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SUMMARY STATEMENT
Petrochemical plants release toxic pollution that raises the risk of negative health
impacts for community members who live, work, or go to school near them. Adding
more petrochemical facilities would increase health risks and could lead to increased
acute and chronic health issues, hospitalizations, and premature deaths.

The Shell ethane cracker plant in Beaver County, PA.

WHAT ARE PETROCHEMICALS?

The petrochemical industry produces chemicals and
other materials derived primarily from oil and gas.
Petrochemicals are used in making plastic products and many
other consumer goods, such as clothing, tires, digital devices,
packaging, fertilizer, explosives, and detergents.

In addition to these large-scale petrochemical plants,
petrochemical infrastructure includes a web of pipelines,
compressor stations, storage facilities, rail and truck
transport, marine vessels, and export terminals. This
infrastructure also includes the thousands of shale gas wells
required to supply the feedstock for petrochemical
production, not to mention upstream facilities, such as
cryogenic plants (generally used for processing liquified
natural gas, or LNG), ethane cracker plants (which typically
produce raw plastic pellets called nurdles), and chemical
recycling facilities (which claim to break down post-consumer
plastics into chemical components).

HEALTH IMPACTS

Petrochemical production raises serious health concerns.’
Many of the substances used in the manufacturing process
and others released as waste are toxic and accumulate in
bodies and ecosystems, and their production poses a
significant threat to the climate.?

POSITION STATEMENT on PETROCHEMICALS

EHP advocates for action to protect the health and

well-being of community members living near
petrochemical plants and related infrastructure

People living near these plants often report higher rates
of health impacts compared to those living farther
away. Several studies examining Louisiana’s “Cancer Alley,
for example, reveal a connection between these high-
emitting facilities and greater risks of a number of health
impacts, including maternal, reproductive, and newborn
health issues;* respiratory and pulmonary complications;®
mental health and impairment problems;’

susceptibility to viruses like COVID-19;® and, of course,
cancer.® Overall hospitalizations for people living in
proximity to petrochemical facilities may also be higher.™ In
addition to direct health impacts, social, economic, and non-
air environmental impacts of petrochemicals all contribute
significantly to public health issues.
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Many petrochemicals interfere with the function of the
endocrine system." These endocrine-disrupting chemicals
(EDCs) are present in many industrial and everyday products
(e.g., plastics, building materials, children’s toys, fabrics and
dyes, detergents, cosmetics, and pesticides)."? Exposure to
EDCs has been linked to multiple adverse human health
conditions, including cancer, neurodevelopmental harm,
and infertility.”




HEALTH IMPACTS (continued)

Microplastics (between 5 millimeters and 1,000 nanometers
across) and nanoplastics (between 1 and 1,000 nanometers
across) are a particular health concern. These minute
particles can enter human bodies through ingestion,
respiration, or dermal contact™ and have been detected in
organs, blood, saliva, and breast milk.™” Toxicologists warn
that these plastics can raise the risk of cancer, heart and
brain diseases, immune disorders, and reproductive
issues.

Petrochemicals pose a greater threat to the health of
vulnerable and marginalized communities.’ Vulnerable
populations—children, the elderly, pregnant individuals, and
those with preexisting conditions—are most likely to be
impacted or to suffer more acute health consequences.
Petrochemical development most often occurs in
communities of color, low-income neighborhoods, and
regions already burdened by polluting industries. Putting
these communities disproportionately at risk of negative
health outcomes is an environmental injustice.

Petrochemical plants also produce large amounts of waste
products, many of which are toxic and harmful to public
health. Wastewater from these plants is required to be
treated prior to releasing it back into the environment, but
evidence exists that toxic substances,’’ radioactive
materials from upstream gas extraction, and
manufacturing byproducts sometimes make their way
into local waterways."®

Any new petrochemical plant also requires many miles of
new pipelines, which can leak and explode, often causing
serious injuries and fatalities. Similarly, new plants require
additional infrastructure like gas wells, compressor stations
and storage facilities—all of which can leak toxic chemicals
and affect air and water quality in the region.

A compressor station in Clinton County, PA. Photo courtesy of
Ted Auch, FracTracker Alliance, 2021.

