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The American Action Forum (AAF) studied the surge in Bakken oil production, its impact on the environment, 
and finds air quality in the region unchanged. Generally, as U.S. and Bakken oil production has increased, air 
quality has actually improved. Oil production has increased in the region by 1,450 percent, while more than 90 
percent of the air quality days in the region remain “good,” a trend unchanged since 2008. In addition, these 
economic boons are in concert with falling greenhouse gas emissions in the U.S.

Oil Production Boom

 For the past several years, new techniques to extract oil and natural gas have led to surging production across 
the U.S., including the Bakken shale formation in North Dakota and parts of eastern Montana. The graph below 
charts the incredible growth in the region’s production, measured in millions of barrels per day.
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As the data reveal, the Bakken region has increased output from 0.08 million barrels per day in January 2008, to 
1.16 million by August 2015, a 14.5-fold uptick. During this time, the nation as a whole has also witnessed 
incredible growth in output. The graph below details U.S. oil production from 2008 to 2014, measured in 
thousands of barrels a day.
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Although the Bakken gains have been more pronounced, as shown above, the U.S. has still increased production 
by 74 percent, from just over five million barrels a day to more than 8.7 million in 2014. This expansion has 
helped to drive down gas prices for consumers at the pump and contributed to the realistic possibility of U.S. 
energy independence for the first time in more than a generation. However, as noted, this growth has increased 
cries that the fracking and oil boom has led to declining environmental quality. The data reveal these claims as 
mostly hollow.
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Air Quality in Bakken

EPA labels air quality on a given day by the following: “good,” “moderate,” “unhealthy for sensitive groups,” 
“unhealthy,” “very unhealthy,” and “hazardous.” As AAF examined earlier this year, air quality is generally 
improving across the U.S. and the Bakken has enjoyed cleaner air as well. EPA generally defines “good” air 
days as the following: “air pollution poses little or no risk.” In the Bakken region, despite the oil production 
boom, more than 90 percent of year is labeled “good” by EPA. See the graph below:
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Throughout the history of the oil boom in the Bakken, the percentage of the year with “good” air quality days 
has consistently stayed above 90 percent, with more than 94 percent considered “good” in 2014, a slight 
improvement above the 2013 figure (91 percent). The rate of “unhealthy” days in the Bakken remains low, with 
less than three last year, down from nine in 2012. There is actually a positive correlation (albeit, the correlation 
coefficient is just 0.36) between rising Bakken oil production and the overall number of “good” air quality days 
in the region.

Compare the Bakken’s results to upstate New York’s Marcellus region, which has banned fracking. In upstate 
New York, the average jurisdiction has never experienced more than 90 percent “good” air days in a year. These 
jurisdictions have averaged roughly 83 percent, compared to 93 percent for the Bakken. Increased oil and 
natural gas operations certainly don’t directly result in cleaner air, but there is little evidence in the Bakken area 
that production is causing poor air quality days for local residents.

Although “good” air quality days are a general indicator that the levels of environmental pollution are well 
within acceptable limits, AAF also examined smog in the Bakken region. EPA data tracks days throughout the 
year when ground-level ozone (smog) is the dominant pollutant. Even by that metric, the Bakken region has 
made slight improvements. The chart below tracks days in which ozone is the dominant pollutant for the 
average jurisdiction in the Bakken (with linear trendline).
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As the data reveal, smog has gradually declined as the dominant pollutant in the area. In 2008, it was the main 
pollutant for 294 days; that figure dropped to 270 days by 2014, a decline of eight percent. This improvement is 
hardly earth-shattering, but it helps to dispel any notions that oil production in the Bakken is associated with 
dangerous air quality.

AMERICANACTIONFORUM.ORG

http://airnow.gov/index.cfm?action=aqibasics.aqi
http://americanactionforum.org/research/president-obamas-air-pollution-record
http://www3.epa.gov/airdata/ad_reports.html
http://www.syracuse.com/news/index.ssf/2015/06/new_york_officially_bans_hydrofracking.html


Greenhouse Gas Emissions

In addition to the positive news of energy independence and strong air quality, the amount of greenhouse gas 
(GHG) released into atmosphere continues to decline. This, despite the renaissance in domestic energy 
production. The graph below track carbon dioxide emissions from 2005 to 2013.
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As noted above, U.S. GHG emissions have declined from six billion tons in 2005 to roughly 5.5 billion tons by 
2013, a drop of nine percent. Even Montana, located partially in the Bakken region, has managed to reduce 
emissions nine percent during the same period. Likewise, Pennsylvania, which has drastically increased its 
natural gas production, has decreased carbon dioxide emissions by eleven percent from 2005 to 2013.

Conclusion

Energy booms are not incompatible with clean air and a strong environmental record. The Bakken region 
increased oil production 1,450 percent, all while maintaining “good” air quality for more than 90 percent of the 
year. The U.S. economy may not have to choose between energy production and environmental stewardship 
after all.
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http://www3.epa.gov/climatechange/Downloads/ghgemissions/US-Greenhouse-Gas-Inventory-2015-Main-Report-Tables.zip
http://www3.epa.gov/statelocalclimate/documents/excel/CO2FFC_2013.xlsx
http://www3.epa.gov/statelocalclimate/documents/excel/CO2FFC_2013.xlsx

