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improvements in technology that have made it economically viable to extract natural 
gas trapped in shale formations. Hydraulic fracturing, or fracking, involves extracting 
natural gas from shale formations underground. The shale rock is fractured and injected 
with millions of gallons of water and chemicals that cause the natural gas to rise to 
the surface of the well. Although fracking has been used by the oil and gas industry 
for a long time, modern fracking is significantly different from traditional fracking. 
Advances in technology allow what is called horizontal fracking, which extends oil 
drilling horizontally underground. Horizontal fracking uses significantly more water 
and chemicals to get the natural gas deposits out of the shale. As oil became increasingly 
scarce and its cost rose, fracking took off across the state. The Barnett Shale led not only 
the state but the country in a natural gas boom.

Fracking remains controversial in Texas, since it promises economic prosperity 
to its proponents and environmental doom to its detractors. For proponents, fracking 
allows companies to access natural gas that had been previously too expensive to 
obtain. Fracking can be an engine for economic growth, helping to revive the natural 
gas industry and create jobs for Texans. Certainly the oil and gas industry has a vested 
economic interest in the practice of fracking. But so do Texas homeowners—many of 
whom have signed over the rights for a company to frack on their property in exchange 
for monthly royalty checks. At the height of the price of natural gas, those checks were 
substantial, and initially Texans didn’t ask too many questions.

The economic impact on the state has been considerable. Texas accounts for almost 
one-third of the country’s natural gas production and holds almost a quarter of the 
country’s natural gas reserves. Texas has three large natural gas reserves: the Barnett 
Shale, the Eagle Ford Shale, and the Haynesville Shale. According to proponents, the 
natural gas boom creates jobs and economic growth across the state, including areas 
around the Eagle Ford Shale and in economically depressed West Texas. Proponents 
of fracking advocate accessing natural gas reserves as a means to decrease America’s 
dependence on oil and coal.

Texans’ excitement about 
fracking soon changed to concern 
as people began to question its 
safety. Opponents of fracking are 
concerned about the damage it 
can do to the state’s air and water 
quality. People are increasingly 
worried that fracking is releasing 
methane and volatile organic 
compounds, including cancer-
causing benzene, into the air and 
water. Critics of fracking argue that 
the air quality around shale sites has 
significantly worsened, and cities 
have noticed a marked increase in 
smog. For example, when residents 
in the town of Dish, Texas, 
started experiencing everything 
from nosebleeds to cancer, they 

Fracking
fracturing underground 
rock formations and using 
high-pressure injections of 
chemicals and water to cause 
natural gas to rise to the 
surface

Methane’s presence in local water supplies means people are able to light the water 
from their wells and faucets on fire. Critics argue that fracking is releasing methane and 
other compounds, including carcinogens, into the air and water supply.
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