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Abstract 
Petroleum reservoir operations such as oil and gas production, hydraulic fracturing, and water 
injection induce considerable stress changes that at some point result in rock failure and emana-
tion of seismic energy. Such seismic energy could be large enough to be felt in the neighborhood of 
the oil fields, therefore many issues are recently raised regarding its environmental impact. In this 
research we analyze the magnitudes of microseismicity induced by stimulation of unconventional 
reservoirs at various basins in the United States and Canada that monitored the microseismicity 
induced by hydraulic fracturing operations. In addition, the relationship between microseismic 
magnitude and both depth and injection parameters is examined to delineate the possible frame-
work that controls the system. Generally, microseismicity of typical hydraulic fracturing and in-
jection operations is relatively similar in the majority of basins under investigation and the over-
all associating seismic energy is not strong enough to be the important factor to jeopardize near 
surface groundwater resources. Furthermore, these events are less energetic compared to the 
moderately active tectonic zones through the world and usually do not extend over a long period 
at considerably deep parts. However, the huge volume of the treatment fluids and improper casing 
cementing operation seem to be primary sources for contaminating near surface water resources. 
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1. Introduction 
Due to the increasing demands on the traditional oil and gas resources, hydraulic fracturing became an important 
technology applied for enhancing production from hydrocarbon reservoirs, particularly the unconventional ones. 
Recently, the conjugated practices of horizontal wells with multi-stage hydraulic fracturing not only have in-
creased the well productivity dramatically, but also lead to enormous increase in hydraulic fracturing. This in-
crease approaches the size of massive fracture treatments carried out in the 1970 [1]. Microseismic monitoring is 
a new technology that typically targets the impulsive, energetic acoustic emissions to map fracture growth dur-
ing hydraulic fracking stimulations. Other applications utilize these emanations to monitor the slow creeping 
processes within the reservoir over long period due to production operations [2]. The acoustic emissions repre-
sent the released energy during formation deformation which corresponds to small (Mw < −1.5) to medium 
magnitude micro-earthquakes (although high magnitudes of Mw > 0 are also reported), known as microseisms. 
The resulting deformation is induced by stress redistribution within the reservoir based on stress-strain interac-
tion and may activate slippage across pre-existing structures or initiate new fractures within the stimulated res-
ervoir volume. The analysis of the recorded microseismic data is typically useful in locating the induced fracture 
system [3], monitoring the geomechanical deformation [4], mapping fracture growth [5], and calculating the 
stimulated reservoir volume [6] by the stimulation operations. 

To successfully monitor a hydraulic fracture treatment, the location of the monitoring array, determination of 
an adequate velocity structure, and management of noise are important issues to be considered [1]. Microseismic 
imaging usually employs a temporary string of eight to twelve triaxial geophones in a monitoring well located 
close to the treatment well to observe the creation the of induced fracture systems within its environ (Figure 1).  

To capture good quality spectral responses with minimal signal interference in a microseismic record, the 
downhole geophones should possess sufficient sensor response, minimal tool resonances, and suitable frequency 
response. In addition, the acquisition system should enable sampling rate between 0.5 and 0.25 msec that corre-
sponds to Nyquist frequency 1000 and 2000 Hz respectively. Seismic attenuation is usually encountered at high 
frequency signals from far events compared to the low frequency and near ones that are usually mitigated during 
signal processing. In most cases, microseismic monitoring utilizes downhole sensors, while near surface sensors 
are in some cases deployed. Being close to the source in borehole microseismic, the depth of the microseismic 
event is usually accurately determined, but surface arrays proved to be more efficient in determining the spatial 
location of hypocenter. Dynamic microseismic images are obtained as a live streaming to the fracture propaga-
tion using the time history of the microseismic activity [7]. Later, additional seismic source attributes, such as 
strength or magnitude, are calculated and the complete record is processed to elucidate information about the 
travel path, e.g. anisotropy and velocity tomograms [8]. 

