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ABSTRACT 
 

JENNIFER L. HALL 

FRACKING FREEDOM: A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF GAS DRILLING IN 

HURST, TEXAS 

MAY 2014 

The purpose of this thesis is to educate people about the natural gas drilling 

industry and the process used to harvest natural gas, hydro-fracturing, also 

known as fracking.  Many natural gas drilling sites are being sited in close 

proximity to homes, schools, and agriculture, sometimes within 300-1500 feet.  

This thesis offers information about how natural gas is located, how natural gas 

wells are sited, and the types of chemicals are used during the drilling and 

production process.  This thesis also defines environmental justice, explores past 

instances of environmental injustices, and argues that natural gas drilling is an 

environmental issue that may adversely affect the health and well-being of 

humans, non-human animals and nature.  To illustrate my points, this thesis 

focuses on the Barnett Shale in North Texas and the City of Hurst, Texas, as the 

City Council considered approving gas drilling permits inside their city limits.   
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CHAPTER I 
 

 INTRODUCTION 

In 2010 a letter came in the mail with the promise of five thousand dollars 

per acre of land to lease my Watauga, Texas, lot to a gas company for a three-

year period of time. My neighbors received the same letters, and pretty soon 

some had received their leasing checks while others joined neighborhood 

consortiums to attempt to receive more money for leasing their minerals. Such 

was my introduction to urban gas drilling. To be honest I was going about the 

business of living my daily life and had not given natural gas drilling much 

thought. Having lived my entire adult life in Texas, I knew that gas well drilling 

was taking place here, but I had no idea I was living on top of the Barnett Shale 

or even what it was. While not intentionally wasteful, I took some things for 

granted. Like many of us, I went about my daily life expecting utilities and natural 

resources that contribute to our comfort and well-being to always be there. I did 

not spend a lot of time thinking about where those resources came from or how 

they were harvested or produced from our environment. Returning to school to 

pursue a graduate degree re-invigorated my interest in nature and the “green”  
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movement. As I made plans for my “second-life” after retirement, I started looking 

for a small parcel of land where I could raise some of my own food and practice 

living in a more environmentally conscious way. I then heard about gas drilling 

concerns in Dish, Texas, an area in which I was looking for property. Local media 

and news sources, including the Star Telegram’s article “Dish Sues Gas Firms 

Over Compressor Stations” (Cox) and NBC DFW’s report “Air Quality Testing 

Finds Toxins in Ponder” (McIlwain), a town that neighbors Dish in Denton 

County, piqued my interest. As a result, I decided I wanted to take a closer look 

at gas drilling and what it means for me, the community, our health, and the 

future of our land-based resources. During this time, a classmate and I chose to 

investigate the drilling process in a local city that was considering the approval of 

two drilling sites located near occupied homes. 

 Having virtually no knowledge of the drilling process, I sought to educate 

myself. I discovered that the Barnett Shale is a geologic formation of sedimentary 

rock that contains natural gas. The Shale is approximately one and a half miles 

beneath the earth’s surface and covers some five thousand square miles 

spanning approximately 25 counties in North Texas, including the Dallas/Fort 

Worth and Denton areas (United States, Department of Energy 18). Hydraulic 

fracturing, also known as “fracking” or “slick-water fracturing,” is the process used 
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to harvest the natural gas. The procedure increases the flow of oil and gas from a 

well by pumping in liquids at a pressure high enough to fracture the rock in order 

to create interconnected fractures that allow the movement of gas or oil freely to 

the well head. 

Hydraulic fracturing has been used since the 1940s to produce oil and gas 

around the world. In the 1990s the Mitchell Energy Company began to drill in the 

Barnett Shale, but found that because the shale was not as permeable as other 

shale formations, it was difficult to drill and did not produce enough natural gas or 

oil to benefit the company commercially. When the company found that the 

fractures would snap shut, it added sand to the fracking fluids. The sand acted as 

a proppant, or support, to keep the fractures open. Horizontal drilling was then 

added to the hydraulic fracturing process to turn previously unproductive shale 

formations into gas-producing formations. Horizontal drilling increased the 

production level by 50 times the length of the production area, also called the 

“pay zone” (King 1). George Mitchell, the founder of the Mitchell Energy 

Company, teamed with engineers to develop the technology to break open the 

shale formation, also called a “play,” in order to get to the natural gas. In 2002 

the Devon Energy Corporation acquired Mitchell Energy and continues to drill, 
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along with other companies, in the Barnett Shale, which now contains thousands 

of wells (1-2).  

With the development of the current fracking technology, the drilling of gas 

wells has become prolific on the Barnett Shale and other Shale plays in North 

America. According to the U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA), in the 

past decade “the combination of horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing has 

allowed access to large volumes of shale gas that were previously uneconomical 

to produce” (1).  The EIA also reports that while shale gas productivity is 

promising, “most of the shale gas wells have been drilled in the last few years, so 

there is considerable uncertainty regarding their long-term productivity” (2).  

According to maps available that depict shale gas locations, there are about 25 

known shales in the United States.  There are also prospective shale gas plays 

that have not been fully researched as yet.  In other words, the EIA indicates that 

while fracking technology is making the production of shale gas easier, the long-

term effects of fracking and potential monetary and energy values are not known, 

making the shale gas venture a gamble that could put the health of the 

environment and living beings at risk. 

Water is the main fluid used to frack a natural gas well, and up to a few 

million gallons of water are commonly used each time a well is fracked, despite 
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the fact that the area in which I live, North Texas, has been under severe drought 

conditions, and private home and business owners have been under watering 

restrictions in order to conserve water. Once water is used for fracking, it is never 

potable again for human, animal, or food production consumption. Toxic 

chemicals such as hydrochloric acid, ethylene glycol (anti-freeze), and chlorides 

are commonly added to the fracking fluid to help break down the rock formation 

(“What Chemicals” 1-4). In the past, companies that were fracking gas wells were 

not required to disclose the chemicals they used in their mixtures (Dept. of 

Energy). However, in July 2012, Texas became the first state to require by law 

that companies disclose the chemicals used in fracking (“Texas Fracking Bill”), 

although some of the components may still be kept as proprietary.  

Unfortunately, there are many complaints of fracking fluids fouling well 

water in rural areas and toxins being released into the air via the process of 

flaring and bleed-off from condensate tanks. According to Earthworks, an 

environment protection organization, some natural gas wells produce a semi-

liquid condensate along with the gas.  The condensate is composed of 

hydrocarbons and aromatic hydrocarbons like benzene, a known carcinogen, 

toluene, xylenes, and ethylbenzene (1-2).  In addition, flaring is a process that is 

used to burn off gas that is not economical to collect or that is dangerous, 
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including “sour gas” which contains a high level of hydrogen sulfide.  Some of 

these gases escape through flaring and “fugitive emissions” or through 

unintentionally released gases due to faulty valves or seals, and when caps and 

valves are not properly closed or tightened.  In each instance, bleed-off, flaring, 

and fugitive emissions, methane and other volatile compounds are released into 

the air (2-3).   

Other hazardous issues involve the disposal of the water used in fracking 

and the fact that the land used for the gas wells can never be used again for 

anything other than the well. Additionally, the proximity of the wells to residential 

homes has become an issue for many cities. In the past oil and gas production 

has occurred in more rural areas and away from neighborhoods, schools, and 

parks, but now fracking is regularly occurring in residential areas. Some of the 

issues facing cities have to do with concerns about possible air and water quality 

problems caused by the fracking chemicals, noise from drilling rigs, and 

additional big truck traffic on smaller city streets.   

The disposal of dirty or used “frack” water may cause earthquakes.  Dirty 

frack water is often injected into old wells or salt water aquifers.  The EIA reports 

that according to the United States Geological Service, “the injection of 
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wastewater into the subsurface can cause earthquakes that are large enough to 

be felt and may cause damage” (4).  In fact, in recent years there have been 

numerous reports of small earthquakes all across the Dallas-Fort Worth 

metroplex area.  Cliff Frohlich, a University of Texas research fellow, has 

reported his findings about injection site earthquakes in his recent article “Two-

Year Survey Comparing Earthquake Activity and Injection-Well Locations in the 

Barnett Shale.”  Frohlich’s research analyzed small earthquakes between 2009 

and 2011 in a 70km grid in the Barnett Shale area.  Using data obtained from 

seismographs, Frohlich concluded that “all 24 of the most reliably located 

epicenters occurred in eight groups within 3.2 km of one or more injection wells.  

These included wells near Dallas-Fort Worth and Cleburne, Texas, where 

earthquakes were reported by the media in 2008 and 2009, as well as in six 

other locations, including several where no earthquakes have been reported 

before” (1).  While there is still much to learn about the potential results and 

damage caused by fracking, there is certainly enough information to warrant a 

closer look at the practice. 

In this thesis I will argue that urban gas drilling not only harms our life-

sustaining habitat but more fundamentally destroys our human right to 
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reasonably expect to have good health for ourselves and our children, the ability 

to grow and raise healthy foods, and the ability to feel secure about where we 

choose to live, raise our families, and develop community roots. All people 

should have the ability to be informed about the gas drilling process, receive 

knowledge about its potential to damage to the natural environment, and have 

the opportunity to make choices regarding the health and well-being of 

themselves and their families. Until all people living in towns and cities like Hurst, 

Texas, have this knowledge and the ability to make choices without relying on 

government or businesses to make choices for us, it is imperative that urban gas 

drilling be recognized as related to environmental justice. 