Petrochemical plants also release significant amounts of
greenhouse gases, such as methane, which hastens climate
change and results in more deadly floods, fires, heat
waves, storms, and insect-borne diseases like Lyme
disease. Methane is more than 80 times as powerful at
trapping greenhouse gases over the first 20 years as CO..
Globally, more than one million deaths per year have been
attributed to respiratory disease linked to long-term
exposure to ozone air pollution.™

Petrochemical Expansion in Northern Appalachia

There is a misconception that the vast majority of shale gas drilled in the northern
Appalachian region is used for energy generation and home fuel use. In reality, much of it
is currently shipped to the Gulf Coast to be used in petrochemical production there or
shipped overseas as liquified natural gas (LNG). Some of it is now transported to the

plastics plant in Beaver County, Pennsylvania.*

Several corporations are proposing to build additional petrochemical plants in the
northern Appalachian region, particularly because they can save costs over transporting
gas across large swaths of the country. A petrochemical build-out in the region—where
much legacy pollution still impacts public health—would be especially concerning.

Even if a larger petrochemical buildout fails to materialize in the northern Appalachian
region, plants located elsewhere will still rely on the gas feedstock from the Marcellus
shale reserves, leading to the drilling of many more shale gas wells.




RECOMMENDATIONS

EHP makes the following recommendations with respect to
petrochemical production:

1. Scale back the production of petrochemicals.

The U.S. already produces more petrochemicals than
we need. Even as more and more petrochemical
materials are being sold and used in clothing, packaging,
fertilizers, and other products, the oil and gas industry
can easily keep up with demand through existing
manufacturing facilities. In fact, petrochemical demand
is in a current global downturn, while the U.S. oil and
gas industry continues to look for other new markets,
such as blue hydrogen and LNG exports, for the raw
materials it extracts.”’

Given the known health risks of microscopic plastic
particles and other petrochemical pollution, EHP
opposes the expansion of the fossil fuel-based
petrochemical industry. Petrochemical facilities are
typically subsidized by taxpayer dollars, even while
these polluting operations raise the risk of health
impacts for people living nearby, thus driving up
healthcare costs. These facilities also contribute to
climate change. Decision-makers must apply sound
judgement based on facts to resist petrochemical
industry expansion.

Reducing plastic use in the economy is absolutely
critical to protect people and the environment from
the harms of petrochemicals. A combination of
initiatives geared toward replacing plastics with
sustainable materials and implementing consumer
reuse infrastructure could result in an 80% reduction in
plastic waste by 2040.%

2. Realize the limitations of plastic recycling and
recognize false solutions.

There is a misconception that much of the plastic we use
is recycled. In reality, only about 5% to 6% of plastic is
mechanically recycled in the U.S.®> About 19 percent
of plastic waste is incinerated, releasing toxic chemicals
that compromise public health, while most plastic waste
—about 72%—ends up in landfills or in the environment,
such as in oceans.* Plastic recycling is expensive and
limited to only a few types of materials, and
mechanical recycling creates microscopic plastic
particles and releases toxic chemicals that can harm
anyone coming into contact with them.? Plastic recycling
becomes even more difficult when you consider that
more than two-thirds of textile production is derived
from synthetic materials made from petrochemicals.?®

The petrochemical industry claims that the solution
to eliminating plastic waste and perpetuating
production is chemical recycling.?” Also called
“advanced recycling,” this process typically refers to the
breaking down of hard-to-recycle plastics (e.g., bags or
films) with chemicals or heat. These processes require
large amounts of energy, can emit hazardous chemicals
and waste, and generally do not result in a closed-loop
recycling process (when a product or material can be

used and then turned into a new product—or converted
back to raw material).®® Chemical recycling has not been
commercially or economically successful. It is often
used to generate oil from plastic waste, which is then
burned. Chemical recycling has wide health impacts for
individuals exposed to toxic emissions or vulnerable to the
effects of climate change.

Industry also proposes a transition to using more
bioplastics—plastic-like materials made from plants,
animals, or microorganisms.? However, many bioplastics
are not biodegradable and require significant energy to
produce them.*® Bioplastics may also drive up the price of
other products because they use source materials, such as
corn, that would be used more appropriately for food.

In every case, the chemical recycling of plastic waste
produces toxic pollution detrimental to human health.
Instead of advocating for chemical recycling, we need to
recognize and avoid any solutions that fail to reduce overall
petrochemical production and protect the health and
welfare of all residents.

