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to citizens living nearby. As noted by several scientists, frack pits are 
a possible source of  airborne VOCs (Volatile Organic Compounds), 
pose a threat to surface or near surface groundwater due to lining 
leakage, and cause erosion2. 

	 Former DEP Secretary for Pennsylvania, John Quigley, spoke 
about the possible environmental and health effects associated with 
these large open pits in 2014. “The use of  impoundments is a severe 
risk...to soil and groundwater, to public health, and to the families 
whose life savings may be embodied in the homes that suddenly lost 
most, if  not all of  their value, when their drinking water wells became 
contaminated”13.

There are also famous legal cases in Pennsylvania pertaining to 
the health and environmental impacts of  impoundments and frack 
pits. In 2011, Stephanie and Chris Hallowich sued Range Resources, 
MarkWest Energy Partners, and Williams Gas/Laurel Mountain 
Midstream. Gas wells and an impoundment pit surrounded their 
home in Westmoreland County. They claimed their headaches, 
burning eyes and throats, and ringing in their ears resulted from the 
natural gas drilling taking place a few thousand feet from their home. 
Although a settlement was reached in order to absolve these large 
companies of  responsibility, no major policy reform has come as of  
early 2015, and these facilities, although possibly hazardous to one’s 
health, are still legal 14.

In 2012, three families in another Western PA County sued an 
oil and gas company for problems related to impoundment pits. The 
families near the company’s Yeager site in Washington County claimed 
they had been exposed to toxic chemicals as a result of  spills, leaks and 
air pollutants at the site15.  As part of  the lawsuit, the judge ordered the 
company to disclose all the chemicals in the fracking fluid and waste 
water on the site. As of  April, 2015 the company has yet to disclose all 
of  the chemicals used on-site during the fracking process16.	   
 Transported off-site

If  the wastewater is not stored in frack pits or impoundments, 
it can be treated in municipal and private facilities. The flowback 
travels from the sites to these facilities via trucks labeled with only a 
“residual waste” placard. The wastewater cannot be treated in the 
same way we treat our drinking water, and local municipal treatment 
plants are not equipped to handle the chemical waste. For example, 
samples of  water downstream from water treatment facilities have 
contained radioactive radium along with elevated levels of  chloride 

and bromide, which are commonly found in flowback 
fluids17. 

When local water treatment facilities treat river 
water, they normally use chlorine, in order to comply 
with federal drinking water standards. Chlorine 
removes the bacteria and unwanted chemicals we don’t 
want in our water. However, in the past, when these 
facilities had high levels of  total dissolved solids (TDSs), 
chlorine reacted with them to create a carcinogen 
called trihalomethanes (THM). The carcinogen, 
although appearing in small amounts, has extremely 
harmful effects on one’s health if  there is prolonged 
exposure. Because of  this, some drinking water 
treatment  facilities, like those in the Pittsburgh area, 
have replaced chlorine with chloramine18. Chloramine 
creates lower quality water and is known to pull lead 
from pipes into the drinking water. Additionally, one 
study published in 2015 found increased amounts of  
ammonium and iodide in the Pittsburgh rivers.	
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