It is well-documented that long-term injection of fluids into deep formations induces earthquakes [9] [10]. 
This is particularly true in regions susceptible to tectonic activities such as waste chemicals injection in the 
Rocky Mountains [11], water injection in geothermal plants [10] [12], water flooding operation for hydrocarbon 
production optimization [13], and water disposal in mining industry [14]. Recently a considerable attention and 

 

                
(a)                                                (b) 

Figure 1. Typical microseismic array deployed in vertical well (a) and horizontal well (b).      
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arguments have been raised concerning the seismicity associating hydraulic fracturing operation [11], particu-
larly, their role in contaminating the shallow aquifer systems that could be the main water supply for domestic 
use. Since such operations are not risk-free, several incidents of probable water resources contamination have 
been reported due to hydrocarbon production stimulation by hydraulic fracking [15] [16].  

Drinking water could be contaminated during hydraulic fracking operations through hidden pathways con-
necting the producing horizon with shallow aquifer, casing-cement failure, and flowback water used during the 
treatment. Reference [17] evaluated the potential impacts associating gas-well drilling and fracturing in Marcel-
lus Shale on shallow groundwater systems in northeast Pennsylvania and upstate New York using groundwater 
analysis. The dissolved-methane concentrations and carbon and hydrogen isotope ratio documented the exis-
tence of thermogenic methane in numerous wells with high concentrations (a potential for explosion hazard) 
close to active natural-gas wells [18]. However, no signs of brine mixture from deeper formations or traces frack 
treatment fluids were detected. Such observations could be supportive for gas contamination from a near surface 
origin such as wellbore cement failure, but the deeper origin cannot be entirely excluded due to the extremely 
low density of methane that enables swift gas to flow across probable hidden pathways, compared to brine and 
frack treatment fluids. In this paper a detailed discussion on microseismicity associating hydraulic fracking is 
introduced to assess the potential of hydraulic fracturing to induce minute earthquakes that may jeopardize the 
surface and near surface environment using microseismic records of different fields, mostly from North America. 
The results of this research may help recognize the potential/role of hydraulic fracturing of tight petroleum res-
ervoirs in contaminating the potable groundwater aquifers.  

2. Methods 
Faults are physically static if the in-situ stresses are creating enough frictional forces along fault planes. Fluid 
injection results in shear stresses within the rock by increasing the pore pressure and therefore weakening the 
rock fabrics. When the shear stress increases enough to overcome the in-situ stresses, the rock initiates a fracture 
followed by a slip or directly starts slip on a pre-existing fault plain, resulting in an earthquake.  

Reference [19], approximated the maximum static friction (Fmax static) by: 

max static static normalF Fµ= ×                                  (1) 

where:  
µstatic is the static friction coefficient; Fnormal is the normal force. 
Since microseismic records represent a graphical demonstration to stress decay, fracture geometry and growth 

behavior can be identified using standard earthquake seismology principles [13] [20]. To evaluate the seismicity 
associating hydraulic fracturing operation, it is essential to calculate the magnitude for each recorded event and 
compare the calculated values with injection parameters. Seismic moment can be calculated using source pa-
rameters with several techniques, the simplest of them was introduced by reference [21]. He utilized Fourier 
transform of S-wave displacement to estimate the event moment and radius. In this research, moment and other 
source parameters data are calculated using Brune’s method.  

Reference [21] calculated the Moment (Mо) and the source radius (rо) by 
34Mo Vs R

Fc
ρ οΠ Ω

=                                   (2) 

where:  
ρ is the density, Vs is the shear velocity, R is the distance from the receivers to the event, Ωo is the low-fre- 

quency amplitude of the displacement spectrum, and Fc is a radiation pattern factor. Since the hydraulic fractur-
ing occurs within a small intervals of the producing horizon, the source-receiver distance {R} and radiation pat-
tern factor {Fc} are most likely the influential parameters in Equation (2) to determine the Mo value. 

To determine Ωo value for each event, the amplitude spectrum is plotted versus frequency of the microseism 
after correcting for attenuation. Then the corner frequency is graphically identified by the intersection of the 
power-law decay at high frequency with the line that approximately represents the low frequency amplitude 
(Figure 2). The intersection of those two lines indicates the likely corner frequency, which is approximately 350 
Hz in the example shown in Figure 2, and the low-frequency amplitude of a little less than 2E−10 m-sec.  
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Figure 2. Graphical determination of the corner frequency using amplitude spec-
trum and frequency after correction for attenuation.                             

