
Expert Testimony Summary, Middlesex Zoning Hearing Board Hearing

January 19, 2015

by Patrice Tomcik

David Carpenter, M.D., gave his expert testimony last night about the public health concerns of the oil and gas industry.  Just a little background… David Carpenter received his M.D. degree from Harvard and after graduating, he chose to do research in neurobiology and then worked for the Department of Defense studying radiobiology and the effects of radiation on the brain.  He is currently the director at the Institute for Health and the Environment where he is also a professor and teaches Environmental Health Sciences.  He has an interest in children’s health and served on the board or worked with various organizations such as Healthy Schools Network, Healthy Child & Healthy World Network, and EPA Center of Children’s Health.  He is the recipient of the American Public Health award among a large host of other awards.  http://www.psr.org/environment-and-health/environmental-health-policy-institute/david-o-carpenter-md.html
 

Dr. Carpenter is very well published with more than 350 peer reviewed publications and has edited five books.  His more recent research has primarily been on the study of human disease resulting from exposure to environmental contaminants.  Some of the studies he discussed last night, in general were:

 

1.  A study looking at hospitalization data established a connection between leukemia and people living close to a hazardous waste site with known elevated levels of benzene emissions.  There is typically a latency period of 10 yrs from exposure to cancer development.

 

2.  A study looking at hospitalization data established an increase of COPD, asthma, and other respiratory diseases in children and adults who lived in zip codes that contained an electrical power plant.

 

3.  Children who have had an increased environmental exposure to radiation during childhood are at an increased risk for cancer later in life.

 

Dr. Carpenter is not opposed to fracking but is opposed to exposing people, especially children, to the increased risks of hazardous air pollutants from unconventional gas drilling activities.  Dr. Carpenter then explained how distance is an important factor in assessing the public health risks associated with unconventional natural gas drilling operations by quoting the following research:

 

McKenzie, L. M., Guo, R., Witter, R. Z., Savitz, D. A., Newman, L. S., & Adgate, J. L. (2014). Birth outcomes and maternal residential proximity to natural gas development in rural Colorado. Environmental Health Perspectives, 122, 412-417. doi: 10.1289/ehp.1306722  

Congenital heart defects and possibly neural tube defects in babies were associated with the density and proximity of natural gas wells within a 10-mile radius of mothers’ residences in a study of almost 25,000 births from 1996-2009 in rural Colorado. The researchers note that natural gas development emits several chemicals known to increase risk of birth defects (teratogens).

 

Hill, E.L. (2013, December). Shale Gas Development and Infant Health: Evidence from Pennsylvania (under review). Retrieved June 23, 2014 from http://www.elainelhill.com/research.  

This study analyzed births to Pennsylvania mothers residing close to a shale gas well in Pennsylvania from 2003-2010 also identified increased risk of adverse effects. This includes low birth weight, as well as a 26% increase in APGAR scores under 8 (APGAR—or American Pediatric Gross Assessment Record—is a measure of newborn responsiveness. Scores of less than 8 predict an increase in the need for respiratory support

 

McKenzie, L. M., Witter, R. Z., Newman, L. S., & Adgate, J. L. (2012). Human health risk assessment of air emissions from development of unconventional natural gas resources. Science of the Total Environment, 424, 79-87. doi: 10.1016/j.scitotenv.2012.02.018  

Residents living closest (< ½) MILE to well pads have higher risks for respiratory and neurological effects based on their exposure to air pollutants. Residents living closest (< ½) MILE to natural gas wells are at higher excess lifetime risk for cancer than residents who live farther from the wells. Benzene is the major contributor to lifetime excess cancer risk.

 

Rabinowitz, P.M., et al, (2014). Proximity to Natural Gas Wells and Reported Health Status: Results of a Household Survey in Washington County, Pennsylvania. Environmental Health Perspectives http://dx.doi.org/10.1289/ehp.1307732
This study randomly surveyed 180 households with 492 people in Washington County, Pennsylvania.  People living close to natural gas wells in southwestern Pennsylvania are more than twice as likely to report respiratory illnesses and skin problems than those living farther away.

 

Carpenter, D.O., Macey, G.P., et al, (2014)Air concentrations of volatile compounds near oil and gas production: a community-based exploratory study. Environmental Health 2014, 13:82  doi:10.1186/1476-069X-13-82

http://www.ehjournal.net/content/13/1/82
Air concentrations of potentially dangerous compounds and chemical mixtures are frequently present near oil and gas production sites. Levels of eight volatile chemicals exceeded federal guidelines under several operational circumstances. Benzene, formaldehyde, and hydrogen sulfide were the most common compounds to exceed acute and other health-based risk levels.

 

CONCLUSION:  Distance from the pollution source has been shown to reduce risk.  The closer you are to unconventional natural gas extraction activities, the greater the health risk.   Dr. Carpenter recommends a 2 mile buffer zone from the location of these hazardous air polluting activities and the location of people, especially children.

