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Get Ready for the Gas Rush
Sue Smith-Heavenrich

This is the fi rst of a series of articles that will discuss the agricultural and environmental impacts of gas drilling. 

We may not have gold in “them 
thar hills,” but we do have natural gas. 
The fi rst gas well in the state of New 
York was dug by hand, with a shov-
el, in 1821 in Fredonia. Since then, 
many farmers in the Appalachian re-
gion have had shallow wells drilled on 
their property to extract gas from un-
derlying formations.

Within the past fi ve years, energy 
companies have been drilling deep 
wells into the Trenton-Black River 
formation, nearly 10,000 feet down. 
Closer to the surface—about a mile 
down—are the Utica and Marcellus 
shales, black carbonaceous rock rich 
in hydrocarbons.

It is those black shales that have 
caught the interest of energy com-
panies. Last January Terry Engelder, 
professor of geosciences at Penn State, 
and Gary Lash, professor of geosci-
ences at SUNY Fredonia, touched off 
a “gas rush” when they published their 
estimates of large reserves of natural 
gas trapped in the Marcellus shale. A 
couple of months ago, these experts re-
vised their estimates upwards to 363 
trillion cubic feet of gas. That’s sev-
en times their original calculation: 
enough to meet the entire nation’s gas 
needs for 14 years.

The Marcellus shale formation may 
be the largest in the U.S., extending 
from the southern tier of New York to 
West Virginia. In New York the Mar-
cellus shale lies beneath fi elds, for-
ests, and towns in 27 of the state’s 62 
counties. During the summer of 2008, 
energy companies courted many land-
owners in these counties, offering hun-
dreds—then thousands—of dollars 
per acre for the right to drill.

The gas rush slowed when Gover-
nor David Paterson directed the state 
Department of Environmental Conser-
vation (DEC) to study potential envi-
ronmental impacts of drilling in the 
Marcellus—but expect companies to 
fl ood back into the area once the DEC 

fi nishes its study this summer. Espe-
cially since last month, Gary Lash sig-
nifi cantly revised his estimate of gas 
reserves yet again. Based on work 
done with Dallas-based Chief Oil & 
Gas LLC, Lash now believes the Mar-
cellus may hold 1,300 trillion cubic 
feet of natural gas. In November 2008 
one energy company, Chesapeake En-
ergy Corporation, told investors and 
analysts that each square mile in the 
Marcellus could contain 30 to 150 bil-
lion cubic feet of gas.

What does this mean for us? As 
upstate geologist Don Zaengle put it, 
“The economic promise from this re-
gion will place a lot of pressure on 
landowners to lease their land to en-
ergy companies.”

Natural gas is touted as the “green-
est” fuel around, but the process for 
drilling and extracting gas has a tre-
mendous impact on our environment, 
communities, and infrastructure. 
Drilling in the Marcellus will require 
enormous quantities of water, and 
many toxic chemicals will be inject-
ed into wells to aid in fracturing the 
rock. Drilling pads require 5 acres, 
and pipeline rights-of-way will cut 
through fi elds, pastures, and forests. 
Heavy trucks will make hundreds of 
trips to haul water to the wells and haul 
wastewater out, putting a tremendous 
strain on community infrastructure. 

Apart from the impact on individu-
al properties, drilling for gas will have 
an impact on the region’s farms, for-
ests, and water supply—indeed, on 
our entire food system. In upcoming 
articles, I will address different as-
pects of drilling, with attention to how 
it impacts organic agriculture.
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