
I sincerely thank the members of the Committee for the opportunity to present. It is an honor to 

be here, and there is a real honor in your mission too, because you are asked to protect the 

people, and that is a sacred mission. I want to tell you a very quick story that has nothing to do 

with spreading oil and gas wastewater on roads, and yet everything to do it. I am a science and 

environmental journalist, I write for Rolling Stone Magazine, many other publications, and for 

the last ten years what I have written about is the material that comes to the surface in oil and gas 

production, and the various threats posed to the environment, the public and communities, and 

the industry’s own workers. My information comes from extensive research into both academic 

and industry literature, I have a master's degree in earth and environmental science, it comes 

from extensive time spent on the ground in communities in oil and gas country, and I think at 

least a year of my life has been spent reporting here in the great state of Ohio, but most 

importantly it comes workers, then men and women who perform what I would call the shadow 

jobs of the oil and gas industry. And late last year I got a call. 

 

It was from a source who runs an advocacy group for industry workers, he told there was a 

worker in Texas I needed to talk to, a man with a crazy story—a terrible story. That man’s name 

is Lee Oldham, and his job was to spread oil and gas drilling waste onto farmland, it can be 

loaded with chemicals, heavy metals, elevated radioactivity, and the practice is legal in Texas, it 

is called LAND-SPREADING. Lee Oldham had learned that the waste he was spreading was 

radioactive, his immediate concern was for his co-workers, who in cleaning the trucks out that 

contained this waste were absolutely covered in it. When he raised this concern, he was removed 

from that. He later developed scaley red lesions all across his body, he has bone deterioration and 

says his jaw is melting, but his biggest concern is for the CHILDREN. Because now, on that 

massive plot of land just outside the Dallas-Fort Worth Metroplex that him and his co-workers 

have laid with oil and gas drilling waste, there has been built a 2,500 home development—and an 

ELEMENTARY SCHOOL. I wrote about that story last week for a Texas newspaper, LAND-

SPREADING, which I like to call the sister activity of ROAD-SPREADING. 

 

Scene from afar, it is utterly insane. An easy way for a powerful to get rid of a difficult and 

copious waste stream. And yet who are the ones left holding the bag here?  

 

The contaminants in oil and gas wastewater—what mean people call brine, but that is a very 

deceptive word—are very real, and many. And I just want to focus on two of them, BENZENE, a 

well-known human carcinogen, a well-known human carcinogen.  

 

The Michigan Department of Natural Resources had conducted a study in August 1984 which 

showed that the oilfield brine used on roads contained alarming levels of benzene. In Plainwell, a 

city in Allegan County, in southwestern Michigan, the state examined roads under an approved 

county brine management plan and still found groundwater contaminated with benzene. A 

toxicologist in the Department of Public Health pointed out that as a cancer-causing agent, there 

should be no benzene in drinking water, and any increase would be expected to increase the 

amount of cancer in the population, specifically, leukemia. Dr. William Cooper, Chairman of the 

Michigan Environmental Review Board, examined the data and said if they found another 

industry dumping toxic material like this, “we would have had them in court the next day.” 

BENZENE is invariably in oil and gas wastewater being spread on roads in Ohio.  

 



RADIUM. We know radium is a bone-seeker. Go back to that week in high school when you 

learned about the Periodic Table. Radium and calcium are in the same column, that just means 

the outside of an atom of radium looks like the outside of an atom of calcium, they have a similar 

chemistry, and so just like calcium is taken in by your bones, if you take in radium some of it 

will end up in your bones, which is a terrible place for a radioactive element to be. One of my 

EPA sources who spent his career keeping the public and workers safe from radioactivity has told 

me that when he dies he would like written on his tombstone: THOUGH SHALL NOT APPLY 

RADIUM TO THE SURFACE OF THE EARTH. The Nuclear Regulatory Commission has strict 

limits for radium, a facility they regulate cannot discharge a stream of liquids into the 

environment if radium is above 60 picocuries per liter, they cannot dump that wastewater down a 

sewer if radium is higher than 600 picocuries per liter. And we know from the Ohio Department 

of Natural Resources own data that radium in oil and gas wastewater from Ohio can regularly be 

in the thousands. 

 

I go back to the story of Lee, and the children of that elementary school now built on the waste 

he has spread. Imagine the suffering of that man’s conscience, and imagine your own. 
 