In Chapter Two I will discuss similarities between the Hurst case and 

environmental justice cases from other areas such as the Love Canal 

neighborhood in Niagara Falls, New York, and Hinkley, California. Both the cases 

in Hinkley, California, and Love Canal involve water or soil contamination from 

some of the same chemicals used in fracking. In both of these cases, the 

contaminative acts were perpetrated by companies and identified as injustices 

against the affected communities. In Chapter Three I will engage with scholars 

and philosophers including Robert Melchior Figueroa, Sandra Steingraber, and 
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Kristin Shrader-Frechette, to argue that urban gas drilling is a serious 

environmental problem that should be regarded as an environmental justice 

issue. It is important to examine urban gas drilling closely because of the 

similarities to other environmental justice cases in the past and because of the 

proximity to neighborhoods and schools where we all live, work, and play. We 

need to learn from past injustices so we can protect the health of people, 

animals, and the environment for the future. 
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CHAPTER II 
 

FRACKING IN HURST, TEXAS COMPARED TO OTHER CASES OF 

ENVIRONMENTAL INJUSTICE 

In this chapter I will describe the Hurst case and investigate similarities 

between the Hurst case and environmental justice cases from other areas, 

including the Love Canal neighborhood in Niagara Falls, New York, and Hinkley, 

California.  This chapter is important to me and the area in which I live because 

although I have been living my life here and seeing the industry and gas 

production going on around me, I did not know what was actually involved in the 

gas and oil industry and what it could mean to the health of people, animals, and 

the environment.  I had mistakenly believed that city governments and 

businesses had always followed the laws and regulations and that city 

governments and other entities that grant permits have full knowledge on a day-

to-day basis of what is going on at the actual drilling sites.  Exploring the topic of 

gas drilling has been a significant journey for me and that has led me to realize 

that not all is as it seems or as some people want us to believe.  To educate and 

protect ourselves, we must look around at what we see and ask the hard 

questions.  In this chapter I will argue that the Hurst case and other drilling sites 
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on the Barnett Shale are similar to other drilling sites and past environmental 

justice cases in the United States and other parts of the world. 

As part of a previous class project, a classmate and I chose the City of 

Hurst, Texas, a community of approximately 39,000 residents, to examine for its 

policies concerning fracking.  The Hurst case is important to examine because of 

the number of people who work and live in the area, which is located in the mid-

cities region between Dallas on the east and Fort Worth to the west. According to 

the North Central Texas Council of Governments (NCTCOG) 2010 statistics the 

City of Hurst has a land mass of 9.9 miles with a population of about 38,600 

citizens.  The population breaks down to approximately 3,865.48 people per 

square mile with males comprising 48.6% and females 51.4%.  The racial 

makeup of the community is 73.1% White, 18.2% Hispanic, and 3.8% Black.  The 

city is governed by a council/city manager system (1). 

In 2011 the city, which has employed me for 24 years, was in the early 

stages of voting on the permitting of two drill sites that were near occupied 

homes. Hurst already had one active natural gas well located on the Tarrant 

County College (TCC) campus, which is located both in Hurst and the city of 

North Richland Hills.  Not unlike many bedroom communities in the U.S., Hurst 
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sits on a natural gas shale, with little excavation or potentially toxic industries 

sited inside their city limits previously. 

On the night of March 8, 2011, my colleague and I attended a City Council 

meeting whose agenda included a decision on two proposed drill sites funded by 

Chesapeake Energy Corporation.  The meeting drew approximately 240 people, 

who were mostly Caucasian and over the age of 60 with an equal number of men 

and women.  The group was asked to fill out a card on the way into the meeting 

room on which individuals could either ask to speak before the council or voice 

their opinion, which would read aloud during the meeting, in support or non-

support for the drilling sites.  The first part of the meeting consisted of a 

presentation about gas drilling by the Director of Development for the city.  The 

presentation consisted of factual information about the drilling process and 

argued that drilling could benefit the city and its citizens.  Chesapeake Energy, 

the company asking for approval to drill the two additional sites in Hurst, then 

made a similar presentation.  Although Chesapeake’s presentation gave the 

same basic information as the Director of Development, my impression was that 

the presentation incorporated a “sales” theme focusing on why citizens should 

support the production of natural gas.  To garner support for the project, the 

Chesapeake representative asserted that natural gas was the “cleanest” burning 
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hydrocarbon on the planet and was significantly more affordable than oil by a1:6 

ratio. The representative also pointed out that natural gas was readily available in 

approximately 30 shale formations in the United States.  Additionally, the 

Chesapeake representative made a patriotic appeal to the meeting participants 

by asserting that since natural gas was an “American Energy Source,” its use 

does not require American dollars to go to the Middle East.  The representative 

also asserted that the natural gas drilling in the area would bring stable, long-

term jobs with excellent benefits to the area as well as create revenue for cities 

and other taxing jurisdictions, while supplying abundant domestic energy 

produced in North Texas for North Texans.  Furthermore, the Chesapeake 

representative explained that natural gas was the cleanest burning fuel and the 

long-term solution to air quality issues.  Interestingly, this was the only reference 

to air quality or any potential health related issues.  While explaining the drilling 

process, the representative talked about chemicals used to “frack” the wells, 

claiming that they were no more harmful than ordinary household chemicals.  

The Chesapeake Energy representative was adamant that if any spills or 

accidents happened they would “clean it up, period.”    

After the representatives of the City and Chesapeake Energy made their 

presentations, the Council invited the meeting participants to speak about the 
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individual drill sites.  No outside groups against drilling made any presentations 

or passed out educational materials. The Mayor read names from the cards that 

were filled out prior to the meeting and asked whether the person wanted to 

speak or just let their opinion be known.  The Mayor then either called the person 

forward to speak or stated the person’s name, address, and opinion, in favor or 

opposed, of the gas well.  The city secretary then recorded this information for 

the meeting minutes.  Many people came forward to voice their concerns, and 

several were upset because they felt that the company representative who 

initially approached them about leasing their minerals to the gas company had 

lied to them.  Apparently, the company representative told the citizens that the 

drill site would be located across State Highway 10 and on the opposite side of 

the street from the residential homes.  Later, the gas company said that the drill 

site would be located instead on the same side of State Highway 10 as the 

residents, as a result of the other site falling through.  In reality, the land on the 

opposite side of the street from the homes was available and for sale for about 

$1.2 million.  However, the cost of this land was much higher than the drill site 

near the citizens’ homes.  The citizens who spoke felt that they had not been told 

the truth and did not want the gas well that close--within 600 feet--to their homes.  
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In fact, a couple of the homes affected would have been within 300 feet of the 

well head.     

The first site, the Dieffenwierth site, that was up for vote was in the 1000 

block of West State Highway 10; six homes were within 600 feet of the proposed 

well head there.  Most people who spoke in favor of this site said that they 

wanted to be able to use their royalty money and asserted that they, the 

residents/mineral owners, had a right to use their minerals.  One person pointed 

out that the royalty payment for a small in town residential lot was only about 

$20-$30 a month which led other people to argue that they had a right to lease 

their minerals and receive money for those leases regardless of the amount.  

Some of the City Council members then made their own comments, voicing 

concerns over possible water fouling and Chesapeake Energy’s intentions of 

placing an 8-inch gas line in the utility easement across SH 10 despite the fact 

that there was a 36-48 inch water main running through the easement.  The 

Council members also voiced their concerns over the six houses located within 

600 feet of the well head.   

As a result, the Council denied the Dieffenwierth well proposal.  Following 

the vote, there were a few people who made noises as if they were upset over 

the decision and a few who sounded happy.  One woman was removed, at the 
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Mayor’s request, from the proceedings when she stood up and verbally attacked 

the Council, telling them that they were only concerned for themselves and not 

for the citizens.  I stepped out in the hall and listened to the woman, who seemed 

to be upset about lost mineral lease income, vent to a police officer about the 

meeting.  However, the woman, who was in favor of the site, was not rude or 

profane and apologized to the officer for being upset.  The woman left on her 

own accord afterwards.   

The second site up for vote was the Weldon Site in the 100 block of Arthur 

Drive where it intersects with 400 West State Highway 10.  There were twelve 

occupied single family homes within 600 feet of the site with some even within 

300 feet of the well head.  Again, the process of soliciting the views of citizens 

was repeated, and either names and address cards were read so that opinions, 

in favor or against, could be recorded, or else a citizen was invited forward to 

speak.  The Weldon site, while on the same street as the Dieffenworth site, 

seemed to draw more emotion from the crowd.  One woman, who was in favor of 

the site and who lived a couple miles away from it told the Council that the area, 

which she considered to be ugly anyway, might be improved by the gas well.  

She went on to comment, as did others, that it was a depressed industrial area. 

The homes in the area were 40 to 60 years old as the city started growing south 
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to north from State Highway 10, which was the major thoroughfare in the 1950s.  