. Promote stronger regulations and health protections

around existing facilities.

Petrochemical production yields toxic waste in the form
of air emissions and microscopic plastic particles that
become airborne, enter waterways, and contaminate soil,
endangering human health. Health risks are especially high
for people who work in these plants, but they may also
impact people living nearby, as emissions can pollute the
local airshed. Unchecked emissions also exacerbate
climate change, contributing to increased storms,
wildfires, heatwaves, poor air quality, vector-borne
diseases, and property damage.

To protect residents’ health and wellbeing, it is imperative
that decision-makers push for stricter pollution
regulations on petrochemical plants. It is incumbent on
federal and state regulators to enforce existing regulations,
holding polluters accountable for any violations with
meaningful fines and other penalties, including the threat
of business interruption. Decision-makers at all levels of
government must ensure that residents are protected from
pollution impacts, enacting stricter rules where needed,
especially with respect to environmental justice
communities, where pollution typically produces the
greatest harms.

. Support bigger picture policy solutions.

Decision-makers must understand that petrochemical
pollution is not just a local issue but a global one.
Participation—or at least knowledge of—regional, national,
and international policy cohorts and accords can coalesce
ideas and consolidate power. Petrochemical impact efforts
include the Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee on
Plastic Pollution, Beyond Plastics, Global Alliance for
Incinerator Alternatives, Break Free from Plastic, and
others. It is imperative that government act as a check
and balance against industry influence, with the goal of
protecting the health of as many constituents as possible
from harms caused by petrochemical pollution.



https://www.unep.org/inc-plastic-pollution
https://www.unep.org/inc-plastic-pollution
https://www.unep.org/inc-plastic-pollution
https://www.beyondplastics.org/
https://www.no-burn.org/
https://www.no-burn.org/
https://www.breakfreefromplastic.org/

"Yee, M. S., Hii, L. W., Looi, C. K., Lim, W. M., Wong, S.F., Kok, Y. Y., Tan,
B. K., Wong, C.Y., Leong, C.O. (2021, February 16). Impact of
Microplastics and Nanoplastics on Human Health. Nanomaterials, 11.
https://pubmed.ncbi.nim.nih.gov/33669327/

2 Gross, L. (2024, March 18). Petrochemicals Are Killing Us, a New Report
Warns in the New England Journal of Medicine. Inside Climate News.
https://insideclimatenews.org/news/18032024/fossil-fuels-toxic-
chemicals-deadly-diseases/

3 Bruggers, J. (2023, February 8). Q&A: Cancer Alley Is Real, And Louisiana
Officials Helped Create It, Researchers Find. Inside Climate News.
https://insideclimatenews.org/news/08022023/louisiana-cancer-alley/

4 Human Rights Watch. (2024, January 25). “We’re Dying Here”: The Fight
for Life in a Louisiana Fossil Fuel Sacrifice Zone.
https://www.hrw.org/report/2024/01/25/were-dying-here/fight-life-
louisiana-fossil-fuel-sacrifice-zone

® University Network for Human Rights. (2019, July). “Waiting to Die”:
Toxic Emissions and Disease Near the Louisiana Denka/DuPont
Petrochemical Plant. https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2019-
12/documents/waiting_to_die_final.pdf

®Fos, P.J. et al. (2021, September 9). Health Status in Fence-Line
Communities: The Impact of Air Pollution. International Journal of Family
Medicine and Primary Care, 2. https://sph.Isuhsc.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2021/10/Fenceline-communities-and-Alr-Pollution.pdf

7 Malin, S. A. (2020, December). Depressed democracy, environmental
injustice: Exploring the negative mental health implications of
unconventional oil and gas production in the United States. Energy
Research & Social Science, 70. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2020.101720

8 Fos, P.J. et al. (2021, September 9). Health Status in Fence-Line
Communities: The Impact of Air Pollution. International Journal of Family
Medlicine and Primary Care, 2. https://sph.Isuhsc.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2021/10/Fenceline-communities-and-Alr-Pollution.pdf

9 Terrell, K. A. & St Julien, G. (2022, January 13). Air pollution is linked to
higher cancer rates among black or impoverished communities in
Louisiana. Environmental Research Letters, 17. https://iopscience.iop.org/
article/10.1088/1748-9326/ac4360

