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Corbett signs shale well impact fee into law

Tuesday, February 14, 2012

Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

The Marcellus Shale impact fee and regulatory measure that passed the General Assembly last week is now law, after Republican Gov. Tom Corbett signed it on Monday evening.

He described the measure, which will charge drillers a per-well fee, update state environmental regulations and subject local zoning ordinances to state-crafted standards, a historic overhaul of state law.

"Thanks to this legislation, this natural resource will safely and fairly fuel our generating plants and heat our homes while creating jobs and powering our state's economic engine for generations to come," Mr. Corbett said in a statement.

Most of the measure goes into effect in 60 days. However, the portion requiring each county within the drilling region to decide whether to impose the impact fee is effective immediately.

Those counties have 60 days to adopt an ordinance imposing the fee on shale wells. If commissioners decide against doing so, they could be overruled if half of the municipalities or towns representing half of the county's population approve their own resolutions in favor of a fee.

Revenues from that fee will be divided between local governments and a variety of state-based environmental, infrastructure and economic-development programs.

First published on February 14, 2012 at 12:00 am

Obama's policies on environment go on the back burner

Economic, political effects being weighed

Tuesday, February 14, 2012

By Juliet Eilperin, The Washington Post

WASHINGTON -- After pushing through some of the most sweeping and contentious environmental measures in years, the Obama administration has slowed action on several policies as it calculates what it should undertake before the end of the term.

Rules aimed at curbing emissions from cars and light trucks are on hold because the White House has yet to give the Office of Management and Budget the go-ahead to review them. And a proposal to regulate soot, ready last fall, will not be issued before June.

Several of the regulations hanging in the balance have broad support among not just environmentalists, but also key industries as well as hunters and anglers. But they could impose new costs on consumers and certain sectors of the economy, which has sparked opposition and complicated the administration's political calculus.

"Behind the scenes, [the Environmental Protection Agency] is pressing to get rules out before the administration pulls up the drawbridge and goes into campaign mode," said Joe Stanko, who heads government relations at the law firm Hunton & Williams. "It will be a battle to see how far down EPA's shopping list they get."

White House spokesman Clark Stevens wrote in an email that the administration would seek to balance economic and environmental considerations when deciding what regulations to issue in the coming year.

"The administration has a strong record of implementing smart, sensible steps that protect consumers, public health and the environment, informed by feedback from the public and industry and guided by the president's goal of supporting economic growth while protecting the air we breathe and the water we drink," Mr. Stevens wrote. "This includes historic fuel economy standards that will dramatically reduce oil consumption, slash vehicle emissions, all while saving American families thousands of dollars at the pump, as well as the first national standard for mercury emissions."

The fight over whether to propose a new federal fuel and vehicle program -- known as "Tier 3," because it's the third iteration of rules aimed at curbing emissions from cars and light trucks -- epitomizes the dilemma the administration faces. In late December, the EPA completed the package of proposed rules, which would slash the amount of sulfur in U.S. gasoline by two-thirds while imposing fleetwide pollution limits on new vehicles.

But because the rules must undergo an Office of Management and Budget review before being issued, and the White House has yet to grant the agency clearance to send the package over, it remains in regulatory limbo.

A broad group of auto companies, environmentalists, equipment manufacturers and state regulators supports it because it would curb air pollution and help cars run more efficiently at a modest cost. The National Association of Clean Air Agencies commissioned a study which estimated that the cleanup would cost less than a penny a gallon.

Automakers say the rule, which would lower the sulfur content of gas from 30 to 10 parts per million, will give them greater regulatory certainty by bringing federal standards in line with those of California.

But the American Petroleum Institute said it could force as many as seven U.S. refineries to close and boost gas prices 25 cents a gallon -- a point that presidential candidate Newt Gingrich, the former House speaker from Georgia, made during an appearance on NBC's "Meet the Press" a week ago.

Mr. Obama, Mr. Gingrich said, "has an Environmental Protection Agency proposal that would raise the price of gasoline by 25 cents a gallon. There are very few Americans who want to see the price of gasoline raised by government [by] 25 cents a gallon."

EPA spokeswoman Betsaida Alcantara wrote in an email that the agency had received considerable feedback on several unfinished regulations, whether it was new vehicle and fuel standards or a proposal to classify the waste from coal combustion, known as coal ash, as a hazardous pollutant. The EPA, she wrote "is engaged in a deliberative and extensive process, reviewing hundreds of thousands of comments and engaging all stakeholders to ensure that any standards are both effective and scientifically and legally sound."

Paul Schmidt, chief conservation officer for Ducks Unlimited, was one of several conservation leaders who pressed senior administration officials at a White House meeting Jan. 30 to finalize guidance that would impose stricter pollution controls on millions of acres of wetlands and tens of thousands of miles of streams.

"They were sensitive to and supportive of our request, but they were non-committal," Mr. Schmidt said. "EPA has just been a political target. It's almost that they're weary of these attacks, and they don't want to issue a regulation that causes another headline."