Many years ago, State Highway 10, previously known as State Highway 183, 

was the major connection between Dallas and Fort Worth. The area is heavily 

industrialized and home to a large Bell Helicopter plant as well as a large 

galvanizing plant, and the surrounding neighborhoods were and still are well-kept 

with beautiful mature trees lining the streets.  One man, who also spoke, stated 

that he lived several blocks away from this site. He told the Council that he had a 

gas well on his land in Oklahoma and was not concerned about any possible 

health or safety hazards.  Then, he also stated, that he read that Chesapeake 

intended to put more than one well in the ten acre lot at Arthur and Hwy 10.  He 

asserted that this would be too many and that the people who lived there should 

not be required to have wells so close to their houses.  He felt that although one 

well would be manageable the Council should vote ‘no’ to the Weldon site 

because of the large number of planned wells.  One of the Council members then 

spoke about the Council’s concerns for the city’s water and also for the families 

who would be living next to the well sites.   

In the end the Council voted against both sites, and their words were 

heavily peppered with concerns for the families living near the sites including 

their emotional well-being.  Some of the factors said to affect the citizen’s well-
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being included increased truck traffic, noise from the fracking process, and the 

unpleasant sight of the sound barrier, if the permits had been granted.  The City 

Council voted down the permit requests on that March night in 2011 due to 

concerns over the quality of life for the citizens whose homes would have been 

within 600 feet of the wells and because the Hurst City Council was worried 

about the safety of the city’s water supply.  

As of May 24, 2012, the City reported on its website that it is reviewing the 

previously denied drilling permits requested by Chesapeake Energy, which were 

voted down in March 2011. The City of Hurst also indicated on its website that 

Chesapeake Energy has sent letters to Hurst residents suspending their mineral 

leases until the city takes action on the permits and blamed the City of Hurst for 

not being able to proceed with the drilling. The City of Hurst stated that the 

information provided by Chesapeake Energy to Hurst citizens regarding moving 

forward with the drilling projects was inaccurate and that Chesapeake Energy 

was not in compliance with city permit and site regulations. The City maintained 

that Chesapeake Energy was not in compliance with existing drilling ordinances 

at the time the permits were voted down. The concerns of the City of Hurst 

regarding Chesapeake permits pertained to the distance of the wells from homes 
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and other areas, as well as air and water quality testing.  It appears that once 

regulations are met, the drilling may be able to proceed (City of Hurst).  

Following the City Council meeting, my colleague and I became 

concerned that while many citizens were able to voice their opinions about 

whether or not the wells should be sited in their neighborhoods, no citizens asked 

about potential health concerns or how the well siting could affect property values 

for those closest to the wells. Most citizens were concerned with the money they 

would receive for leasing their minerals.  One citizen spoke about the how one of 

the proposed well siting areas looked, industrial and ugly, even though the area 

was a residential area next to an industrial area.  Currently, the neighborhood 

has beautiful, mature trees and well-kept lawns.  I thought some citizens seemed 

to be upset by this statement and took offense that their neighborhood was 

thought to be “ugly.”  I also perceived that many of the meeting participants and 

spectators were too willing to accept the word of the Chesapeake Energy 

Corporation representative that any possible accident would be cleaned up or 

fixed.  Prior to my beginning this journey of learning about urban gas drilling, I 

probably would have just accepted the word of an “official” of a company that 

provides us with an energy utility.  In the past I just paid my energy and utility 

bills, and if there were problems, I made a phone call to the company for help.  I 
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had not given much thought to what might happen if equipment would fail and 

some type of contamination would occur.   

Furthermore, one might ask how the Hurst council meeting and the 

opportunity for residents to participate helps to prevent destructive businesses 

from coming to Hurst and other cities like it. Being given the opportunity to speak 

is not necessarily the same as having a powerful voice that can effect real 

change. In Environmental Justice: Creating Equality, Reclaiming Democracy, 

Kristin Shrader-Frechette asserts that “limiting people’s freedom to the strong or 

basic rights of others, like rights to life or rights to bodily security, is desirable” 

(122).  In other words, the City Council meeting was a paternalistic process 

whereby only a certain few had the authority to make decisions regarding the 

health and safety of the citizens of Hurst who would be affected by the drilling.  

What if the Council had not been concerned about the health and welfare of the 

citizens of Hurst?  In this case, the Hurst City Council fortunately researched and 

educated themselves on urban gas drilling.  They voted to protect the water 

supply and the well-being of a small number of residents who would have lived 

very close to the wells.  Shrader-Frechette’s point illustrates that it is valuable to 

limit the ability of other people to make decisions that could affect a person’s 

life—health, safety, and protection of food and water resources needed to thrive.  
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Many cities in North Texas, including Ponder, Denton, Southlake, Fort Worth, 

and many others, are facing the same decisions as the City of Hurst regarding 

allowing drilling in their areas. 

Oil and gas drilling is taking place around the United States and in other 

parts of the world.  The drilling sites share many similarities and bear comparing 

and evaluating with the drilling going on in the Barnett Shale.  Shrader-Frechette 

also discusses oil production in the Niger River Delta by Shell oil.  She describes 

gas well flaring within 300 feet of Ogoni Tribal homes, explosions, and the 

pollution of the air, water, and soil (118).  Similarly, flaring, explosions, and 

pollution are taking place within our own North Texas cities and rural areas on 

the Barnett Shale.   

While some residents of Hurst and companies wishing to drill there may 

be annoyed with the outcome, the City of Hurst may have plenty of reason to be 

wary of fracking and gas production inside its city limits. Other areas where gas 

drilling using fracking is taking place in North America, including the Marcellus 

Shale, have experienced chemical spills, equipment failures, and water 

contamination on gas drilling and well operation projects. According to the United 

States Geological Survey (USGS), the Marcellus Shale is one of the largest 

areas of shale in the United States, covering an area that includes New York, 
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Pennsylvania, West Virginia, Ohio, and Maryland.  The USGS also estimates the 

Marcellus Shale to be around four hundred years old and 4,000 to 8,000 feet 

deep (Energyfromshales.org 1). Accidents at Marcellus Shale drilling sites have 

caused major concerns for the area.  One such incident in March of 2012 in 

Clearfield County, Pennsylvania, involved a failed blowout preventer.  The failure 

of the safety equipment allowed gas and fracking fluid mixed with chemicals to 

be released 75 feet into the air for 16 hours.  A Pittsburgh Post-Gazette reporter, 

Don Hopey reported on the incident, quoting Dr. Dan Volz, Assistant Professor of 

for Environmental and Occupational Health at the University of Pittsburgh’s 

Graduate School of Public Health.  Calling for increased drilling regulations for 

the area, Volz said that “until such regulations are in place, all Marcellus shale 

drilling operations should be halted because they pose an ‘immanent [sic] public 

health hazard.’”  Volz also pointed out that a drilling rig explosion in West Virginia 

that injured workers added to the necessity for a more “thorough assessment of 

drilling operations and the risks they pose” (1-2). More forebodingly, Volz also 

asserts that “this is a public health issue, especially for planned drilling in 

populated areas and around schools” (2). In contrast to Volz, Kathryn Klaber, 

President of the Marcellus Shale Coalition, claims that the incidents Volz cited 

occurred out of two different sets of circumstances and “that new federal 
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regulation would be redundant to state laws, and a moratorium on drilling would 

drive up retail gas prices and deprive property owners of financial benefits from 

leasing gas drilling rights” (2).  In other words, Volz points out that drilling is 

dangerous and that damage is already occurring that poses a health hazard to 

people who live, work, or attend school near drilling operations.  Klaber’s 

comments, on the other hand, seem to indicate that more regulation by 

government would just lead to a rise in the cost of the energy resource and 

deprive people of a money-making opportunity from leasing their mineral rights.    

After reading about drilling accidents in the Marcellus Shale, it appears 

that the situation on the Marcellus is similar to that proposed for Hurst, Texas, 

and the Barnett Shale with the wells located in close proximity to schools and 

residential neighborhoods.  While at the Council meeting, it was apparent that the 

money potentially earned by citizens for leasing their minerals and monies 

earned by the drilling companies were at the top of the concerns of the citizens 

who live in the City of Hurst.  In contrast, the Hurst City Council fortunately 

seemed to want to proceed more cautiously and with closer attention to water 

and air quality.  In order to make educated decisions about urban gas drilling, we 

need to look more closely at the past and the lessons we should have learned 

from other similar cases as well as examine carefully the current accidents and 
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issues facing residents of the Marcellus and other shales currently being 

harvested.   

A study conducted jointly by the Geography and Biology Departments at 

the University of North Texas (UNT) focuses on water concerns in the Dallas-Fort 

Worth (DFW) area.  In “Fracking vs. Faucets: Balancing Energy Needs and 

Water Sustainability at Urban Frontiers” Dr. Mathew Fry, et al surveyed 1,000 

DFW residents and found that “nearly one-third of the respondents ranked gas 

drilling as the greatest hazard to the water supply in 2011” (7444).  The authors 

also reported that “90% of DFW’s drinking water is supplied by surface runoff 

captured in 34 reservoirs with municipalities and gas extractors consuming ~ 

86% (~1.87 m3) and < 3% of the total water supply, respectively” (7445).  