 
Reference [21] approximated the source radius (ro) as 

ro
2
KcVs

fc
=

Π
                                    (3) 

where: 
Kc is a constant, and fc is the corner frequency. The value of the constant Kc has been used to equal (~2.2) by 

Reference [21] that provides, a conservative value of the size of the slippage plane.  
The seismic energy (E) released during the slippage along the fault plane is approximated by Reference [22] 

as a function of seismic moment by: 
Mo 20,000E ≈                                  (4) 

Analogous to Richter scale of earthquakes, the moment magnitude (Mw) is a more convenient value to repre-
sent seismic moment and/or seismic energy that is obtained by: 

( )( ) ( )2 2Mw log Mo 16.1 log 11.8
3 3

E= − = −                      (5) 

where Mo and E in this equation are expressed in dyne-cm. 
The slip displacement and area can be determined as a function of the seismic moment by: 

Mo dAµ=                                            (6) 

where:  
μ is the shear modulus of the rock (typically 2.2 × 106 psi for shale), d is the slip distance, and A is the slip-

page area. 
In the present work the calculated moment magnitude from different unconventional reservoirs is subjected to 

statistical analysis and plotted against various parameters related to the reservoir (e.g. depth) and treatment pa-
rameter (e.g. injection rate and volume). This helps understanding the capability of hydraulic fracturing opera-
tion to disturb the surface and subsurface environment at the vicinity of stimulated wells. 

3. Results and Discussion  
3.1. Microseismicity and Treatment Parameters 
Thousands of fracturing stimulations have been monitored using a microseismic technique, in which broad 
variation in the magnitudes of the recorded seismicity is documented. Based on the estimated microseismic 
magnitudes calculated by Brune’s method [21] described earlier (Equations (2) to (7)), a plot of these values 
versus depth was constructed for Barnett Shale reservoir (Figure 3, data from Reference [1]). Although the data 
points are relatively scattered in this plot, there is a trend of increasing the number of high-magnitude events, 
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shown as dense clusters, with increasing the depth (Figure 3). This reflects the increase of stress in the reservoir 
rock due to compaction with depth which produces higher strain response in the form of higher microseisms. 
Another important trend is the linearity of events in either cross-sectional or planar views that could be respec-
tively attributed to numerous small displacements along bedding plains or fault plains. Generally, the majority of 
microseismic events showed magnitudes less than −0.8 for the shallow zones (less than 2000 m). These values 
slightly increase to −0.4 with increasing the depth of the target zone (Figure 3 and Figure 4). In few cases mi-
croseisms may record Mw values close to 0.5 especially in highly fractured formations such as Barnett Shale 
(Figure 3) with increasing the depth of the stimulated target. In addition to compaction effect, the variation in 
magnitudes is influenced by the prevailing geologic structures and/or density of natural fractures that generally 
controls stress distribution in the stimulated area. Other factors that may influence the variation in magnitude in-
clude the treatment parameters such as injection rate, fluid properties, target depth and thickness, completion 
characteristics, and well design [23].  

The plot of number of events versus magnitude for seismic data typically follows a power law distribution 
described by the Gutenberg-Richter relationship, (logN = a − bM). However this plot for both Barnett Shale and 
Cotton Valley reservoirs data set (Figure 4 and Figure 5) had normal distribution patterns for different moni-
tored depth intervals. This could be attributed to inadequate capacity of the recording system to detect smaller 
magnitudes, Mw < −1.4, at large distance from the monitoring well due to higher signal to noise ratio. In addi- 

 

 
Figure 3. microseismic magnitudes calculated by Brune’s 
method plotted versus depth in Barnett shale gas reservoir, 
Data from Reference [1].                                          

 

