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Abstract 
 

The current gas energy boom in the United States has sparked intense debates about how this 

abundant energy resource should be extracted. In northeastern states like Pennsylvania and Ohio, shale gas 

has revitalized depressed communities with new jobs and land lease fees paid to farmers who own the land 

where oil and gas companies want to drill for gas. But other states like Texas and Wyoming have oil deposits 

in rock formations similar to the gas deposits of the northeast, so the oil and gas industry is keen to extract 

multiple sources of fossil fuels. 

 But with the rush to drill, environmentalists and community organizations are at arms to stop the 

onslaught of drilling sites for fear that their fresh water sources, their air quality, and the ecological habitats 

where the drill sites are placed are all in risk of irreversible damage because of waste products produced by 

drilling for oil and gas using a method commonly referred to as “fracking”, short for High-volume Hydraulic 

Fracturing.   

  
 
 
What is the Monterey Shale? 
 

Rich oil deposits are layered 

between the rocks in the California 

Central Valley.  But this 

unconventional source of oil requires 

some unconventional drilling 

techniques to access the oil 

resources.  

 Figure 1: Monterey Shale; layered rock folded up resulting from geological 
tectonic activity along the Pacific Ocean plate. 
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Commonly referred to as “fracking”, a technique that fractures oil and gas deposits contained in 

deep sedimentary rock  by injecting millions of gallons of water, mixed with sand and chemicals, has 

alarmed the public in States like Pennsylvania and New York because of the potential risks to environmental 

and public health via ground water contamination. 

In California, a broad area that spans Monterey, San Benito, and Fresno counties forms a large 

underground geological formation called the Monterey Shale. This sedimentary rock was formed millions of 

years ago as the decaying remains of ancient forests and other carbon-based life forms died and decayed, 

and new soil and rock was deposited over this concentration of carbon matter.  

Figure 2: Diagram of location of the Monterey Shale 

 

 The result over the millennia has been a slow conversion of this decomposing matter into oil and 

gas deposits, and because of the geological complexity of the California Central Coast, the formation of the 

Monterey Shale has been shaped by land upwelling and tectonic events that result from the location of 

California atop multiple fault lines. This means that the Monterey Shale is not uniformly layered, but rather 
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folded and warped, proving inefficient to drill for its mineral and oil deposits using conventional vertical 

drills. 

 

Who is for and against this? 

 

 The Monterey Shale is located under Federally managed land. Earlier this year, the Bureau of Land 

Management (BLM) announced a lease auction sale of area measuring approximately 18,000 acres to oil and 

gas companies.  Industry experts 

have speculated this formation 

may yield billions of barrels of oil. 

“In compliance with the National 

Environmental Policy Act, the 

bureau produced a draft analysis 

of the effects of oil and gas 

development on the 

environment and concluded it 

would have ‘no significant 

impact.’1” 

 However, animal rights 

and other local community groups are alarmed by the potential damage to water sources, animal ranges, 

and other ecological risks. For example, Kassie Siegel, director of the Center for Biological Diversity’s Climate 

Law Institute, has accused the BLM of inadequately assessing the risks posed by fracking on the 

environment, particularly for discounting the impacts that fracking would have on endangered species such 

as the California condors, the San Joaquin kit foxes, and other species that roam in the ranges over the 

Monterey Shale. While the Center for Biological Diversity leads the controversy with its lawsuit against the 

Bureau, other environmental organizations are equally alarmed.  

                                                        
1 http://www.kmjnow.com/pages/landing_localnews_2011?US-Govt-to-Auction-Fresno-
Shale=1&blockID=631887&feedID=806 

Figure 3: Map of the California Condor range. 

http://www.kmjnow.com/pages/landing_localnews_2011?US-Govt-to-Auction-Fresno-Shale=1&blockID=631887&feedID=806
http://www.kmjnow.com/pages/landing_localnews_2011?US-Govt-to-Auction-Fresno-Shale=1&blockID=631887&feedID=806
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The Food & Water Watch is a nationally based non-profit group that works to ensure the protection 

of food and water. Their main complaints are that because the State of California does not require oil and gas 

companies to disclose when and where they are drilling using fracking techniques, the potential 

contamination of multiple water 

sources threatens fresh water sources 

for over 20 million Californians2. In 

addition, the group is alarmed about 

air pollution risks from the emissions 

of fracking wells, and the probable 

seismic effects of injecting waste 

waters below ground. 