Frequent drought conditions in the DFW area raise concerns not only about gas 

drilling and water contamination, but also about how much water is used to frack 

a well (7445).  This study also draws attention to people’s perceptions of how gas 

drilling can contaminate water resources. Some worry that the drilling itself, 

which involves boring through the aquifers deep underground, could contaminate 

the water.  Some people are now wondering about storm water run-off and 

ground water resources that could become contaminated through spills or other 

accidents at drilling sites.   
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The UNT study supports the concerns about water contamination through 

accidents.  An accident on the Marcellus Shale, for example, echoes the concern 

of the UNT study.  Reported on Pennlive.com Donald Gilliland of The Patriot-

News reported that on April 19, 2011, an equipment failure caused “completion 

fluids” to be released in Leroy Township, Bradford County, Pennsylvania.  The 

liquid flowed into Towanda Creek, a tributary of the Susquehanna River (1-2).  

More locally, the Texas Railroad Commission publishes, through The U.S. 

Department of Transportation (Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety 

Administration) accidents that happen at drilling and well sites around the state 

while drilling and harvesting of oil and gas is taking place.  From 2002 to 2013 

382,556 barrels of hazardous liquids have been spilled in the State of Texas and 

280,964 barrels of hazardous liquids have been lost (USDOT).  It seems that 

there is plenty of evidence, both historically and currently, to support the notion 

that urban gas drilling is a practice of significant concern.   

In some other cases of environmental injustice in the United States it has 

not been possible for the contaminates to be cleaned up.  In the case of Hinkley, 

California, a town devastated by chemical contamination in the 1950s and 1960s, 

the impact of contamination by chemicals that seeped into the ground water is 

still being experienced today. In a publication by the City of Lahontan Regional 
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Water Quality Control Board, the Board notes that from 1952 to1966 the Pacific 

Gas and Electric Company (PG&E) used “hexavalent chromium, also known as 

chromium 6, to fight corrosion in cooling tower water. The wastewater from the 

cooling towers was discharged to unlined ponds at the site.  Some of the 

wastewater percolated to the groundwater, resulting in hexavalent chromium 

pollution.  The chromium affects an area of groundwater approximately two miles 

long and nearly a mile wide” (1).  In other words, when chemicals, in this case 

hexavalent chromium, which is a known cancer-causing agent, are used and 

make their way into the environment sometimes their removal is impossible.   

The presence of the hexavalent chromium in the water caused health 

issues for the residents who lived in Hinkley, California.  The residents did not 

know that they were being exposed to dangerous chemicals until a law clerk 

named Erin Brockovich noticed a connection between medical records and real 

estate records in Hinkley.  According to Environmental Health PbWorks, Hinkley 

residents “experienced a disturbing array of health problems: liver, heart, 

respiratory, and reproductive failure, cancer of the brain, kidney, breast, uterus, 

and gastrointestinal system, Hodgkin disease, frequent miscarriages, and more 

(Pellerin 2000)” (1).  Furthermore, PG & E was accused of covering up the 

danger of the exposure to chromium “through the hiding documents including the 



27 
 

 

ones that Erin Brockovich discovered. They claim that they warned people about 

the contamination of the water and acknowledge that they knew that the 

chromium had leaked in. Their way of informing people about the problem was 

through fliers that left out key information and mislead the people of Hinkley 

about the effects of chromium IV” (1).  In other words, the company knew that 

exposure to the chromium had occurred and that it was dangerous.  However, 

they minimized the problem by leaving out information that would have allowed 

the residents to make an informed decision about their health and living 

arrangements.   

The Hurst case is similar to the Hinkley case because toxic chemicals are 

used in the fracking process and both cases involve the production of natural 

gas.   According to SFGate writer David R. Baker, PG&E was responsible for the 

longest gas pipeline in the world used to deliver natural gas from Texas to San 

Francisco and Northern California in 1930.  The company had placed 

compressor stations with cooling towers every 300 miles, including one near the 

town of Hinkley, California (1).  Like Hurst, Hinkley uses wells to supply water to 

the town’s residents.  Baker also reports that the chromium plume is still 

spreading throughout Hinkley (3).  We can now find similarities between the 
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Hinkley case, including its use of toxic chemicals in natural gas production and 

the potential, if not the probability, of spills and contamination.   

I often drive on FM 156 through Justin and Ponder, Texas. Previously, I 

frequently passed by a frack pond, or manmade pond that likely held 

contaminated fracking water. The pond was lined with sheets of plastic and 

surrounded by a chain link fence.  Oilfield service trucks eventually came to 

extract the water and empty the pond.  As the pond was emptied, I could see the 

edges of the sheets of plastic folding over in the wind and exposing the dirt 

beneath them.  The dirt was wet and the pond had muddy areas where the water 

was soaking into the earth.  Then the pond, which took up a good portion of an 

acre of land, was drained and filled in with dirt.  Now when I pass, there are cows 

grazing the land.  While I have no proof of contamination at this particular site, I 

am aware that it is not dissimilar to other frack ponds in the Barnett Shale used to 

hold dirty, chemical laced water. 

Another pertinent case occurred at Love Canal in the City of Niagara, New 

York.  According to Lois Marie Gibbs, the Director of the Center for Health, 

Environment and Justice, “the history of Love Canal began in 1892 when William 

T. Love proposed connecting  the upper and lower Niagara River by digging  a 

canal six to seven miles long” (1). Love intended to harness the water to produce 
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inexpensive power.  The project fell by the wayside when the U.S. fell on hard 

economic times.  In 1920 the land was sold at auction and became a municipal 

and chemical dump site (1).   Gibbs, who was a Love Canal resident and victim 

of environmental harm herself, asserts that “the principal company that dumped 

wastes in the canal was Hooker Chemical Corporation, a subsidiary of 

Occidental Petroleum. The City of Niagara and the United States Army used the 

site as well, with the city dumping garbage and the Army possibly dumping parts 

of the Manhattan Project and other chemical warfare material” (1).  In her 

chronicle of Love Canal, Gibbs details that in 1953, after filling the canal with dirt, 

“Hooker sold the land to the Board of Education for one dollar. Hooker included 

in the deed transfer a ‘warning’ of the chemical wastes buried on the property 

and a disclaimer absolving Hooker of any future liability” (2).  Gibbs further states 

that in 1954 the Board of Education built an elementary school, residential homes 

were also built, and families moved into the area not knowing there was 20,000 

tons of waste underneath them.  Gibbs writes, “the canal looked very innocent, 

like a field anywhere. It certainly did not appear to be a chemical dump with 

20,000 tons of toxic wastes beneath it” (2). In other words, it is not always 

possible to tell if an area of soil or water is contaminated by dangerous chemicals 

just by looking at it.  Similarly, the field at the junction of FM 156 and SH 114 now 
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looks like any other cow pasture with animals grazing on it.  If I had not seen the 

frack pond located there, I would not suspect that it had been used in that way 

when I look at it now. 

Gibbs claims that from the 1950s through the 1970s residents complained 

about smells and substances coming to the surface of the land near their homes 

and schoolyard.  In a 1978 study, the New York State Department of Health 

found high levels of chemicals in the soil and air as well as increased 

reproductive health problems in the female residents and children.  Included in 

the report to the then Governor of New York was a list of chemicals found in the 

Love Canal neighborhood together with their potential health hazards.  Some of 

the chemicals were benzene and toluene, which are both known cancer causing 

agents.  The list of chemicals also included methylene chloride, a substance that 

causes respiratory distress and possibly death; chloroform, a skin and respiratory 

irritant that can also cause gastrointestinal problems; and carbon tetrachloride 

which can cause renal damage and possibly liver tumors (3). The study also 

asserted that “miscarriages and birth defects are considered prime indicators of 

human toxicity since recent studies in developmental pharmacology establish 

that the prenatal period is characterized by a unique susceptibility to certain 

chemical agents. In addition, several known or suspected teratogens (producers 
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of physical defects in fetuses) have been identified among the chemicals dumped 

in the Love Canal area” (4). The study also showed that there was a higher 

number of miscarriages and birth defects for women living in the Love Canal 

neighborhood.   

Residents of towns within the Barnett Shale are complaining about 

experiencing ill physical effects from fracking.  Peggy Heinkle-Wolfe of the 

Denton County Reporter reports that in Ponder, Texas, a town of about 1450 

citizens, residents complained about “noises and foul smells emanating from a 

gas facility since October 2010” (1).  The plant is operated by Kinder Morgan and 

serves a gas pipeline owned by Atmos Energy.  Heinkle-Wolfe also reports that a 

study conducted by Texas Commission on Environmental Quality found in “two of 

eight air samples taken by state inspectors have recorded benzene levels higher 

than the state’s limit for long-term exposure” (1). Other reports about the area 

have found 29 to 57 different air toxins in the area of the plant but not at levels 

believed to be high enough to raise concerns (9).  Heinkel-Wolfe also reports that 

some residents had complained about headaches, and extreme fatigue, and 

were worried that concerns about long-term illnesses were being “dismissed too 

readily” (9).  One resident of Ponder, Judy Smith, whose two-year-old daughter 

has a heart condition, was quoted as saying, “It’s too much to worry about. We 
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could smell the country when we moved here eight years ago – not anymore” (9).  