 
Figure 4. 994 microseismic events recorded by two monitoring 
well at depth between 2756 and 2838m in Cotton valley sand-
stone gas field, East Texas. Data from Reference [24].          
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Figure 5. Plot of the number of events versus magnitudes re-
corded in depth intervals 1170 - 1975 m 1975 - 2200 m and 
2200 - 2750 m showed in upper, middle, and lower respec-
tively for the data shown in Figure 3 of Barnett Shale (Data 
from Reference [1]).                                            

 
tion, the high number of events cluster towards the right-hand side (high Mw values, Figure 5 upper part) but 
the high numbers of recorded events are slightly shifted to the left-hand side of the plot in deeper stimulated in-
tervals (low Mw values, Figure 5 lower part). This shift indicates different magnitudes of completeness (Mc) 
with deeper monitoring experiments achieving better Mc. Considering a high magnitude event to represent the 
foot print of initiation of a main fracture or at least activation of some pre-existing ones, the high numbers of 
strong microseismic events in shallow zones compared to smaller magnitudes reflect the initiation of a major 
fracture. However, the main fractures in deeper parts propagate for larger distance into the formation since the 
event magnitudes of the shallow zone are relatively lower than the deep zone and low magnitude (Mw < −1.4) 
events are distinctly recorded in deeper stimulated intervals (Figure 5). 

The injection rate and volume are expected to be influential factors to microseismicity, but could be the most 
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argumentative issues of hydraulic fracking stimulations especially, handling and treatment of the flowback water. 
To distinguish the relationship between seismicity and both injection rate and injection volume associating hy-
draulic fracturing stimulations, comprehensive data sets from Barnet shale [1] have been digitized for statistical 
analysis and interpretation. Figure 6 shows two plots of these data; the first set shows injection rate (m3/minute) 
versus the recorded moment magnitude and the second displays average magnitude versus the number of the 
recorded events at the corresponding rate. Although there is a notable increase in the number of recorded events 
and the average recorded magnitude with increasing the injection rate at the early stages of the treatment (up to 8 
m3/minute), such a trend is totally inversed with dramatic changes in rate for the number of events compared to 
the average recorded magnitude (Figure 6).  

The relatively large average magnitudes, reported at injection rate above 10 m3/minute, are attributed to the 
small number of low magnitude events and the abundant moderate magnitude values. The maximum number of 
events was recorded at injection rate of 6.0 m3/minute, while the higher average value came slightly later at ap-
proximately 8 m3/minute. These observations are common in highly fractured tight formations such as those ex-
isting in East Texas, where very small displacements causing small magnitudes are numerous near the treatment 
well vicinity and remarkably decrease as moving away [25]. Such events are replaced by moderate magnitudes 
of much lower numbers which are usually arranged parallel to the general structural trends. This may indicate 
the development of larger stimulated reservoir volume near the treatment well replaced by convey channels 
away. Furthermore, the relatively larger microseismic magnitudes (Mw > 0) are obviously restricted to the same 
interval of injection rate which seem critical to this geologic media to create fracture systems. These systems act 
as effective conduits enough to mitigate the influence of additional increase in injection rate [26]. This may ex-
plain the large increase in production rates associating minor seismicity at the first few weeks after treatment 
(draining the stimulated reservoir volume near the well bore) followed by oscillating pattern that finally collapse 
to the normal low production rates as clearly shown in Figure 7.  

Alternatively, the plot of injection volume versus both number of events and average magnitude values (Fig- 
ure 8) recorded in two shale reservoirs, Marcellus and Barnett, showed marked increase in seismicity during the 
first 1600 - 2300 m3 of injected fluids. Through this range, the maximum number of events is recorded after in-
jecting ~1300 m3 of the treatment fluids. Comparing the two plots of Figure 8, the increasing number of events 
indicates a clear response to the stimulation process at the early stage in which significant displacements along 
pre-existing fractures and initiation of new fracture systems are expected. After that, the number of events is 
continually decreasing as a result of the contemporaneous improvement of the local permeability by the fracking 
process. Such response enhances the local permeability that requires additional volume of treatment fluids and 
adjustment to injection rate to be able to start new significant seismicity. Despite the clear response of injection 
volume to seismicity, the average recorded magnitudes were less obvious particularly for Marcellus Shale that 
shows minute changes through the record (Figure 8). The high average values reported at the later stages is at-
tributed to the significant high proportion of medium-value events compared to the low-value events. It is com-
mon for most basins to show similar pattern to that described in Figure 8 with various rates of changes. These 
results disagree with the conclusion of [1], who reported the lack of evidence for either rate or volume effects on 
the size of the microseisms. 
 