'° Rovira, E., Cuadras, A., Aguilar, X., Esteban, L., Borras-Santos, A., Zock,
J.-P., Sunyer, J. (2014, August). Asthma, respiratory symptoms and lung
function in children living near a petrochemical site. Environmental
Research, 133, https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/
pii/S0013935114001832

" Woodruff, T.J. (2024, March 6). Health Effects of Fossil Fuel-Derived
Endocrine Disruptors. The New England Journal of Medicine, 390.
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMra2300476

2 Ferrell, C. (2024, March 8). Fossil fuels and petrochemicals may be
making us sicker, research says. Environmental Health News.
https://www.ehn.org/effects-of-petrochemicals-on-human-health

13 Zeliger, H. I. (2014, February 26). Exposure to lipophilic chemicals as a
cause of neurological impairments, neurodevelopmental disorders and
neurodegenerative diseases. Interdisciplinary Toxicology.
https://sciendo.com/article/10.2478/intox-2013-0018?tab=abstract

" Prata, J. C. et al. (2020, February 1). Environmental exposure to
microplastics: An overview on possible human health effects. Elsevier
ScienceDirect. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/
pii/S0048969719344468

"% Ragusa, A. et al. (2022, June 30). Raman Microspectroscopy Detection
and Characterisation of Microplastics in Human Breastmilk. Polymers
(Basel), 14(13). https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9269371/

E NVI RO N M E NTA L EnvironmentalHealthProject

HEALTH PRJECT

DEFENDIMNG PUBLIC HEALTH SINCE 2012

m Environmental Health Project

"6 Rovira, E., Cuadras, A., Aguilar, X., Esteban, L., Borras-Santos, A., Zock,
J.-P., Sunyer, J. (2014, August). Asthma, respiratory symptoms and lung
function in children living near a petrochemical site. Environmental
Research, 133. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/
pii/S0013935114001832

7 Environmental Integrity Project. (n.d.). Outdated Federal Water
Pollution Control Standards for Oil Refineries, Plastics Plants, Fertilizer
Factories, and Other Industries.
https://environmentalintegrity.org/industrial-water-pollution-
standards/

8 Badertscher, L. M. et al. (2023, October). Elevated sediment
radionuclide concentrations downstream of facilities treating leachate
from landfills accepting oil and gas waste. Ecological Indicators, 154.
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1470160X23007586

" Malley, C. S. et al. (2017). Updated Global Estimates of Respiratory
Mortality in Adults =30 Years of Age Attributable to Long-Term Ozone
Exposure. Environmental Health Perspectives, 125.
https://ehp.niehs.nih.gov/doi/abs/10.1289/EHP1390

2 East Daley Analytics. (2024, June 20). Let’s Get Cracking: Shell Plant
Ramps, and a Northeast Ethane Market Takes Shape.
https://eastdaley.com/daley-note/lets-get-cracking-shell-plant-ramps-
and-a-northeast-ethane-market-takes-shape

2 Tullo, A. H. (2024, September 27). Petrochemicals are in for a renewal,
The industry is in the midst of a downturn from which it may emerge
leaner and greener. Chemical & Engineering News.
https://cen.acs.org/business/petrochemicals/Petrochemicals-
renewal/102/i30

2 Lau, W. W. Y.et al. (2020, July 23). Evaluating scenarios toward zero
plastic pollution. Science, 369. https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/
science.aba9475

2 Main, D. (2023, October 12). Think that your plastic is being recycled?
Think again. MIT Technology Review.
https://www.technologyreview.com/2023/10/12/1081129/plastic-
recycling-climate-change-microplastics/

2 Lindwall, C. (2024, April 30). Single-Use Plastics 101. National
Resources Defense Council. https://www.nrdc.org/stories/single-use-
plastics-101

% Allen, D., Linsley, C., Spoelman, N. & Johl, A. (2024, February). The
Fraud of Plastic Recycling: How Big Oil and the plastics industry deceived
the public for decades and caused the plastic waste crisis. Center for
Climate Integrity. https://climateintegrity.org/uploads/media/Fraud-of-
Plastic-Recycling-2024.pdf

% Deppen, L. (2014, September 17). Major fashion brands still rely on
synthetic fibers: report. Fashion Dive. https://www.fashiondive.com/
news/fashion-brands-synthetic-fiber-use-report/727244/