In other words, some residents in Ponder, about 45 minutes northwest of Hurst, 

now worry about how potential exposure to chemicals associated with the gas 

plant in Ponder will affect them as well as how the noises and smells coming 

from the plant are changing the aesthetics of the area that they consider to be 

their home. Perhaps the most important aspect to be considered about the cases 

in Ponder, Texas, other cities located in the Barnett Shale, Hinkley, California, 

and Love Canal is that the residents in these places did not know they were 

being exposed to toxic chemicals.  Gibbs notes in her chronicle of the history of 

Love Canal that “residents at Love Canal always believed that the government 

would automatically protect them.  They were wrong; in some cases dead 

wrong!” (6). We should not rely exclusively on our governing entities, who may or 

may not agree with our concerns or may not have all of the information needed to 

make these choices, to make correct decisions about the siting of potentially 

hazardous industry near our homes and food and water resources.  Each of us 

should seek knowledge about drilling practices near our homes, schools, and 

businesses in order to determine whether or not an environmental justice issue 

exists.   
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In this chapter I have offered details about fracking problems in the 

Barnett Shale and the Marcellus Shale in the United States, including the 

presence of chemicals and complaints about the effects of exposure in those 

areas.  I have also compared current fracking projects in both areas to important 

historical environmental justice cases in Hinkley, California and the Love Canal 

neighborhood in New York.  Both areas still report the presence and even the 

continued spreading of chemicals in their areas.  In the following chapter I will 

describe the features of an environmental justice case and the importance of 

protecting our health and well-being. I will argue that an inalienable right of all 

persons is to know what we are exposed to and potentially consuming in our food 

and water resources.  
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CHAPTER III 

DEFINING ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 

In this chapter I will discuss some of the different types of environmental 

justice (EJ) and compare the Hurst case and others on the Barnett Shale to 

cases regarded as instances of environmental injustice which usually involve 

historically subordinated groups of people, including the poor and other 

minorities. I will discuss the concepts of distributive justice and recognition 

justice, as well as problems with approaching the issue of fracking with 

paternalistic and utilitarian perspectives. I will argue that despite the differences 

from traditional cases of environmental injustice, the Hurst case and others like it 

involve issues of environmental injustice.  This is important to me because many 

of us have or could have toxic industries located near where we work and live. It 

is important that each of us has the ability to recognize and question businesses 

that could potentially be harmful to the environment and our personal health.   

How should the term “environmental justice” (EJ) be defined, and what 

circumstances comprise instances of environmental injustice? In “Evaluating 

Environmental Justice Claims,” Robert Melchior Figueroa defines the term 
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“environmental justice” as “the equitable distribution of environmental risks, such 

as toxic waste and other forms of pollution” (360). Environmental justice means 

that specific groups of people are not forced to disproportionately bear the 

burdens of toxic waste in areas where they work, live, and play, while others 

simply enjoy the benefits attached to the industries and processes that create the 

toxic waste.  In other words, according to an environmental justice perspective, it 

would be unjust for the siting of gas wells and natural gas processing plants to 

expose some citizens to toxins while other citizens, who live further away, may 

have the benefit of the gas utility in their homes and none of the burdens of 

possible exposure.  

For an environmental injustice to exist, the groups of people who 

disproportionately bear the burdens of exposure do not necessarily need to be 

part of a socially subordinated group. Figueroa points out that “at the local level, 

an environmental justice movement is one in which the people who mobilize to 

tackle an environmental threat identify as a group communally and culturally--not 

simply as interest-maximizing individuals with common goals, but as people 

similarly situated in a particular geographical, cultural, and historical experience” 

(360). Figueroa’s statement implies that an EJ issue is not necessarily one that 

only involves historically subordinated groups of people--the poor and minorities. 



36 
 

 

Instead, his statement indicates that in the case of gas drilling, an issue of 

environmental injustice disproportionately places burdens on all people who find 

themselves situated on or near a coveted natural gas pocket and who do not 

necessarily benefit financially or through the use of natural gas. Interestingly, 

because of the way the natural gas is located, the well sites are placed 

opportunistically through seismic testing. This means that the gas pocket could 

be anywhere--near expensive homes, near schools, or in poorer neighborhoods.   

As is the case with natural gas drilling on the Barnett Shale, some people 

receive money for leasing their minerals rights while others find that the gas wells 

are being located near their homes.  In my own personal experience, I found that 

I owned my mineral rights and was offered compensation.  In contrast, my own 

parents who live in another city on Barnett Shale discovered that they did not 

own their mineral rights and did not receive compensation when drilling began 

within a half mile of their home.  Figueroa asserts that “the distributive justice 

dimension of environmental justice can be divided into two broad categories: 

distribution and compensation. In both, environmental justice is concerned with 

the equitable balance of benefits and burdens” (361).  In other words, even in the 

same neighborhood or on the same block, both benefits and burdens to gas 

production can be experienced by the people who live there.  Just because some 
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people are receiving money for leasing their minerals, it does not mean that 

cases of environmental injustice are prevented when other people must bear the 

burden of having the gas drilling sites near their homes.  

The distributive justice model also addresses who has the decision-

making power when environmental concerns arise.  Most of us are familiar with 

political processes whereby elected or appointed officials are trusted to represent 

us and make voting decisions that could affect our health and well-being.  

Figueroa asserts that “compensation alone, as we have just seen, cannot alter a 

pattern of injustices; communities must also have a voice in environmental 

policy,” and that “any discussion political recognition, or recognition justice, 

requires us to consider the question of political representation within a given 

social structure” (367). In other words, the people who are representing our 

interests may or may not be concerned with possible injustices that might occur. 

Similarly, the companies wanting to site their business may not be completely 

honest regarding their business practices or the potential effects of their 

production.   

In Hurst and other communities located on the Barnett Shale, gas 

companies are applying for drilling permits through local government channels, 

as they locate gas pockets and seek approval for well-siting. Local citizens are 
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often excluded from the decision-making process. Figueroa asserts that 

“environmental injustice occurs when a policy elite disrespects traditional 

environmental practices and excludes the least empowered and most 

economically vulnerable groups from environmental decision-making” (360).  In 

other words, it is unjust for a government or business, which has the ability to 

determine whether or not a potentially toxic industry is sited near neighborhoods 

and other areas that citizens occupy to disregard the concerns of the citizens or 

leave them out of the decision-making process. Opinions about the value of the 

gas drilling industry vary, as some city governments and citizens see 

opportunities for money, while other city governments and citizens have 

concerns over the safety of the wells and their physical health. In the end it is 

usually the city government that votes, not the citizens, to allow drilling within 

their city limits and to determine where the wells will be sited, including the 

proximity of the well sites to homes, schools, and businesses. We, as citizens, 

need to recognize that the persons elected to make decisions in our communities 

may or may not agree with every voter on a particular issue.  It is also possible 

that the decisions made by our elected officials may help protect our health and 

well-being or they could potentially cause harm. 
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In the particular case of Hurst, the Hurst City Council voted to protect the 

city’s water supply and the welfare of the citizens nearest the wells.  However, 

the City Council’s decision was not popular with the citizens who wanted to make 

money from the proposed wells.  In the Hurst case someone else was making 

the decision about the safety of gas drilling rather than putting the vote to allow 

the wells directly to the citizens.  In my opinion a paternalistic viewpoint was 

present in the decision-making in Hurst.  In “Paternalism”  Peter Suber, a 

philosopher,  defines paternalism as “In modern philosophy and jurisprudence, it 

is to act for the good of another person without that person’s consent, as parents 

do for children.  It is controversial because its end is benevolent, and it means 

coercive. Paternalists advance people’s interests (such as life, health, or safety) 

at the expense of their liberty” (1).  Depending on the circumstances, people may 

view paternalism as a positive or a negative process, and it could be argued that 

when we elect or appoint officials, we give our consent to make decisions that 

may affect our well-being. Based on my observances at the council meeting, I 

believe that the Hurst City Council educated themselves very well on the gas 

drilling process and the intent of their decision was to protect the citizens of the 

City of Hurst.  While paternalism may have been present in the Hurst City 

Council’s decision-making process, I believe that the Council obtained enough 
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knowledge about the gas drilling process to justify making the decision to vote 

down the permit applications.  Voting on issues such as gas drilling permits is a 

task which we, as voters, give to our elected and appointed officials on our 

behalf.  While the Hurst case had a positive outcome in my opinion, other cities 

near Hurst have allowed the drilling to occur.  Depending on a person’s own 

opinion, a paternalistic system may benefit people or cause harm. 

Paternalistic decisions occur when a person’s right to make their own 

decisions are taken away from them.  In Environmental Justice Kristin Shrader-

Frechette asserts that “paternalism involves limiting the freedom of a person for 

that person’s own good, not someone else” (122).  In other words when 

individuals may not understand the dangers of an industry, such as the siting of 

natural gas wells, a government body, such as a City Council, would make the 

decision whether or not to allow the potentially harmful industry inside their city 

limits.  Shrader-Frechette also raises the following questions: Is paternalism 

justifiable to protect “vulnerable individuals, like indigenous people, from 

exploitation? Or, is paternalism an illegitimate limit on people’s rights to 

participative justice, to participate meaningfully in decisions affecting them?” 