 
Figure 6. Plot of injection rate (m3/minute) versus Moment 
magnitude recorded during Barnett shale gas stimulation from 
different fields in East Texas (Data from Reference [1]).        
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Figure 7. Comparison between production versus time plot and number of events versus time plot for a well in Clinton 
County, Kentucky. Data from Reference [27].                                                                   

 

 
Figure 8. Plot of the injected volume of the treatment fluids (m3) versus both number of events and average magnitude re-
corded during hydraulic fracturing stimulation in Marcellus (upper) and Barnett (lower) shale. Data from Reference [1].    

 
It is a common practice in hydraulic fracturing operations to begin with a minifrac test and adjust the injection 

parameters to fit the reservoir condition. Microseismicity usually starts shortly (an hour or so) after the com-
mence of the main treatment (Figure 9). However aseismic events, too small magnitudes to be recorded by 
downhole tools, most likely exist. On comparing the number of microseismic events to the contemporaneous 
well head pressure (Figure 9), it is obvious that higher microseismicity is encountered after pressure buildup 
(between hour 10 and 11), which could have started a little earlier. But as a general pattern, pressure build up 
with numerous microseismicity is only observed at the early and middle stages of the main treatment (Figure 9). 
In addition, microseismicity are recorded for few hours after the cease of injection while only few events are 
encountered during the following weeks of the treatment. In a six months monitoring program by Reference [27] 
to evaluate the seismicity associating oil production from a tight carbonate reservoir (2% porosity), post a suc-
cessful hydraulic fracturing job, a total 3200 events of average Mw = −1.2 were recorded during the production 
of a total of 1250 m3 of oil (Figure 7). The recorded microseismicity during this monitoring program was prac-
tically restricted to the stimulated reservoir horizon which indicates a direct relation to recovered-oil production.  
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Figure 9. Plot of number of events and Pressure (psi) versus 
time (hours)since injection started in well CPU2-2, Giddings, 
Texas. Data from Reference [27].                           

 
A typical seismicity pattern following hydraulic fracturing (Figure 7) shows insignificant microseismic activity 
in the first 3 months of putting the well on production with a remarkable increase in production rate that usually 
fluctuates within 30 to 50 % of the total increase in well productivity. By the end of the high production records 
(90 days period, Figure 7), an unusual increase in seismicity was recorded reflecting abnormal changes taking 
place within the reservoir followed by continuous decrease in oil production (Figure 7). The recorded seismicity 
associating diminished well production represents a massive fracture closure or possible fault activation. This 
may be due to fluid withdrawal from the stimulated reservoir volume that was supporting the overburden pres-
sure and eventually reached failure along the weak zones. There is few recorded seismicity followed these sig-
nificant modification within the reservoir architecture that extend between days 107 and 170 (Figure 7). This 
period corresponds to a transition stage towards the stable reservoir condition in which well productivity is dra-
matically reduced. This pattern represents a typical tight reservoir behavior following hydraulic fracturing 
stimulations. Such observations indicate a direct relation between the induced seismicity and the efficiency of 
hydraulic fracking stimulation operations. 

