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Activist Group Continues Misinformation Campaign in Illinois  
 
Group trying to block oil and gas development in Illinois is citing a report from the 1970s to support its 
cause. But the facts tell a completely different story. 
 
A group known as SAFE – Southern Illinoisans Against Fracturing Our Environment – is claiming to have 
“proof” that hydraulic fracturing contaminates groundwater, relying on findings from an old Illinois EPA 
field assessment. The group even held a rally this week to call attention to the report. But a closer 
examination of the document itself (as well as SAFE’s very own assessment) reveals a dramatically 
different situation than the one SAFE wants everyone to believe. 
 
The field assessment SAFE references is from 1978 (that’s right, 34 years old) and discusses brine 
disposal in the state. Right off the bat, we can see how SAFE is playing loose with the facts since, you 
know, wastewater/brine disposal is not hydraulic fracturing. 
 
For some quick background, hydraulic fracturing is a well completion process that enhances the flow of oil 
and natural gas from a producing well. Wastewater disposal wells, by contrast, are used for disposing of 
brine or other used water, not just from oil and natural development but also other industries, including 
manufacturing. Disposal wells are regulated by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency under the 
Underground Injection Control program, which draws its power from the federal Safe Drinking Water Act. 
Wells specifically used by the oil and natural gas industry are known as Class II wells, of which there are 
approximately 150,000 across the country.  
 
So we can see that wells used to dispose of brine and other wastewater are tightly regulated and certainly 
well understood. In fact there are more than 10,000 of them in Illinois alone. SAFE claims, however, that 
“there is no safe disposal method for this toxic brine, so the industry has been burying it in deep injection 
wells underground, which poses further risks for ground water contamination.” That would be news to the 
U.S. EPA, which calls injection wells “a safe and inexpensive option” for disposing of wastewater. 
 
Let’s also take a deeper look into the field assessment that SAFE wants us to believe “proves” hydraulic 
fracturing is inherently unsafe (for the sake of discussion, let’s ignore the fact that we already explained, 
which is that brine disposal is not hydraulic fracturing). 
 
Among the items listed in the report (and hastily identified by SAFE) are things that have been well known 
for decades, including the need for proper well casing. These are not new or poorly understood risks, and 
in fact the assessment itself makes that clear. On page 47, the report calls for “strict enforcement of 
existing regulatory guidelines for the disposal of oil field brines,” something it deems “essential for the 
protection of currently utilized and potential ground water sources.” 
 
In other words, the report acknowledges that regulations for disposal already in place in 1978 would 
protect ground water resources; it was just a matter of enforcing the law. It’s also worth noting that 
another issue identified in the report – uncertainties about abandoned or improperly plugged wells – was 
later addressed in 1991 with the state’s Plugging and Restoration Fund Program, which allocates 
resources to make sure old wells are properly sealed. The Landowner Grant Program, also administered 
by the Illinois Department of Natural Resources, helps with wells located on private property. 
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The field assessment that SAFE cites also makes several recommendations for how to improve the 
state’s regulatory program, which is an important point: groups like SAFE want us to believe that oil and 
gas development, especially from shale, is inherently unsafe and that no amount of additional oversight 
will reduce risks. But even when they trot out reports written during the Jimmy Carter administration, they 
can’t escape the fact that state regulators simply do not agree with them. In fact, they contradict them in 
virtually every case.  
 
If disposing of wastewater deep underground were inherently unsafe, wouldn’t the regulators tasked with 
monitoring it have said so? Moreover, how can SAFE explain the fact that the same regulators they cite 
also made common-sense recommendations to guarantee the safety of future development? And what 
about the U.S. EPA’s own conclusion that injection wells are safe? 
 
SAFE says it’s “blatently [sic] false” to claim that hydraulic fracturing has never contaminated ground 
water, despite the long and growing list of regulators and experts – including U.S. EPA administrator Lisa 
Jackson – stating the exact opposite. The fact that SAFE’s ace in the hole is a report written 34 years ago 
discussing the disposal of brine speaks volumes to how far it is willing to go to mislead Illinois about 
hydraulic fracturing.  
 
READ MORE: 
 

 EID Illinois, “Bans, Moratoria, and Safe Development” 

 Jacksonville Journal-Courier, Insist on Facts on Hydraulic Fracturing  

 IOGCC, Regulators Affirm Hydraulic Fracturing Does Not Contaminate Groundwater 

 VIDEO: U.S. EPA’s Lisa Jackson, No Proven Cases of HF Contaminating Groundwater 
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