(122).  In other words, how does one balance taking decision-making powers 

away from someone, even if to protect them from environmental harms, without 



41 
 

 

removing their right to decide in the first place?  In the Hurst case, had the city 

put the siting of gas wells to an actual citizen vote, the gas wells that were 

proposed would have passed.  Based on what I observed at the City Council 

meeting, the siting of the wells in Hurst would have passed because the majority 

of the citizens wanted revenue from leasing their minerals to the gas companies 

and from royalties earned from the production of the natural gas.  As someone 

pointed out at the meeting, the amount of money earned per month per small 

residential lot might have only been $20-30 a month, while the initial leasing of 

the minerals might have been substantially more.  If the gas wells proposed had 

passed in Hurst, a small group of people would have had to bear the burden of 

the noise, traffic, and potentially harmful industry sited with 1,000 feet or less of 

their homes.  Choice is an important part of freedom in the United States and an 

important component of environmental justice.  In the Hurst case, I believe that 

the City Council, while acting paternalistically, made a good decision when it 

voted against allowing the proposed gas wells to be sited in Hurst.  I believe that 

the Hurst City Council prevented a possible environmental injustice from 

victimizing the citizens of Hurst. 

In addition to the burden of the unjust distribution of goods and services, 

another burden of environmental injustice manifests itself in a loss of freedom to 
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choose, to have a voice, and to become knowledgeable about health concerns 

regarding the process of gas drilling. In Environmental Justice Kristin Shrader-

Frechette asserts that “’assessors’ and policy makers’ ignoring EJ evaluations 

also contributes to a loss of freedom, especially among those who bear the 

disproportionate geographical costs of technology” (46). In other words, when 

councils and other decision-making bodies that we rely on to protect us do not 

consider or ignore the possible harmful consequences of positioning toxic 

industries near our homes, then our freedom has been harmed or limited.  These 

harmful consequences may be a health threat, or they could be a threat to a 

person’s property values.  Shrader-Frechette’s statement refers to an offshore oil 

spill and points out that if a business or home is threatened or damaged and is 

not compensable, a person has lost their freedom.  Shrader-Frechette’s 

statement applies to the Hurst case in that the presence of the potential gas well 

itself would bring down property values for those living nearest to the wells and 

diminish the freedom of the property owner because many, if not most, 

homeowners in the vicinity become unable to move elsewhere. People living 

further away from the wells, even a street or two over, would not suffer the same 

loss of property value, yet they may also benefit from leasing and royalty income.  

In Hurst, the City Council was fortunately very concerned about the welfare of the 
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people who lived in close proximity to the proposed sites as well as about the 

city’s water supply, while some people were angry that they would not be able to 

benefit monetarily from the gas production.   

Additionally, as Shrader-Frechette points out, if a person does not have 

much, if any, decision-making power, then that person loses freedom. Groups of 

people lose freedom while other people benefit from economic development in 

the case of fracking. Economic development also potentially affects the natural 

environment through the loss or contamination of greenbelt areas, parks, and 

farmlands where people allow their children to play in the soil, to play in creeks or 

to grow food.  Some people might argue that there are benefits to allowing 

potentially toxic industry into heavily populated areas and possibly depressed 

areas.   

An argument against the distributive model of EJ is the utilitarian excuse 

or the idea that whatever action does the greatest good is the appropriate action.   

Shrader-Frechette points out that while critics of the EJ movement do not deny 

that an environmental injustice exists, they often pose two utilitarian arguments 

that we should reject as unjust. The first of these utilitarian arguments is that  “on 

balance, victims of alleged environmental insults may benefit from living near 

noxious facilities.  They say victims might suffer worse from higher 
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unemployment and housing costs if they did not live near dangerous sites” (15).  

This utilitarian argument is a double-edged sword. On the one hand, the siting of 

a toxic industry in urban areas will bring jobs and revenue to the area and its 

residents, but, on the other hand, residents may suffer from health and other 

negative effects while living and working near the toxic sites.   

 The second common utilitarian argument pertains to whether or not the 

actual siting of toxic industry is actually harmful to the people who live nearby.  

Shrader-Frechette notes that utilitarians point out that “the mere correlation of 

hazardous sites and the presence of poor or minority communities does not 

prove that racism or injustice actually caused the siting there” (15).  In other 

words people may have moved into the area after the siting of a toxic industry.  In 

the case of Love Canal, the toxic dump site, which was the location of a school 

and a neighborhood, became toxic before people moved into the area not 

knowing what was under the land.  It would be hard to prove that a particular 

group was targeted when no one could predict who might move there.  

Environmental injustices, then, can affect broad groups of people.  The utilitarian 

argument seems to imply that as long as people are afforded job opportunities 

and cheaper accommodations then it is worth the risk of exposure to toxic 
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chemicals that may or may not cause harmful effects to the people who live, 

work, and play nearby.   

In Hurst there are few areas of open land left to develop, which means 

that areas where a gas drilling site might be located are few and closer to 

businesses, schools, and homes.  Another site that was possibly going to be 

proposed for a gas well would have been next to a restaurant, an apartment 

complex, neighborhood, and a busy street.  In Hurst it appears as though the 

siting of these gas wells has little to do with groups traditionally harmed by 

environmental injustices and more to do with where the pockets gas happen to 

be located because they are located seismically. This means that the production 

of gas has more to do with the land and what it contains than who is living on top 

of it.   

While human concerns are at the forefront of environmental justice 

discussions today, in earlier times environmentalists were more interested in the 

health of the land and nature than the health of people affected by environmental 

injustices. In Environmental Justice Shrader-Frechette discusses early 

environmentalist movements.  She points out that to begin with, early 

environmentalists like Dave Foreman and Teddy Roosevelt were mainly focused 

on protecting birds and natural areas from harm (4).  For environmentalists, the 
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initial focus was biocentric rather than anthropocentric, or human-focused.  

Shrader-Frechette asserts that the interests of Roosevelt and other 

environmentalists were focused on “birdwatching or expensive ecotourism, not 

addressing areas of greatest pollution where poor people live” (4).  Shrader-

Frechette also points out that government bodies, industry, and 

environmentalists were aligned with one another and not with “poor people” and 

that early environmentalists argued that “problems of planetary degradation can 

be blamed on anthropocentrism, or human centered values” (4-5).  In other 

words, the welfare of people tended to be disregarded in order to save nature 

and early environmentalists ignored the fact that human beings are, in fact, a part 

of nature.  The history of early environmentalism is important to modern-day 

environmental concerns, urban gas drilling among them, because citizens need 

to know that environmental injustices have occurred throughout history and that 

some of the same practices, through toxic industries like natural gas drilling, may 

continue in the current time.   

Injustices against the earth or nature potentially affect people, and the 

injustices and potential environmental harms discussed in this paper likely have 

negative effects on the human beings and other living creatures. Toxins related 

to the gas drilling industry are directly affecting the air we breathe and water we 
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drink.   As Shrader-Frechette argues, “protection for people and the planet go 

hand in hand” (5).  In other words, environmental justice issues are also closely 

linked to social justice issues.   

The natural gas drilling industry is harmful to both the natural environment 

and to people.  In “Shale Game: Playing with Unknowns Underground,” Sandra 

Steingraber, a biologist, discusses water contamination and the destruction of 

forests and natural areas in the Marcellus Shale in the northeast part of the U.S. 

due to natural gas drilling. Steingraber, who lives in the area with her family, 

asserts that “the impact [of fracking] on agriculture and public health is unknown 

because a cumulative impact assessment has not been done. Dust, noise, traffic, 

diesel emissions, ozone, soil compaction, light at night, methane plumes. How 

will these affect asthmas rates, pollination systems, cancer risk, the growth of 

alfalfa?” (3). Steingraber points out things that many of us take for granted and 

often do not consider during the course of our day. We may complain about 

traffic and are aware of polluted air, but many of us do not think about how bright 

lights at night might affect nocturnal animals or how truck traffic increased 

fourfold could add to the number of accidents, air particulates, and time lost with 

family and friends due to extended travel time. Moreover, we do not know the 

long-term impact of urban gas well drilling in twenty to fifty years and what urban 
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gas well drilling means for future generations.   At the Hurst City Council meeting, 

the Chesapeake representative did acknowledge, as did the city’s development 

representative, that there are a lot of unknowns regarding fracking and the 

production of shale gas. I have noticed the large tanker trucks, associated with 

gas drilling, inside the city limits and I have noticed a lot more big truck tire debris 

on FM 156 when I travel this road. This debris from large truck tires is heavy and 

accidents and fatalities have been reported when the debris strikes another 

vehicle on the road.  Even though Hurst voted down two drilling sites, there is still 

truck traffic from the two existing gas well sites on the Tarrant County College 

campus and from sites in neighboring cities. Other studies, more locally, have 

also found similar circumstances described by Steingraber. 