The reservoir stimulation efficiency as well as the resulting seismicity varies dramatically among reservoirs 
and within the same reservoir. However, post-frack high productivity correlates generally with seismicity over 
wide zones within the producing horizon. Figure 10 shows the cumulative production of two wells that was 
stimulated by hydraulic fracturing within the same reservoir. In this case the high productivity well showed 
seismicity over an area 4 - 5 times the stimulated area of the second well. This change in the stimulated reservoir 
volume is attributed to the reservoir rock competency and durability. Competent rocks favor the development of 
a single fracture over long distance but durable rocks (highly fractured), prefer fracture propagation over large 
area rather than long distance [23] [27]. The energy infused into the formation could be dispensed either as nu-
merous micro-fractures or displacement along a fault plane with distinct microseismic record describing each 
case. Typically, microseismic activity and strength diminishes at the end of the injection treatment and the seis-
mic moment curve stabilizes at approximately minimal values. However, in experiments incorporating fault ac-
tivation, seismic deformation begins to diminish after the end of injection followed by sharp increase in seismic-
ity that may extend for several tens of minutes before it completely stabilizes. Reference [20] characterized fault 
activation during hydraulic fracturing of a gas well penetrating a thrust fault. Two different deformation mecha-
nisms: during (fracturing) and after (fault activation) injection were distinctly recognized with two different 
Frequency-magnitude characteristics. In addition, the P/S amplitude ratio for post injection seismicity are rela-
tively high compared to those recorded during the pumping, suggesting deformation at different orientation that 
probably include activation of a nearby fault [20]. 

3.2. Environmental Repercussions of Hydraulic Fracking 
To be felt on land surface, the earthquake’s magnitude should be roughly +3 with approximate energy 2.033 × 
109 N-m [1]. This magnitude is too large compared to the magnitude microseism with Mw = −2 and energy 68  
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Figure 10. Cumulative production Pre- and Post-stimulation of 
two oil wells in Giddings field, Texas. Data from Reference 
[27].                                                    

 
N-m. In addition, the detailed discussion of the relation of microseismicity to the depth (Figure 3), magnitude 
(Figure 4 and Figure 5), injection rate and volume (Figure 6 and Figure 8), and well production (Figure 7 and 
Figure 10) indicated a conservative framework and limited magnitude of energy. This indicates that the micro-
seismicity associating hydraulic fracking are only located within and/or close to producing horizons that are 
separated by thousands of rock masses from shallow aquifers. Even microseismicity associating fault activation, 
within the proximity of a treatment well, may hit nearby deep aquifer [8]. This seems hard to jeopardize near 
surface groundwater resources unless such faults are naturally good conduits (in such cases fracking only in-
creases contamination that is originally existed). Accordingly, all recorded events do not directly jeopardize the 
surface environment or the ecology as they cannot be detected except by highly sensitive instruments. Further-
more, hydraulic fracking operation is not expected to induce destructive earthquakes. The USGS inventory of 
earthquake data since 1900 did not show significant changes compared to the pre-existing data. Therefore, the 
mechanical hydraulic fracking seems unsuspicious for contaminating the drinking water resources. However, 
there are substantial hazards entailing the huge volume of treatment fluids that return to the surface charged with 
chemicals, radioactive materials, and salts. Such fluids are easy to reach nearby rivers and shallow aquifers [28]. 
In addition, the other possible pathway for gas transport to surface aquifer may take place through the vertical 
wellbore with poor cement job especially the surface part and/or across the abandoned old well with post frack-
ing cross communication with the producing wells. This indicates the importance and the rising need for better 
management of shale-gas extraction through integration of the available data, particularly microseismic tech-
nology, to improve the industry practices in drilling and hydraulic fracking.  

4. Conclusion 
The seismicity recorded during hydraulic fracking operations is strongly dependent on the reservoir geology and 
the parameters of hydraulic treatment. The present study showed that the maximum number of recorded events 
was recorded at injection rate of 6.0 m3/minute, while the higher average value came slightly later at approxi-
mately 8 m3/minute and a marked increase in seismicity is recorded during the first 1600 - 2300 m3 of injected 
fluids. In addition, the average microseism magnitude (Mw = −2) and energy (68 N-m) presented in this study 
may indicate limited role of hydraulic fracking stimulations in initiating any destructive earthquakes. This indi-
cates that mechanical processes of hydraulic fracking operations do not directly jeopardize the surface environ-
ment or the ecology, but subsurface hazards cannot be totally excluded. The huge volume of treatment fluids that 
return to the surface charged with chemicals and improper well completion, particularly wellbore cement, rep-
resent the important hazardous source. The results of the present study helps understand the behavior of hydro-
carbon reservoirs to hydraulic fracking and production operations that may enable a better reservoir manage-
ment and improve the industry practices in drilling and hydraulic fracking. 
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