
Fracking not as bad as you fear, panelists say; some 
activists disagree 
Panel insists the oil drilling technique poses little danger to North Orange 
County residents and the environment. 
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Don’t worry, fracking won’t harm you.  
 
That was the underlying message from a six-expert information session about the controversial oil drilling 
technique Tuesday night at Cal State Fullerton.  
 
Don’t worry, fracking doesn’t happen much in North Orange County, and the chemicals aren’t really 
dangerous, panelists said.  
 
Don’t worry, groundwater is far more likely to be contaminated by other sources and the likelihood that 
the 5.1-magnitude La Habra earthquake in March was related to fracking are slim, presenters added.  
 
Cal State Fullerton, which funded the event, wanted an impartial meeting, and organizer and moderator 
David Bowman rejected some panelists suggested by anti-fracking activists. That led to a panel made of 
government officials, Fullerton scientists, a consultant and an industry representative – a panel that anti-
fracking activists labeled as unbalanced.  
 
The groundswell of opposition to fracking that has arisen in North Orange County in recent months was 
evident Tuesday, with nearly 500 people in the audience, many wearing shirts saying “Stop Fracking 
Brea” and other slogans.  
 
Don’t worry, panelists said, since most of the fracking happens elsewhere. Only 2,200 wells have been 
fracked in California and more than 98 percent of well stimulation, including fracking, has been in Kern 
County.  
 
And the possibility that fracking leads to earthquakes? Unlikely. Though increased seismic activity in 
Oklahoma has been associated with wastewater injection – when fracking wastewater is pumped into the 
ground – California is different. There is a lot of background seismic activity here – a magnitude-3.0 
earthquake every three days – and less water is pumped underground.  
 
The evidence is scant that the 5.1-magnitude La Habra earthquake was related to fracking, according to 
United States Geological Survey research geophysicist Robert Graves, a panelist. The nearest wastewater 
injection well is about 4 miles east of the fault.  
 
For those concerned about groundwater contamination, there are much more dangerous sources. Fracking 
happens deep underground, far from shallower aquifers. The real threats are underground storage tanks, 
which often sit just below the surface of the earth and directly in the aquifer, according to Mark Zeko, 
principal hydrologist at Environmental Engineering and Contracting, an environmental consulting firm.  
 
The Environmental Protection Agency has documented just one case of fracking contaminating 
groundwater, Zeko said. That contamination was in 1982. There have been more than 10,000 cases of 



leaking underground storage tanks in Orange and Los Angeles counties alone, he added.  
 
“We don’t necessarily need to stop fracking because of an accident here or there, we just need to prevent 
it,” Zeko said.  
 
Besides, the chemicals aren’t even that dangerous. It’s the same stuff people use around the house all the 
time, said Steve Bohlen, the oil and gas supervisor at the state’s Division of Oil, Gas and Geothermal 
Resources, which oversees fracking in California.  
 
By volume, more than 98 percent of what is injected down a fracking well is water and sand, so the 
chemicals are diluted, he added.  
 
“Their concentration may actually be less than what you use around the home,” Bohlen said.  
 
And even if groundwater in North Orange County became contaminated, it wouldn’t matter much 
anyway: residents’ water is largely imported from elsewhere.  
 
Only a smattering of groundwater wells actually pump water from North Orange County, cities like Yorba 
Linda, Brea and Fullerton. The vast majority of water comes from imported sources.  
 
And the odds of contamination from fracking fluids spreading upward? With gravity, that’s highly 
unlikely, said Richard Laton, a professor of hydrology at Cal State Fullerton.  
 
“Most of the contamination we deal with comes from the surface down,” Laton said.  
 
“The contamination of the water basins was one of my biggest concerns,” Virgil Talbott of Fullerton said, 
adding that the meeting helped diminish his fears.  
 
The platitudes did little to assuage the worries of other activists, who felt the panel was out of touch with 
how fracking affects regular people.  
 
“It’s really lacking the human perspective of the communities that have faced this type of practice,” said 
Alex Nagy, an anti-fracking organizer with Food and Water Watch.  
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