In 2011, the sociologist, Jessica Gullion and her colleagues conducted a 

study on health and natural gas operations, which they presented to the City of 

Denton City Council.  In the study Dr. Gullion et. al. acknowledge that the natural 

gas industry has been a boon to North Texas as it has brought thousands of jobs 

to the area.  However, questions about health concerns near these drilling 

activities are being posed (4).  Gullion asserts that “natural gas activities create 

pollution,” and “pollution has negative impacts on human health. Portions of our 

community--such as children and the elderly, and those already coping with 
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chronic health conditions--are more vulnerable to these hazards than others” (4).  

Many of us would agree that we have friends or family members who are more 

sensitive to cigarette smoke or other allergens than we might be even when we 

occupy the same space. The presence, then, of the pollution created by natural 

gas drilling activities may affect each of us differently.  As is the case in Ponder, 

Texas, discussed earlier in this paper, even though air quality tests showed 

levels of chemicals at acceptable levels, residents there still complain of illness 

and sensitivity to the pollutants.  Natural gas production also places stress on 

other needed resources. 

Most of us familiar with North Texas know that we have been under 

severe drought conditions for several years.  Most cities, including Hurst, have 

watering guidelines and restrictions for private residences and businesses.  As I 

stated earlier in this paper, as much as one million gallons of water or more may 

be used to frack a natural gas well.  Dr. Gullion reports that “approximately 

35,000 natural gas wells are fracked annually.  The EPA estimates that the water 

consumed in this fracking process is equivalent to the amount of water  

consumed by 5 million people each year” (5).  While others in North Texas and in 

the northeastern United States have expressed serious concerns about 
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contaminated well water, concerns about groundwater being contaminated were 

also detailed in Gullion’s study.   

Gullion’s report also detailed local studies of air quality in the City of Dish, 

which is located on the south side of Ponder, Flower Mound, and Fort Worth, 

Texas.  Studies of Dish found chemicals in the air exceeding acceptable levels 

but also found that most chemical levels in urine samples were at normal levels.  

Testing in Flower Mound found the most elevated levels of chemicals to be 

nearest to the oil and gas production sites.  In Fort Worth, again, the highest 

levels of chemicals in the air were found nearest the oil and gas production sites.  

In each city levels of benzene and other harmful chemicals were found in the air 

people breathe.  Gullion’s team recommended that steps be taken to reduce the 

emissions to improve the air quality and reduce the polluting effects of natural 

gas production in our area (9-12). 

Another recommendation by Gullion et. al. is for governing or decision-

making bodies to adopt the “precautionary principle.”  The precautionary principle 

states that “when an activity raises threats of harm to human health or the 

environment, precautionary measures should be taken even if some cause and 

effect relationships are not fully established scientifically.  In this context the 

proponent of an activity, rather than the public, should bear the burden of proof.  
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The process of applying the precautionary principle must be open, informed and 

democratic and must include potentially affected parties.  It must also involve an 

examination of the full range of alternatives, including no action” (13).  In other 

words, addressing environmental justice concerns must be participatory in nature 

with potentially affected citizens being given the opportunity to gain full 

knowledge of the industries and their processes coming into their areas.  As 

Gullion asserts, the idea is not to see how much harm can be accepted, but 

rather “how much harm can be avoided” (13).  Each of us, then, must take an 

active interest in what is going on around us as well as an interest in other people 

who may not live very near to us but who are also possibly being subjected to 

environmental injustices.   

In this chapter I have discussed the issue of environmental justice as well 

as problems with paternalism and utilitarianism in approaching the ethics of 

fracking in North Texas. I have drawn similarities between the Hurst case and 

other cases of potential environmental injustices in North Texas and the 

Northeast part of the United States occurring within the production of natural gas.  

I have also pointed out that although in Hurst aspects of traditional EJ cases 

involving minorities and poor groups of people may not be present, 

environmental injustices can involve groups of people situated in common 
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circumstances.  In my concluding chapter I will reflect on ideas for the future and 

personal activism. 
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CHAPTER IV 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

 In this chapter I will discuss recent accidents and incidents in North Texas, 

revisit recognition justice and the precautionary principle, and advocate for citizen 

participation in government beyond relying on our elected officials to protect our 

health and safety concerns as it pertains to natural gas drilling.  Sadly, there are 

many wells already sited in our towns and cities, near our homes, restaurants, 

parks, and greenbelts.  Recently there have been several incidents involving 

natural gas production or the production of chemical mixtures used for fracking 

that have adversely affected citizens who live in the north Texas area. It is 

important that we investigate and ask questions that may help us prevent 

contamination from toxic industry where we live, play, and work. 

 One incident of concern occurred on October 3, 2011, with a huge 

explosion at the Magnablend Chemical Company in Waxahachie, Texas.  The 

company was reportedly making chemicals used in fracking when the fire and 

explosion began.  Frank Heinz, et. al. of NBC 5 Dallas-Fort Worth reported that 

an elementary school and residents of an apartment complex were evacuated, 
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while in nearby DeSoto, Texas, “all campuses were closed after the smoke 

plume pushed north into Dallas County” (5).  The explosion at the Waxahachie 

plant started as an incident in Ellis County, spread into another county, and 

required evacuations of citizens and children from their schools.  Six months after 

the plant explosion Brent Shipp of WFAA-TV reported that Magnablend had been 

cited for “serious federal violations” (1).  Shipp noted that among the violations 

cited by the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) were 

“insufficient ventilation, an inadequate sprinkler system, inadequate worker 

training, and failure to conduct hazard assessments at the plant” (2).  In other 

words, Magnablend, a company expected to conduct business responsibly may 

have been putting employees and citizens at risk.   

Magnablend was located near the busy highways Interstate 35E and State 

Highway 287, roads many of us travel each day in North Texas.  Magnablend did 

not rebuild its completely destroyed plant, but instead purchased a new location 

also in Waxahachie.  While discussing my thesis, my friend and coworker 

commented that she was dismayed to find out that the new Magnablend plant 

was only three miles from her home.  As citizens, we need to ask ourselves 

whether or not we want potentially toxic businesses to be able to purchase more, 

possibly uncontaminated, land on which to rebuild, relocate, or expand. Since 
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Magnablend was already sanctioned for dangerous business practices, why 

should we trust them to conduct business safely and legally now? 

 Another recent incident took place in Milford, Texas, on November 14, 

2013.  Also in Ellis county and located northeast of Hillsboro, Texas, a gas 

pipeline exploded at a drilling site.  WFAA reported that the City of Milford was 

evacuated for a 24-hour period that could “extend to a 36-hour period” (2). It was 

also reported that “200 students in the Milford Independent School District were 

evacuated to the gym of Italy High School” (2).  The fire was reportedly allowed 

to burn itself out.  Although Milford is more rurally located, cities like Hurst all 

contain pipelines to move water and natural gas.  Gas companies are now 

increasingly locating these same drilling sites and pipelines very close to where 

we live and work.  As I drive past many of these natural gas drilling sites, I 

wonder how much risk we, as citizens, want to incur and at what point we will 

discover that too many drilling sites have been allowed to be located near where 

we live, work, and play.  

 One place to start is to recall the precautionary principle that Gullion 

advocates.  As she states, “when an activity raises threats of harm to human 

health or the environment, precautionary measures should be taken even if some 

cause and effect relationships are not established scientifically” (13).  Although 
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we may not know for certain that toxic chemicals used in fracking will cause or 

have caused injury to human health, we also don’t know for certain that they 

have not. Even the Chesapeake Energy representative who spoke at the Hurst 

City Council meeting said that they did not know what effects the gas drilling 

industry might cause 20 to 30 years from now.  It is important now more than 

ever for each of us to question the drilling activities going on around us.   

While there may be little to do about the wells that are already 

permanently a part of our lives, we can investigate what our cities have planned 

for our futures.  Most cities and counties, or states for that matter, have multi-

year plans pertaining to road, infrastructure, and other project development.  

These plans and city permit applications are usually available on city, county or 

state websites.  Most libraries offer free internet access to their residents.  I was 

able to find aerial photos of my own neighborhood prior to its development for 

residential homes.  This type of information can help us see what the land for a 

new school or neighborhood might have been used for in the past.  These steps 

were easy and free and they only took my time and interest to accomplish.   

Additionally, city council meetings are also posted on city websites along 

with the agenda for the meeting and also for past meetings.  I encourage each of 

us to become advocates for safe and non-toxic communities. Attend a meeting 
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and ask your local governments to demand that gas drilling companies 

demonstrate that their practices are not harmful before engaging in fracking. 

Lastly, each of us is born with the right, the inalienable right, to reasonably 

expect good health, uncontaminated foods and water, and uncontaminated land 

to live and play on.  The World Health Organization (WHO) defines health as “a 

state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the 

absence of disease or infirmity” (1). We need to pay heed to the lessons of 

environmental injustices of the past.  These injustices no longer affect people 

that we just read about or see in the news.  These environmental harms are now 

being sited in our own backyards.   



58 
 

 

WORKS CITED 

Baker, David R. “Toxic Plume Spreads, PG&E Faces 2nd Hinkley Suit.” 

SFGate.com. San Francisco Chronicle, 25 July 2013. Web. 7 October 

2013. 

City of Hurst, Texas. “To Concerned Citizens Regarding Drilling in Hurst.” City of 

Hurst. n.d. Web. 15 June 2012.  

