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What the Frack? 

Hydraulic fracturing, or fracking, is the process of drilling and injecting pressurized, 

chemical-laced water into the ground at a high pressure in order to obtain natural gas. This gas 

can be found in shales, such as the Marcellus Shale Formation, which lies in parts of New York, 

Ohio, West Virginia, Pennsylvania, and Maryland. There has been great debate over whether or 

not to tap this resource in Maryland, and if so, how to do it safely. Interest in the project has 

increased with the recent election of Gov. Larry Hogan, who has spoken in favor of allowing 

natural gas extraction from this resource.   

The Senate Education, Health and Environmental Affairs Committee is currently 

debating bills that would ban fracking in its entirety (SB29), put an eight-year hold on drilling 

permits (SB409), and one that holds drilling companies liable for any harm caused and stricter 

regulations (SB458).  

Natural gas drilling has an environmental impact. In the documentary GasLand, people 

near drilling sites are shown lighting their tap water on fire. This phenomenon is caused by the 

drilling and leakage of natural gas. In addition, natural gas plants produce air pollution, not 

excluding ozone, particulate matter, carbon monoxide, nitrogen oxides, sulfur dioxide, and lead. 

Exposure to these chemicals has been linked to respiratory issues, cardiovascular disease, and 

cancer.   

However, natural gas does prove to be a more environmentally friendly source of energy 

compared to other fossil fuels. According to the Union of Concerned Scientists, natural gas emits 

50 to 60 percent less carbon dioxide when compared to traditional coal. It also emits 15 to 20 

percent less heat trapping gases than gasoline burned in a typical vehicle. According to the U.S. 

Energy Information Administration, in 2011, only five percent of Maryland’s energy used for 

electric power generation was from natural gas, while coal provided over 51 percent. By 

replacing the process of burning coal with natural gas, there would be a less significant 

environmental impact.     

Governor Hogan, a proponent of drilling in Maryland, says that this process is “critical to 

our state economy.” Alleghany County’s current unemployment rate is 8.6% and Garrett 

County’s unemployment rate is currently 7.6% according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

Estimates from the Regional Economics Studies Institute at Towson University estimate the 

creation of almost 11,000 jobs and 30,000 in Garrett County and Allegany County respectively. 

Advocates also point out the advantage of decreased dependence on foreign sources of energy. 

Tapping the Marcellus Shale would not only improve Maryland’s economy, but also the political 

situation of the United States as a whole.   



 

 

Conversely, local businesses fear that they will take an economic loss due to the 

implementation of this process. 103 businesses in western Maryland, specifically in the Deep 

Creek area, made a statement formally petitioning the implementation of shale gas drilling there. 

Patrick Kane of Coldwell Banker Deep Creek Realty says, “The drilling would cause price 

changes, a decrease property values from three to fourteen percent, and a drop in tourists in a 

rural community. There’s no good side to it.”  

The battle between economics, politics, and environmental concerns has caused much 

controversy in Maryland in the past. Finding a way to create an economically profitable, 

environmentally safe, and politically nontoxic method of energy use in Maryland, the United 

States, and the world.   

One solution would be to ban fracking altogether, as in SB29. In this case, a solution 

would be to explore more renewable types of energy in Maryland. There are renewable sources 

of energy such as solar power and wind power that can be implemented in Maryland, especially 

Garrett and Allegany Counties. Because of their rural landscape, windmills would be a possible 

solution to the need for energy. Renewable forms of energy such as wind and solar power would 

yield the benefits of meeting energy demands and some job creation without the environmental 

impact and unsightly industrialization of natural gas facilities. However, they have heavy startup 

costs, and are not as economically profitable as tapping the Marcellus Shale. In addition, the 

amount of land area needed for wind and solar power to produce the same amount of energy 

would be much greater than the land needed for natural gas facilities in Maryland.  

Another solution would be to support strict regulations for natural gas companies to 

minimize the impact of this process. While this would aid in helping some environmental 

concerns, it would still deter tourists from visiting western Maryland, and hurt the local 

businesses and property values. Further, the effectiveness of regulation on energy companies is 

not always consistent. For example, in regulating environmental concerns in the case of 

mountaintop removal, companies sooner go out of business than comply with clean-up protocols. 

The risk of companies shortcutting these regulations is a fear that environmentalists believe will 

become a reality if bill SB458 passes.  

The last solution to this issue would be to pass SB409, a bill that would put a temporary 

hold on drilling permits in Maryland. This would give more time for researchers to analyze 

possible environmental effects of drilling the Marcellus Shale to make sure that it is a profitable 

and worthwhile project. This would also give more time for new technologies to be created that 

could tap the shale more effectively. Lastly, this would allow more time for regulations to be put 

in place that would make the drilling safer. However, there are drawbacks to this moratorium. 

Critics say that eight years is too long to keep Marylanders out of potential jobs. They also point 

to the fact that after eight years, Maryland will have to make the same decision that they are 

making now. 

The Marcellus shale is a resource that has great economic potential, yet comes with great 

political and environmental repercussions. Deciding if, when, and how to tap this irreplaceable 

reserve is of great importance.        



 

 

Dissemination:  

The target audience for this article was high school students who do not really know 

much about fracking, or even the idea that fracking is an environmental issue in Maryland. It is 

very important to inform this age group because most students do not know or care about where 

their energy comes from, even though it is consumed every day. It was disseminated through 

means of Facebook and was created for the Poolesville High School newspaper: The Poolesville 

Pulse. Conversation began to stir as students contemplated the pros and cons of fracking. The 

commentary generated was mixed; a few students responded by defending the process, yet they 

said they became more knowledgeable about the drawbacks. Some responded positively to the 

solution that the government should hold drilling permits until more research is done to do this in 

an environmentally responsible way. Other students responded by saying that she did not know 

much about fracking or that it was even an issue, but now she knows about it, she believes that 

the idea should be acted upon to protect the environment.     

        