By contrast, local politicians 

are looking into the issue more 

pragmatically. Monterey County Supervisor Simon Salinas has asked for more information about the impacts 

of fracking in his district, particularly about the risks to water sources that provide groundwater to the 

region. "Maybe once we understand, we can say they can do it properly, do it right. This is an asset that can 

benefit the county, we certainly get some revenue from it - maybe it's OK," Salinas said. "But until we get the 

complete information, there's always going to be the concern: What's being hidden here that we need to 

know about?"3 

 

What are the relevant claims against this? 

In respect to the ethical claims about the impact upon species’ habitats, it is unclear what those specific 

impacts would be after the land leases sold by the Bureau of Land Management. As the SF Gate reports, “In 

September 2011, the federal government auctioned off a smaller section of the Monterey Shale - 2,600 acres 

- to oil and gas companies. Bids for acres went as high as $900 each and generated a total of $257,000. None 

                                                        
2 http://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/factsheet/ban-fracking-in-california/ 
3 http://www.sfgate.com/science/article/U-S-to-auction-state-shale-for-drilling-
3850852.php#ixzz29TZomMDi 

Figure 4: Map of the Kit Fox range. 

http://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/factsheet/ban-fracking-in-california/
http://www.sfgate.com/science/article/U-S-to-auction-state-shale-for-drilling-3850852.php#ixzz29TZomMDi
http://www.sfgate.com/science/article/U-S-to-auction-state-shale-for-drilling-3850852.php#ixzz29TZomMDi
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of the buyers currently has a permit to drill.” So, even after the leases have been issued, no permits have 

been issued for drilling to begin in over a year.  

Stakeholders claim that endangered species habitats would be negatively impacted, but it is not 

clear what the specific changes to that habitat would be nor how it would alter the habitat’s function. For 

instance, pollinator species rely on floral habitats that if damaged, completely impair their ability to generate 

sustenance for themselves. Basically, their food supply is devastated. And ultimately, so is ours. That’s 

because pollinator species often are responsible for the perpetuation of agricultural fruiting products, such 

as apples, berries, and literally honey. However, in the case of California condors, kit foxes, kangaroo rats and 

leopard lizards, it is unclear what ecological service they provide to their habitats and consequently to the 

productive agricultural region. Being that the parcels in question are not populated areas, the relative 

wilderness of these lands suggests that habitats can morph around the surface impacts of fracking 

Figure 5: Animal advocates like Kassie Siegel defending the rights of animals to retain their habitats clear of fracking 
operators. 
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operations. These include the building of roads to access the wells and transport materials, the clearing and 

leveling of soils on the parcel, and ultimately the permanent building of wellheads and pipelines that over 

the long-term would transport the oil to some centralized processing plant.  

The ethical view of this encroachment upon the species’ habitat is that they have no means of 

defending their territories against the interests of resource developers and therefore it isn’t fair that we will 

occupy their lands. But the question becomes one of rights to ownership, and claim to fairness. Curtin and 

Goodall would agree that having an “ecomenological” experience of the animals and their habitat would 

engender a relationship with them that would transcend the need to value their contribution to “our” needs. 

And I would agree that this connection would happen on select opportunities, both because the animals 

themselves are not clustered everywhere and because our current access to them is remote due to limited 

infrastructure. But I would also say that as we bestow access to the authorities in the scientific community 

that observe and catalog the species, we simply need more capacity for observing and determining the level 

of interaction between the animals and the habitat that would be occupied by fracking operations, and how 

that might be accommodated and accommodating over the long term so that a mutually beneficial situation 

may procure both the protection of the animals (conservation fees from the drilling permits?) and the 

development of the oil resources (managed right-of-ways for drilling operations and transport). 

