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High volume hydraulic fracturing or “fracking,” is 
a process used to extract natural gas trapped in shale 
rock thousands of feet underground. In the process, a 
well is drilled vertically deep into rock, and then drilling 
turns horizontally to create a path as long as one mile 
underground. Fractures in the rock occur when injected 
with millions of gallons of fresh water mixed with toxic 
chemicals and sand. These fractures in the rock allow the gas 
to escape. Fracking has become controversial in recent years 
because of associated health problems in workers, people 
living near drilling sites and reports of contaminated drinking 
water and air pollution. 

Nurses have played an important role in researching, 
educating and advocating for a prohibition of fracking. 
This legislative session, the Maryland Nurses Association’s 
(MNA) Legislative Committee voted to support HB1325/
SB740 – Prohibition of Hydraulic Fracturing.i,ii MNA 
Environmental Committee Member Charlotte Wallace 
testified in favor of the bills in the Maryland House of 
Delegates and Senate. Environmental Committee Chair, 
Karin Russ, authored a statement on the legislation that 
appears in a joint press release with other state health 
care professional organizations.iii On March 10, 2017, the 
Maryland House of Delegates overwhelmingly passed 
HB1325- Prohibition of Hydraulic Fracturingiv (97 to 40) 
with bipartisan support. With increasing public support 
for a ban, Governor Larry Hogan (R) reversed his previous 
position and announced his support for a fracking ban in 
Maryland on March 17, 2017.xii,v On March 27, 2017, the 
Maryland Senate voted by a 35-to-10 margin in favor of 
SB740.vi,vii This historic vote along with the governors stated 
support of the legislation, virtually assures the Prohibition 
of Hydraulic Fracturing bill will become a law. 

For many years, nurses have played a key role in helping 
to pass proposed legislation to protect public health from 

fracking in the state of Maryland. Efforts to limit fracking 
in Maryland date to 2011. At that time, property owners 
in western Maryland had sold drilling rights to oil and gas 
companies and applied to the Maryland Department of the 
Environment (MDE) for permits to drill. The MDE did not have 
a standardized process to issue and monitor drilling permits, 
and so none were awarded. In response to the potential start 
of fracking in Maryland, environmental and health groups 
began advocating for strict regulation of the process. 

In 2012, nurses from MNA’s Environmental Health 
committee began educating other nurses nationally 
about the dangers of fracking through a webinar titled 
“Energy in Crisis: Fracking and Health” and locally 
Suzanne Jacobson was a panelist at the conference 
“Drilling Down: A Conference on Fracking Risks and 
Actions in Maryland.” Charlotte Wallace gave a 
legislative briefing on “environmental pollution as a 
cause of illness” to the Joint Committee on Health Care 
Delivery and Financing in Annapolis. Katie Huffling and 
Luke Michaelson testified on behalf of MNA in support 
of HB1274/SB601 – Maryland Hydraulic Fracturing 
Moratorium and Right to Know Act of 2013.

Nationally, nurses organized to limit fracking in their 
communities as well. In 2012, the American Nurses 
Association (ANA) passed a resolution in their House 
of Delegates entitled “Nurses’ Role in Recognizing, 
Educating and Advocating for Healthy Energy Choices.”viii 

The resolution stated, (among many actions), that nurses 
should “collaborate with others in calling for a national 
moratorium on new permits for unconventional oil and 

natural gas extraction (fracking) throughout the country 
until human and ecological safety can be ensured.” 
Around the same time, nurses and nurse practitioners 
in southwest Pennsylvania organized to track health 
concerns reported among residents of the region living 
near fracking wells. This effort grew into the Southwest 
Pennsylvania Environmental Health Project (SWPA-EHP).ix  
Nurse researchers and their collaborators with SWPA-
EHP have published more than a dozen papers and made 
scores of presentations on the health effects of fracking and 
the clinical management of patients exposed to fracking 
chemicals.