First published on February 14, 2012 at 12:00 am

Charleston Gazette Tuesday 14 February 2012:
Hoppy Kercheval continues pro-coal ‘puffery’

February 13, 2012 by Ken Ward Jr. 

It’s really no wonder that so many West Virginia political leaders won’t confront the coming crisis in our state’s coalfields. That’s especially so if you just look at the media coverage these issues generally get from most of the state’s newspapers, television stations and radio outlets. There have been some noticeable improvements of late, but my buddy Hoppy Kercheval’s latest West Virginia MetroNews commentary shows how far our media have to go in doing their job of forcing powerful interests to confront what is — and perhaps isn’t — in the public interest.

Hoppy’s headline is “Environmental puffery,” and it focuses on the Sierra Club reaction to last week’s announcement of power plant closings by FirstEnergy. Hoppy writes:

The closings are a tough blow for those communities; jobs are lost and tax revenue from the utilities will dry up.
“This is going to take a pretty big chunk out of the operating budget of the town,” said Rivesville Mayor Jim Hershman, who worked at the power plant for 25 years.
The Sierra Club is positively euphoric. The environmental organization’s “Beyond Coal” campaign is geared toward shutting down all coal-fired power plants.
“The retirements represent a major improvement in the lives of local residents, who have been exposed to pollution from these plants for decades,” read a statement from the Sierra Club.
I suspect the Sierra Club might have trouble getting laid off workers or the leaders of a community that will have trouble paying the bills for street lights to join them in the victory dance.
Now, there’s no question that some people within the Sierra Club are pretty darned tone-deaf when it comes to how their campaigns are viewed in communities that still rely so heavily on the coal industry … for example, one of the group’s bloggers and magazine writers posted on Twitter after the First Energy announcement:

Boom boom boom, another one bites the dust…
But Hoppy’s commentary didn’t mention that the Sierra Club also hosted a meeting in Albright, one of the communities where FirstEnergy is closing a plant, to try to get the conversation going about how the closure might impact local residents and what alternatives might be once that closure happened. The effort was modeled after a successful collaboration in Washington state, where a coal plant closure was phased in and the company put together a $50 million fund to help ease the impacts and move toward cleaner energy. In West Virginia, Sierra Club officials tried to get FirstEnergy involved in such an effort in Preston County — but the company couldn’t be bothered to show up for a town meeting.

Hoppy also took the Morgantown City Council to task for approving a resolution in support of EPA Administrator Lisa P. Jackson’s efforts to reduce greenhouse gas pollution to deal with the climate crisis:

So Jackson, who has done more than any one individual in recent history to undermine fossil fuel production in this country, now has the town fathers in the middle of coal and gas country on her side. And the City of Morgantown is doing its best United Nations imitation.
And he wraps it all up by arguing that coal isn’t going away anytime soon, citing recent statements from new AEP CEO Nick Akins:

The inevitable energy transition that’s taking place in this country is going to be a long, drawn out affair. American Electric Power President and CEO Nick Atkins said earlier this week “We’ll still need coal” for the foreseeable future.  “If someone is trying to eliminate that, it’s just not going to happen.”
Maybe the adversaries of fossil fuels actually know that, which is why they are reduced to relishing their small victories and embellishing their meaningless symbolism.
As did other media who quotes Akins without reservation, Hoppy ignores that,  while coal overall is expected to remain a major part of the energy picture, production from Appalachian — especially Central Appalachia — is expected to decline significantly over the next 25 years. No honest forecast ignores this trend — but Hoppy, much of the media, and West Virginia political leaders insist on pretending this crisis isn’t waiting out there for us.

I tuned into my local MetroNews station this morning, to see if perhaps Hoppy was going to be talking about what state officials should be doing to plan for the coming coal collapse … but all I heard was a Friends of Coal ad.

This entry was posted on Monday, February 13, 2012 at 10:47 am 
President Obama’s budget and coal

February 13, 2012 by Ken Ward Jr. 

I’ve really been interested in cruising around on the great interactive map on The New York Times’ website, showing county-by-county numbers for federal aid’s role in local incomes around the country. It’s really fascinating, and shows a lot about an issue we’ve talked about before here on Coal Tattoo. Both Paul Krugman and  Jared Bernstein had interesting blog items about the map.

Today, as I slowly made my way through the Obama administration’s budget proposals for various government agencies looking for story ideas, I couldn’t help thinking about the broader contradictions in all of this stuff about government spending.

Some people love to pick on government spending, but what happens if their local road has a bunch of potholes or their heat doesn’t work at their kids’ school. More to the point with this blog — In tough times, maybe it seems easy to cut spending for agencies like the federal Mine Safety and Health Administration and the Office of Surface Mining Reclamation and Enforcement. But what happens — as we approach the 40th anniversary of Buffalo Creek — if, God forbid, a huge coal-slurry impoundment collapses in Southern West Virginia or Eastern Kentucky? Well, one thing that happens is that a bunch of national press that were last seen talking about too much government spending will parachute in to report about how federal regulators failed to make sure the dam was safe. An extreme example? Maybe. But who wants to be the one who explains to families that MSHA didn’t stop a coal-mine from blowing up because they were short a couple of inspectors?

