gas and other contaminants up toward the surface, where they could 
pollute groundwater.9 The state plan calls for drillers to find and plug abandoned wells,10 but with so 
many undocumented wells, there is no guarantee all would be found.  The potential for contamination 
remains high as long as drilling is allowed close to drinking water. 
 
Flooding precautions weak   
Flooding of drilling sites could wash contaminants from waste pits or rupture tanks of toxic fluids, 
polluting soil and groundwater.  The state proposes to prohibit drilling in 100-year floodplains, but in 
some New York counties along the Marcellus Shale, flooding has exceeded 100-year levels several 
times between 2004 and this year.  Maps of floodplains have proved inaccurate in recent floods.11   
 
More research urgently needed 
There is not enough scientific research to determine where drilling can be conducted without threatening 
drinking water sources. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency is conducting a scientific study of 
hydraulic fracturing’s impacts on drinking water supplies. The state of New York could launch its own 
scientific study to determine how and whether fracking can be done safely. At the very least, New 
York should wait for the results of the EPA study before moving forward with a gas drilling 
process that could cost New Yorkers billions of dollars and endanger precious water supplies. 
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