Environmental degradation from fracking can be 
categorized into several categories that pose health risks. 
These include, but are not limited to, contaminated drinking 
water and poor air quality surrounding drill sites. There have 
been numerous incidents of drinking water contamination 
from drilling and fracking operations, mostly involving 
households using private drinking-water wells. Nearby 
residents report nosebleeds, headaches, and skin lesions 
when living near or drinking well water collected near 
fracking facilities. Water contamination has occurred from 
methane migration, chemical spills, leaks from wastewater 
holding pits, and spilt fuel used by drilling equipment. A 2011 
study found that private drinking-water wells had methane 
levels 17 times higher (on average) near drilling sites than 
wells located in non-drilling sites.x Methane natural gas has 
no odor, and when trapped in a house, can cause explosion 
and asphyxiation. In terms of spills and leaks: fracking 
wastewater is made up of very high concentrations of salts, 
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chemicals and radioactive gas. Well 
water can become polluted with 
fracking liquids through groundwater 
contamination, as gas drilling well 
casings crack and leak, and trucks 
transporting wastewater and 
ponds designed to store out spill.xi 
Radioactive particles that naturally 
occur, such as radium, barium, and 
radon, may be released from rock by 
fracking pumped out as wastewater. 
A 2011 study found that wastewater 
samples tested in Pennsylvania and 
New York were 3,600 times more 
radioactive than upper limits allowed 
in drinking water, and 300 times 
more radioactive than nuclear plant 
discharge water radiation limits set 
by the Nuclear Regulatory Agency.xii  
Multiple studies have found poor air 
quality in the vicinity of fracking well 
sites, due to emissions from shale 
drilling, gas processing, gas escapes, 
and diesel exhaust from equipment 
involved in the processing. Air 
pollutants identified include benzene, 
toluene, ethylbenzene, and xylene), 
formaldehyde, hydrogen sulfide, 
acrylonitrile, methylene chloride, 
sulfuric oxide, nitrogen oxides 
(NOx), volatile organic compounds 
(VOCs), trimethylbenzenes, aliphatic 
hydrocarbons, diesel PM, and radon gas. Elevated particulate matter (PM 2.5) and increased 
ground level ozone have also been reported.xiii 

Based on the mounting evidence from other states, and in response to the collaborative 
effort of many local environmental and health groups, then Governor Martin O’Malley 
convened the Marcellus Shale Safe Drilling Initiative Advisory Commission in 2013 to 
study the environmental, economic, and health impacts of allowing fracking in the 
state.xiv An assessment of potential health impacts was published by the University of 
Maryland in a public health report entitled: Potential Public Health Impacts of Natural 
Gas Development and Production in the Marcellus Shale in Western Maryland.xv  
The 203 page report highlights many finding from other states and estimates the likelihood of 
these issues causing negative public health implications in the state of Maryland. The authors 
conclude that there is a ‘high likelihood’ of negative public health effects from fracking 
in the domains of air quality, healthcare infrastructure, occupational health, and social 
determinants of health (Table 6-1).xvi 

In response to this report and with mounting pressure from environmental and health 
groups, the Maryland General Assembly enacted a moratorium on fracking in Maryland 
in 2015. The measure was slated to last until October 1, 2017. Nurses were again at the 
forefront of this legislation, advocating for the health of their communities by speaking 
out at press conferences, rallies and testifying (HB1075/S409 – Protecting our Health and 
Community Act) in support of a fracking moratorium to protect public health. 

Governor Larry Hogan had previously expressed support for fracking in Maryland, 
but allowed the bill to pass into law without his signature.xvii Along with forestalling 
drilling, the legislation required state agencies to prepare fracking regulations once 
the moratorium expired in 2017. Proposed regulations were issued in June 2016. 
Environmental and health groups critiqued the regulations and worked with legislative 
champions to introduce legislation in the 2017 Maryland General Assembly banning 
fracking in Maryland. 

The adoption of HB1325/SB740 – Prohibition of Hydraulic Fracturing marks the successful 
completion of a multi-year campaign by nurses and other health advocates to protect 
Marylanders from this potentially dangerous process. In addition to the nurses recognized 
here, and many who go unnamed, a large amount of credit goes to MNA lobbyist Robyn 
Elliott, for her expert guidance and navigation through the multiple iterations of legislation to 
limit fracking. Maryland is in the lead as the second state in the union, following New York in 
2015, which has banned fracking.xviii Because of the persistent, collaborative effort, citizens in 
the state will enjoy cleaner air and water for years to come.
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RNs and CNAs
Sun Medical Staffing Inc. is seeking qualified RN’s and CNA’s for per 
diem and contract work in  Washington D.C. and Maryland area 
hospitals. Positions includes competitive pay, excellent benefits, 
and an opportunity to work in award-winning facilities.
 If interested please visit our website and apply online.

www.sunmedicalstaffing.com  •  PH: 410-956-9596
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