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On Marcellus Shale Gas Drilling, State Forest Land Leasing and Severance Fee

The Mountain Laurel Chapter of Trout Unlimited (MLTU) recognizes the need for a clean burning domestic source of energy.  Natural gas can provide those attributes.  The Marcellus Shale gas field in Pennsylvania has the potential to provide this needed energy source well into the future and MLTU supports its exploitation.

However, MLTU recognizes that more important than clean energy is clean water, which is the other essential ingredient that is required to maintain our lives and economic standard of living.

MLTU believes that the current rush for the Marcellus Shale gas drilling has not been managed properly by our politically driven resource management agencies in Pennsylvania.  The industry and their lobbyists are ahead of the regulatory oversight.  Contaminated water spills, methane gas contamination, increases in Total Dissolved Solids (TDS) levels in the Monongahela River watershed and many other examples are we believe documentation that the industry as a whole is not operating in an environmentally friendly manner and the regulatory agencies do not have the capacity to prevent it.

In addition 60% of state forest land sits atop the Marcellus Shale field.  The state has allowed gas drilling on state forestland under sustainable forest management practices for decades.  The funds derived have also gone back to the Department of Conservation and Natural Resources (PA DCNR) to maintain the state forests, parks and other natural attributes they oversee.

However, MLTU does not support the wholesale leasing of state forestland for Marcellus Shale drilling.  In 2008 the state auctioned off 74,000 acres of state land for gas drilling.  Last year 32,000 acres more was leased.  This year the Governor’s proposal is to open up 80,000 acres more.  Worse yet they have also redirected the proceeds away from conservation to the state general fund.

The current proposal by the Governor to lease out 180 million dollars more of lease value of our state forestland for drilling in 2010 is strongly opposed by MLTU.  In the Laurel Highlands alone that opens up 48,765 acres to forest land that could be exploited for Marcellus Shale gas drilling and the political pressure is on to add if needed the 11,945 acres of designated wild and natural acres that have historically been off limits to any gas drilling.  These areas are home to  many of our most pristine headwater streams and ground water recharge areas.

In place of exploiting our publicly owned state forests in the name of big profits for industry and a panic solution of the state budget crisis there is another alternative.   

Over 90% of the Marcellus Shale gas leases are and will occur on private land.  MLTU strongly supports the establishment of a severance fee on gas production similar to what is in place in every other gas producing state.

The extraction of gas, even if it is done 100% in a regulatory sound manner, will still impose heavy costs on our community's resources.  The severance fee is a fair method of the industry paying for the consequences of their activities that impact the public.  If such a fee is not levied we will once again have another pollution legacy similar to abandoned mine drainage (AMD) where the price paid to clean up the mess was never paid by those who created it.  Even worse the public at a much higher price will be left with the clean up bill yet again at the expense of our economic well being.

This fee can raise an estimated 100 million dollars a year and could be worth as much as 630 million by 2014.  Currently the Governor is now proposing once again such a fee.  However, in the budget proposal the funds will all be directed toward the general state fund.  MLTU supports the severance fee, but strongly demands that funds also go to the local municipalities where the impacts will be felt and to resource agencies such as the Conservation Districts, PA Fish and Boat Commission, PA Game Commission as well as the Environmental Stewardship Fund to fund restoration projects in the impacted regions.

MLTU believes to do anything other than outlined here will be to simply continue to dig or drill us deeper into the economic abyss that we are already in. We can have our energy and clean water too if we follow the science and reasonable accountability procedures rather than the money and the political pressure and resultant debacle it creates.

MLTU strongly recommends all citizens of the state to join them in this common sense and effective path of both resources use and resource conservation.    

