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With the rise of new technologies like fracking and horizontal drilling, oil and gas
development in the United States has exploded over the past 15 years. As
development expands, it's also pushing ever closer into areas where people live. It's
been estimated (https://www.wsj.com/articles
/SB10001424052702303672404579149432365326304) that today more than 15
million Americans live within one mile of oil and gas development.

The drilling process, of course, has the potential to emit toxic substances, including
the carcinogen benzene, polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons
(https://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/toxfaqs/tf.asp?id=121&tid=25), and diesel exhaust, into
the surrounding air and waterways. But researchers have long been trying to
determine to what extent oil and gas drilling operations may threaten public health,
particularly around cancer risk.

However, new research suggests that children living in areas of high-density oil and
gas development may face increased risk of health impacts, namely a certain type of
leukemia, as a result of their exposure to pollutants associated with this activity.

In some parts of Colorado where oil and gas development is especially
concentrated, hundreds of oil and gas wells reportedly lie within one mile of
residential areas. And according to a recent study (http://journals.plos.org/plosone
/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0170423), children and young adults who were
diagnosed with acute lymphocytic leukemia were 4.3 times more likely to live within
10 miles of an active oil and gas well than kids with other types of cancer.

This finding, published in the scientific journal PLOS One, applied to youth between
5 and 24 years old. The study did not find a connection between other types of
cancer, such as non-Hodgkin lymphoma, and proximity to oil and gas wells.

"Over 378,000 Coloradans and millions of Americans currently live within a mile of
at least one oil and gas well, and petroleum development continues to expand into
residential areas," Dr. Lisa McKenzie, professor with the Colorado School of Public
Health at the University of Colorado Anschutz and the lead author of the study, said
in a statement (http://www.cuanschutztoday.org/study-finds-association-proximity-
oil-gas-development-childhood-leukemia/).
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"The findings from our registry-based case control study indicate that young
Coloradans diagnosed with one type of childhood leukemia are more likely to live in
the densest areas of oil and gas sites. More comprehensive research that can address
our study's limitations is needed to understand and explain these results."

While oil and gas development can and does happen in urban areas (see: Los Angeles
(http://www.latimes.com/opinion/editorials/la-ed-0204-oil-drilling-la-20160204-
story.html)), McKenzie's team limited their research to Colorado's small towns
and rural areas with populations under 50,000 people. They used data collected by
the Colorado Central Cancer Registry to find more than 740 young Coloradans under
24 years old who were diagnosed with cancer between 2001 and 2013.

In order to analyze these children's proximity to oil and gas development at
diagnosis, the researchers then employed information from the Colorado Oil and Gas
Information System to determine both the coordinates of all oil and gas wells in rural
Colorado and timing when each well was active. 

The study team notes in the PLOS One paper that environmental factors such as
pollution from oil and gas wells are unlikely to fully explain incidence of cancer on
their own, but that they are a significant influence:

"A number of factors, including genetic predisposition and susceptibility, as well

as environmental factors, come together in the development of childhood cancers

through a two step process, the first of which likely occurs in utero.

Environmental factors that may be associated with [acute lymphocytic leukemia]

include in-utero and postnatal exposures to vehicle exhaust fumes, polycyclic

aromatic hydrocarbons, and chemicals including benzene and

other hydrocarbons."

McKenzie and her co-authors called for more research to confirm their findings,
recommending that those studies take into account nuances such the type and level
of oil and gas development and production, the amounts of benzene and other
pollutants, and pollutant levels at locations such as schools and childcare facilities.

But a key takeaway of the study seems to be that fracking and horizontal drilling
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have enabled oil and gas development to encroach more and more into places where
people live (something the city of Greeley, Colorado, is grappling with firsthand
(http://www.denverpost.com/2013/05/04/drilling-in-gung-ho-greeley-
hits-opposition-near-west-side-homes/)), and as the researchers note, "This has the
potential to expose a large population to oil and gas development related pollutants."

This piece was reprinted by Truthout with permission or license. It may not be
reproduced in any form without permission or license from the source.
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