
Eighth Annual Shale and Public Health Conference 

The League of Women Voters of Pennsylvania held the eighth annual Shale and Public Health Conference on 
11/17/2020 and 11/18/2020. The focus of the conference was on impacts of unconventional oil and gas 
(UOG) development on water and air pollution, health, and climate. UOG is a term used for the extraction of 
shale gas using hydraulic fracturing (aka fracking). 

Several studies presented used new approaches to study impacts of UOG development. Previous 
epidemiological studies used proximity-based exposure metrics (e.g., distance to the nearest well) to study 
impacts of UOG development. One of the newer approaches adds directional dispersion (e.g., wind direction, 
water flow) to the proximity-based exposure metrics. Another new approach leverages satellite data. These 
new approaches enable studies to better identify impacts on quality of life associated with UOG development.

Other research presented looked at the association of UOG development on adverse birth outcomes such as 
fetal growth, pre-term birth, and low birth weight. It was determined that there is not a strong correlation 
with inactive wells, however highly productive wells in rural areas present greater risk. In another study, 
burning of excess gas (aka flaring) correlated with higher pediatric asthma hospitalizations. This correlation 
was stronger in non-white populations. The outcomes of both of these studies raised concerns that 
disadvantaged environmental justice communities (i.e., race and rural vs urban) may be disproportionately 
burdened. In general, several studies determined that increased UOG infrastructure and facilities resulted in 
increased health impacts.

Climate change and plastic pollution associated with UOG development was also discussed. Five years ago the 
UOG industry entered a bust cycle caused by the collapse of prices due to a global overabundance of oil and 
gas, which has been exacerbated by the lack of demand for oil and gas due to COVID-19. The UOG industry 
turned to plastics to monetize production during this bust. Ethane, a by-product of fracking, can be broken 
down into ethylene to produce polyethylene, the most common form of plastic. More than 340 new or 
expansions of existing plastic plants are planned in the US by 2050 due to this abundance of ethane. This new 
production is adding to the global plastic pollution problem. The climate change discussion centered on 
methane, a potent greenhouse gas. Global methane emissions are rapidly increasing. There is concern that 
some of the methane is coming from UOG development and adding to a warming climate.

The takeaway of the conference was that it is essential that studies on the impacts of the UOG industry continue. In 
addition, the results of the studies should be used to evaluate current regulations and identify the need for new 
regulations. 
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NOTE: The recording of the conference is posted on on LWVPA's The Straight Scoop on Shale webpage.  From 
there, you can link to a webpage with more information about the conference and how to order the Resource Guide.  
These links appear on the “Shale” webpage in the Special Interests section of our website.  There, you will find 
more information about the relationship between the UOG industry and plastics. 

https://www.shalepalwv.org/2020-shale-public-health-conference/
https://www.shalepalwv.org/