2?7 National Resources Defense Council. (2022, February). Recycling Lies:
“Chemical Recycling” of Plastic Is Just Greenwashing Incineration.
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/chemical-recycling-
greenwashing-incineration-ib.pdf

% Brock, J., Volcovici, V. & Geddie, J. (2021, July 29). The Recycling Myth:
Big Oil's solution for plastic waste littered with failure. Reuters
Investigates. https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-
report/environment-plastic-oil-recycling/

2 Beyond Plastics. (n.d.). Demystifying ‘Compostable’ and ‘Biodegradable’
Plastics._https://www.beyondplastics.org/fact-sheets/bad-news-about-
bioplastics

30 Ortiz, S. P. (2023, March 22). Are bioplastics the solution to the plastic
pollution problem? PLOS Biology, 21(3). https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
articles/PMC10032476/

W @chpinfo.bsky.social

[@ @environmentalhealthproject

environmentalhealthproject.org m info@environmentalhealthproject.org

©2025 Environmental Health Project. All rights reserved.

August 2025


https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33669327/
https://insideclimatenews.org/news/18032024/fossil-fuels-toxic-chemicals-deadly-diseases/
https://insideclimatenews.org/news/18032024/fossil-fuels-toxic-chemicals-deadly-diseases/
https://insideclimatenews.org/news/08022023/louisiana-cancer-alley/
https://www.hrw.org/report/2024/01/25/were-dying-here/fight-life-louisiana-fossil-fuel-sacrifice-zone
https://www.hrw.org/report/2024/01/25/were-dying-here/fight-life-louisiana-fossil-fuel-sacrifice-zone
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2019-12/documents/waiting_to_die_final.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2019-12/documents/waiting_to_die_final.pdf
https://sph.lsuhsc.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Fenceline-communities-and-AIr-Pollution.pdf
https://sph.lsuhsc.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Fenceline-communities-and-AIr-Pollution.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2020.101720
https://sph.lsuhsc.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Fenceline-communities-and-AIr-Pollution.pdf
https://sph.lsuhsc.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Fenceline-communities-and-AIr-Pollution.pdf
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ac4360
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ac4360
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0013935114001832
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0013935114001832
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0013935114001832
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMra2300476
https://www.ehn.org/effects-of-petrochemicals-on-human-health
https://sciendo.com/article/10.2478/intox-2013-0018?tab=abstract
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0048969719344468
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0048969719344468
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9269371/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0013935114001832
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0013935114001832
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0013935114001832
https://environmentalintegrity.org/industrial-water-pollution-standards/
https://environmentalintegrity.org/industrial-water-pollution-standards/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1470160X23007586
https://ehp.niehs.nih.gov/doi/abs/10.1289/EHP1390
https://eastdaley.com/daley-note/lets-get-cracking-shell-plant-ramps-and-a-northeast-ethane-market-takes-shape
https://eastdaley.com/daley-note/lets-get-cracking-shell-plant-ramps-and-a-northeast-ethane-market-takes-shape
https://cen.acs.org/business/petrochemicals/Petrochemicals-renewal/102/i30
https://cen.acs.org/business/petrochemicals/Petrochemicals-renewal/102/i30
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.aba9475
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.aba9475
https://www.technologyreview.com/2023/10/12/1081129/plastic-recycling-climate-change-microplastics/
https://www.technologyreview.com/2023/10/12/1081129/plastic-recycling-climate-change-microplastics/
https://www.nrdc.org/stories/single-use-plastics-101
https://www.nrdc.org/stories/single-use-plastics-101
https://climateintegrity.org/uploads/media/Fraud-of-Plastic-Recycling-2024.pdf
https://climateintegrity.org/uploads/media/Fraud-of-Plastic-Recycling-2024.pdf
https://www.fashiondive.com/news/fashion-brands-synthetic-fiber-use-report/727244/
https://www.fashiondive.com/news/fashion-brands-synthetic-fiber-use-report/727244/
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/chemical-recycling-greenwashing-incineration-ib.pdf
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/chemical-recycling-greenwashing-incineration-ib.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/environment-plastic-oil-recycling/
https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/environment-plastic-oil-recycling/
https://www.beyondplastics.org/fact-sheets/bad-news-about-bioplastics
https://www.beyondplastics.org/fact-sheets/bad-news-about-bioplastics
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10032476/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10032476/

