
 

What's in fracked gas?

A brief review and assessment of evidence for heavy metals

Methane gas, whether it's called “natural gas” (produced by conventional drilling) or “fracked gas” 
(produced by hydraulic fracturing, or fracking), is a fossil fuel. 

The primary component of fracked gas is methane, but it is obtained from complex geologic formations
that contain many other substances. The process of extracting methane by fracking also introduces a 
complex mixture of substances into the fracking well.

This is one of three brief reviews of data that directly or indirectly support the presence of three 
categories of substances in fracked gas (other than methane) that are harmful to human health:

Heavy metals
Radioactive substances
Hazardous organic compounds (i.e. hazardous air pollutants)

Heavy metals

Metering and regulating (M&R) stations are necessary for operating high-pressure, interstate fracked 
gas pipelines. In Massachusetts, they are also listed as hazardous waste generators. EPA records show 
that, in the course of operating Spectra's Algonquin fracked gas pipeline, an M&R station produced the 
following heavy metals1:

It is most likely that barium, chromium, lead, and mercury are present in the gas as soon as it has been 
fracked (see other evidence below, and elsewhere).

Environmental testing companies that work with the fracked gas industry acknowledge the presence of 
heavy metals in fracked gas, including arsenic, barium, lead, and mercury (visit the link for more)2:

1 https://oaspub.epa.gov/enviro/rcrainfoquery_3.facility_information?pgm_sys_id=MAR000009993
2 http://www.intertek.com/petroleum/natural-gas-trace-metals/



A recent filing for a liquefied natural gas (LNG) facility made the following observation about gas 
flowing through one of the major New England fracked gas pipelines:3

“Mercury may be present in very small quantities in the feed gas and will be removed via a mercury guard
bed during the pretreatment process. Mercury is considered an environmentally hazardous material.”

Mercury is a potent neurotoxin (especially for infants and children), along with other toxic effects.

Exposure routes for heavy metals in fracked gas

Heavy metals are not consumed by combustion – they are simply released. Therefore, heavy metals in 
fracked gas are released any time fracked gas is released or burned. These sources (not including the 
fracking process) include:

Releases:
Intentional venting at compressor stations and metering & regulating stations
Leaks at above-ground pipes
Leaks in homes

Combustion:
From gas-fired compressor stations
From gas-fired power plants
From indoor appliances that burn gas

The heavy metal content of fracked gas, impact on the environment, and impact on human health
is not addressed by typical high-pressure fracked gas pipeline projects.

Prepared by Curtis L Nordgaard, MD Msc
Pediatrician & environmental health advocate, Mass Health Care Providers Against Fracked Gas
Boston, MA   -   masshcprovidersafg@gmail.com   -   mhcpafg.org

3 Algonquin Gas Trasmission, LLC. Access Northeast Project. Draft Resource Report 11, sec. 11.4.1.9.