Cox, Bob. “Dish Sues Gas Firms Over Compressor Stations.” Star-

Telegram.com. Star-Telegram, 2 March 2011. Web. 10 December 2011. 

Figueroa, Robert M. “Evaluating Environmental Justice Claims.” Forging 

Environmentalism: Justice, Livelihood, and Contested Environments. Ed. 

Joanne Bauer. Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, 2006. 360-76. Print. 

Frohlich, Cliff. “Two-Year Survey Comparing Earthquake Activity and Injection-

Well Locations in the Barnett Shale, Texas.” PNAS.org Proceedings of the 

National Academy of Sciences, 6 August 2012. Web. 24 January 2013. 

Fry, Matthew, David J. Hoeinghaus, Alexandra G. Ponette-Gonzalez, Ruthanne 

Thompson, and Thomas W. La Point. “Fracking vs Faucets: Balancing 

Energy Needs and Water Sustainability at Urban Frontiers.” 



59 
 

 

Environmental Science & Technology 46 (2012): 7444-7445. Web. 23 February 

2014. 

Gilliland, Donald. “Spill at Marcellus Shale Drilling Site in Bradford County 

Prompts Evacuation.” Pennlive.com. The Patriot-News. 20 April 2011. 

Web. 11 October 2012. 

Gullion, Jessica, Naomi Meier, Rhonda Love. “A Perspective on Health and 

Natural Gas Operations: A Report for Denton City Council.” 21 December 

2011, Web. 1 May 2012.  

“Health.” Who.int. World Health Organization. n.d. Web. 3 April 2014. 

Heinz, Frank, Ken Kalthoff, Scott Gordon, Omar Villafranca, Kristi Nelson, Susy 

Solis, Ellen Goldberg. “ Massive Industrial Fire Allowed to Burn Out.” 

NBCDFW.com. NBC. 4 October 2011. Web. 13 January 2014. 

“Hinkley Compressor Station Chromium Contamination Cleanup.” swrcb.ca.gov 

Lahontan Regional Water Quality Board, 14 November 2012. Web, 3 

December 2012. 

Hopey, Don. “Accidents Bring Calls to Suspend Shale Drilling.” Post-

gazette.com. Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, 29 March 2012. Web. 13 

September 2012.  



60 
 

 

Hurst City Data. nctcog.org. NCTCOG, 12 November 2011. Web, 12 November 

2011. 

King, Hobart M. “Hydraulic Fracturing of Oil and Gas Wells Drilled in Shale.” 

Geology.com The Geological Society of America, 12 November 2011. 

Web. 12 November 2011. 

Lesson from Love Canal, “History of Love Canal.” eoearth.org. Encyclopedia of 

Earth. Ed. Cutler Cleveland. 13 February 2007. Web. 21 October 2011. 

“Marcellus Shale.” EnergyFromShale.org. Energy From Shale. 2013. Web. 23 

February 2013. 

McIIwain, Randy. “Air Quality Testing Finds Toxins in Ponder.” NBCDFW.com.   

NBC, 27 October 2011 Web. 8 December 2011. 

“Natural Gas.” askchesapeake.com. Chesapeake Energy Corporation, 12 

November 2011. Web, 12 November 2011. 

“Oil and Gas Well Records.” rrc.state.tx.us. Rail Road Commission of Texas. 12 

November 2011. Web, 12 November 2011. 

“The Plaintiffs.” Bio2209environmentalhealthworks.pbworks.com. PB Works. 

Web. 7 October 2013. 

Shipp, Brent. “Chemical Plant Cited for Serious Safety Violations.” WFAA.com. 

Dallas-Fort Worth WFAA-TV. 30 March 2012. Web. 13 January 2014. 

http://www.askchesapeake.com/


61 
 

 

Shrader-Frechette, Kristin. Environmental Justice: Creating Equality, Reclaiming 

Democracy. Oxford: Oxford UP, 2002. Print. 

“Sources of Oil and Gas Air Pollution.” Earthworksaction.org Web. 2 February 

2013. 

Steingraber, Sandra. “Shale Game: Playing with Unknowns Underground.” Orion 

Magazine May/June 2010. Great Barrington: Orion, 2010. N. pag. 

Orionmagazine.org. Web. 22 June 2012. 

Suber, Peter. “Paternalism.” The Philosophy of Law: An Encyclopedia. Ed. 

Christopher B. Gray. Vol. 2. New York: Routledge, 1999. 632-635. Web. 

13 February 2014. 

“Texas Fracking Bill: State Becomes First to Require Public Disclosure of 

Chemicals” huffingtonpost.com. Huff Post Green, 20 June 2011. Web. 15 

June 2012. 

United States. Dept. of Energy. Modern Shale Gas Development in the United 

States: A Primer. Washington: GPO, 2009. Web. 22 June 2012. 

---. Dept. of Energy Information Administration. Energy in Brief: What is Shale 

Gas and Why is it Important? Washington: GPO, 2013. Web. January 

2013. 



62 
 

 

---. HR. Committee on Energy and Commerce. Chemicals Used in Hydraulic 

Fracturing. Minority Staff. Washington: GPO, April 2011. Web. 22 June 

2012. 

WFAA. “Pipeline Explosion in North Texas.” KVUE.com. WFAA. 14 November 

2013. Web. 13 January 2014. 

“What Chemicals are Used?” Fracfocus.org FracFocus Chemical Disclosure 

Registry, 2012. Web. 15 June 2012. 

Wolfe, Peggy Heinkle. “Ponder Citizens Learn of Upgrades.” Denton Record- 

Chronicle 4 November 2011. Print. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



63 
 

 

WORKS CONSULTED 

Anderson, Erik. “Ethics Commands, Aesthetics Demands: Environmental 

Aesthetics for Environmental Justice in Newark.” Environmental 

Philosophy 7 (2010): 115-133. Print. 

Edino, Marcus O, Nsofar, Godwin N, and Leonard S. Bombom. “Perceptions and 

Attitudes Towards Gas Flaring in the Niger Delta, Nigeria.” 

Environmentalist 30 (2010): 67-75. Print. 

Flournoy, Alyson C. “Three Meta-Lessons Government and Industry Should 

Learn From the BP Deepwater Horizon Disaster and Why They Will Not.” 

Boston College Environmental Affairs Law Review 38.2 (2011): 281-303. 

Web. 22 June 2012. 

Hamilton, Douglas. “Environmental Liabilities Associated With Oil Industry 

Operations.” Environmental Geosciences 7.4 (2000): 209-210. Web. 12 

November 2011. 

Hippensteel, David L. “The RCRA Exemption for Oil and Natural Gas Exploration 

and Production Wastes—What You May Not Know.” Environmental 

Geosciences 6.2 (1999): 106-109. Web. 12 November 2011. 



64 
 

 

Jamieson, Dale. “Global Environmental Justice.” Royal Institute of Philosophy 

Supplement 36 (2010): 199-210. Web. 12 April 2010. 

Kent, Bob, and Mark Hemingway. “Environmental Cost Associated with 

Abandonment of Oil Production Facilities or “What Happens When The 

Wells Go Dry.” Environmental Geosciences 6.3 (1999): 154-154. Web. 12 

November 2011. 

LaDuke, Winona. All Our Relations: Native Struggles for Land and Life. 

Cambridge: South End, 1999. Print. 

Mclaren, Duncan. “Environmental Space, Equity, and the Ecological Debt.” Just 

Sustainabilities: Development in an Unequal World. Ed. Julian Agyman, 

Robert D. Bullard, and Bob Evans. Cambridge: The MIT P, 2003. 19-35. 

Print. 

Mooney, Chris. “The Truth about Fracking.” Scientific American 305.5 (Nov 

2011): 80-85. Web. 22 June 2012. 

Pogge, Thomas W. “The Moral Demands of Global Justice.” Dissent (Fall 2000): 

37+. Print. 

Sachs, Wolfgang. “Global Ecology and the Shadow of ‘Development.” Planet 

Dialectics: Explorations in Environment and Development. New York: Zed, 

1999. 7-21. Print. 



65 
 

 

Schmidt, Charles W. “Blind Rush? Shale Gas Boom Proceeds Amid Human 

Health Questions.” Environmental Health Perspectives 119.8 (2011): 348-

53. Web. 22 June 2012. 

Shrader-Frechette, Kristin. Taking Action, Saving Lives: Our Duties to Protect 

Environmental and Public Health. Oxford: Oxford UP, 2007. Print. 

Steingraber, Sandra. Raising Elijah: Protecting our Children in an Age of 

Environmental Crisis. New York: De Capo, 2011. Print.  

Swartz, Thomas. “Hydraulic Fracturing: Risks and Risk Management.” Natural 

Resources and Environment Fall (2011): n. pag. Web. 22 June 2012. 

Texas. Dept. of State Health Services. Dish, Texas Exposure Investigation. 

Texas. May 2010. Web. 1 November 2011.  

Warren, Karen J. “Environmental Justice: Some Ecofeminist Worries About a 

Distributive Model.” Environmental Ethics 21.2 (1999): 151-61. Web. 30 

Aug. 2011. 

 

 

 

 

 



66 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


	Copyright Statementr1.pdf
	Hall_texaswo_0925N_10167.pdf