 Environmental groups like Food and Water Watch continue to raise alarms about the impacts of 

fracking upon water sources and air quality in the Monterey Shale area. Land conservation issues are raised 

because the process of drilling for oil using high-volumes of water mixed with chemicals and sand must be 

managed once these products become waste. Drilling operators have the option to either treat the water 

on-site and recycle, or transport the waste off-site and dump it into “injection wells4”, which are basically 

wells drilled deep into rock beneath the surface intended to encase the waste for thousands of years. 

Nationally, the U.S. has more than 680,000 underground waste and injection wells. About 4.5% of these wells 

take industrial waste which is laden with dangerous chemicals, but scientists and federal regulators don’t 

exactly know the conditions below ground where these chemicals are deposited and whether the wells are 

containing the fluids adequately.5 Food and Water Watch claim that in 2008, oil companies in California 

                                                        
4 http://eponline.com/articles/2012/05/11/california-to-propose-new-fracking-rules-and-review-agency-
insight-of-injection-wells.aspx 
5 http://www.propublica.org/article/injection-wells-the-poison-beneath-us 

http://eponline.com/articles/2012/05/11/california-to-propose-new-fracking-rules-and-review-agency-insight-of-injection-wells.aspx
http://eponline.com/articles/2012/05/11/california-to-propose-new-fracking-rules-and-review-agency-insight-of-injection-wells.aspx
http://www.propublica.org/article/injection-wells-the-poison-beneath-us
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pumped 425 million barrels of waste water into injection wells that resulted in crop losses estimated at $8.5 

million due to contaminated groundwater6. The group also cites the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s 

proposed regulations to curb air emissions of methane gas at well sites7. This can happen as a result of 

poorly handled connections, intervals between drilling operations, and instances when  gas is being 

collected into vacuum storage tanks for transport and distribution. Finally, the Food and Water Watch group 

cite the U.S. Geological Survey’s documentation of increased earthquake activity in the Midwest due to the 

stimulation of existing, naturally formed seismic fault lines due to injection well activity. This has resulted in 

small communities experiencing property damage as their homes crack due to shifts in the landscape. 

 The claims as a whole, by both the animal rights and landscape conservation groups are ethical in 

the sense that they raise questions about the fairness of the situation – waste burdens upon people who did 

not generate these products; displacement and habitat loss to species who do not benefit from the 

encroachment on their terrains. While it’s not explicit how these groups are aware of each other’s claims, 

historically groups such as the Center for Biological Diversity and the Food and Water Watch are aligned in 

their goals to protect the environment from pollution.   

However, some of the claims themselves raise questions about the degree of exaggeration and hype 

that can filter into the environmental agenda. Causation in one localized area does not translate to 

correlation for all other areas, and a more sustainable approach that includes a long-term outlook on the 

scientific variables would be more rational but would garner less activism force. The stakeholders could 

strengthen their arguments by funding or lobbying for further environmental studies of the impacts cited by 

the fracking process, while also helping communities understand the role of energy extraction in their 

economies. This would ensure better results from industry practices while also achieving public and 

environmental health goals. In my view, radical environmentalism has proven unsuccessful over the long-

term in sustaining organized results and building operational capacity to better direct public policy and 

business practices. So it would be more productive for environmental stakeholders to be less radical, more 

informed, and demonstrate interests to build partnerships with government and industry that effect change. 

 

                                                        
6 http://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/factsheet/ban-fracking-in-california/ 
7 http://www.businessweek.com/news/2012-03-19/fracking-wells-air-emissions-pose-health-risks-study-
finds 

http://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/factsheet/ban-fracking-in-california/
http://www.businessweek.com/news/2012-03-19/fracking-wells-air-emissions-pose-health-risks-study-finds
http://www.businessweek.com/news/2012-03-19/fracking-wells-air-emissions-pose-health-risks-study-finds
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