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What's in fracked gas?
A brief assessment for hazardous air pollutants

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. It is not a clean fuel.

The primary component of fracked gas is methane, but it is extracted 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 air pollutants

Hazardous air pollutants (HAPs)

Hazardous air pollutants can be toxic (harmful to human health), carcinogenic (cause cancer), or both 
toxic and carcinogenic. Fracked gas contains both toxic and carcinogenic HAPs.

The pipeline companies that transport fracked gas know that fracked gas has HAPs in it. This is a brief 
list from one pipeline company1: 

From a second company2:

1 Algonquin Gas Transmission, LLC. (Oct 2015). Atlantic Bridge Project, Resource Report 9, Weymouth Compressor 
Station, Table H-1Ca.

2 Tennessee Gas Pipeline Co. (Nov 2015). Northfield Compressor Station Permit Application. Appendix B: Gas fugitives 
– Blowdown, pg 11.
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These are short lists. A recent peer-reviewed scientific publication identified 33 organic compounds in 
fracked gas, including some common HAPs3. A brief and limited review of the list includes the 
following HAPs and a few of their health effects: 

Hexane: Neurologic toxicity
Heptane: Ocular, dermatologic, respiratory, neurologic, and gastrointestinal toxicity4

Benzene: Developmental, reproductive, neurologic, bone marrow, & immune system toxicity; 
    Known carcinogen (leukemia)

Ethylbenzene: Developmental, kidney & liver toxicity
Toluene: Kidney & neurologic toxicity
Xylene: Neurologic toxicity, decreased body weight, increased mortality
Cyclohexane: Developmental toxicity
Methylcyclopentane: Ocular, dermatologic, respiratory, & neurologic toxicity5

These health effects are taken from the EPA Integrated Risk Information System (IRIS) database except
as referenced. The list does not represent a complete review of studied health effects for these HAPs, 
nor a complete review of all the chemicals found in this study.

Exposure routes for HAPs in fracked gas

The primary route of human exposure to HAPs will occur when people are exposed to leaking gas or 
intentionally released gas. 

Fracked gas leaks from high pressure regional pipelines, the smaller pipelines in our streets, and in 
some homes. It is intentionally released from high pressure regional pipelines for maintenance 
purposes. These sources include:

Leaking gas pipelines in our streets and homes
Compressor station and metering & regulating station blowdowns
Leaking high-pressure pipelines, mainline valves, fittings, and so on

Implications for human health

Exposure to toxic and carcinogenic air pollutants endangers human health. 

Until we better understand the concentration of HAPs in fracked gas (along with volatile heavy metals 
and radioactive elements), and the concentration of gas that people are exposed to, we cannot 
adequately assess the risk to human health – it will continue to be an unknown risk.
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3 Burger, JL, Lovestead, TM, & Bruno, TJ. (2016). Energy Fuels, 30, 2119-2126.
4 http://nj.gov/health/eoh/rtkweb/documents/fs/1339.pdf
5 http://nj.gov/health/eoh/rtkweb/documents/fs/1245.pdf