Anyway, here are a few of the more interesting things I noticed in President Obama’s budget proposal for agencies that deal with the coal industry:

– At the Department of Labor, the federal Mine Safety and Health Administration would see a very slight cut in funding, to $372 million, under the president’s budget proposal. Total FTE staffing would be cut from 2,365 to 2,336. DOL public relations folks summarized it like this:

The Budget maintains funding within DOL and the Federal Mine Safety and Health Review Commission (FMSHRC) to continue efforts to address FMSHRC’s large case backlog. It also preserves funding to allow the Mine Safety and Health Administration (MSHA) to effectively enforce safety and health laws, while achieving efficiencies and reallocating resources from lower priority activities into coal and metal/ non-metal enforcement. The Administration continues to support legislation that would provide MSHA with stronger enforcement tools to ensure mine operators meet their responsibility to protect their workers.
MSHA is asking Congress for authority to do a rulemaking that would allow it to begin charging coal operators fees to cover the costs of rock-dusting sampling meant to check for compliance with the rougher rules aimed at preventing coal-dust explosions like the one that killed 29 miners in April 2010 at Massey Energy’s Upper Big Branch Mine. The agency explained:

MSHA proposes a new fee to be paid by mine operators for the processing of rock dust analyses. MSHA is proposing appropriations language to authorize a user charge to recover the cost of its revamped sample analysis program. The implementation of this authority will require rulemaking and the proceeds from the fees will not be available in the same year as authorization.
MSHA chief Joe Main, during a “webcast” about his agency’s budget, refused to provide any more details than that.

Also of particular interest is a proposal to cut funding for reviews of mine safety plans, MSHA’s equivalent of mining permits for things like roof control and ventilation. The agency said:

For the Coal Mine Safety and Health budget activity, the request includes an increase of $2,852,000 to fully fund enforcement personnel and provide for additional equipment needs through a one-time funding increase and an increase for equipment to be purchased on a regular replacement cycle. Within its plan approval activities function, this budget activity will decrease by 17 clerical FTE and $1,057,000.
A reduction for plan approvals in the amount of $1,057,000 and 17 FTE. The FTE reductions represent clerical positions supporting enforcement staff that evaluate and approve plans for new mining operations and existing mines. Plans address complex issues, such as unique geological conditions and ventilation issues, and assess the effectiveness of operator dust control and sampling programs. The time to complete plan approvals will increase. However, CMSH will still meet its performance goals.
Keep in mind, though, that problems with MSHA plan reviews have hardly been an area that doesn’t need improvement in quality, as opposed to speed.  For example, proper review of key safety plans was found by the U.S. GAO to be a significant problem after the deaths of 12 miners at the Jim Water Resources No. 5 Mine in Brookwood, Ala., in 2001. The DOL’s Inspector General faulted MSHA roof control plan reviews in the Crandall Canyon Disaster in 2007. And independent investigator Davitt McAteer noted plan reviews as a problem in his probe of Upper Big Branch.
- At the Department of Interior, President Obama is proposing to cut the budget for the federal Office of Surface Mining Reclamation and Enforcement from about $150 million to about $141 million, according to the OSMRE summary. 
Interior’s budget calls for continued review of the controversial proposal to merge OSMRE and the Bureau of Land Management, and the Obama administration is again seeking to reform the AML program, to stop simply sending money to states that have completed abandoned mine cleanups:

In 2013, OSM will distribute $537.2 million in permanent appropriations. This includes $306.6 million to States and Tribes in reclamation
grants and $230.6 million in payments to the United Mine Workers of America retiree health plans. The Administration proposes to focus reclamation grant funds on the highest priority AML sites. The budget proposes to end mandatory payments to States and Tribes that have finished restoring their abandoned coal mines, saving the taxpayer $137.0 million in 2013 and approximately $1.1 billion over the next ten years. These payments currently can be used for any purpose and therefore may not contribute to the goal of addressing abandoned mine hazards. This proposal will competitively allocate the remaining reclamation funding and provide funding for AML emergency situations and the administration of AML programs. Instead of using production-based formulas,  OSM will establish an advisory council to review and rank reclamation projects proposed by States, Tribes, and other parties and recommend the distribution of funds to the highest priority sites. This proposal will ensure the Nation’s most dangerous abandoned coal mines are addressed before the AML fee expires in 2021.
– Over at the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, officials were careful to say that none of their agency’s proposed budget ($8.344 billion, or $105 million below the 2012 financial year level) will go toward funding efforts to better coordinate permit reviews for mountaintop removal under the Enhanced Coordination Procedures, or ECP, that were thrown out by a federal judge last year.  But, the EPA’s more detailed budget outline makes it clear the agency’s work on mountaintop removal is far from over with:

Consistent with the Clean Water Act and existing regulations and memoranda, the EPA will continue in FY 2013 to collaborate with the Army Corps of Engineers, as appropriate, to review proposed discharges of dredged or fill material pursuant to Clean Water Act Section 404. It is through this regular interaction that both the EPA and the Army Corps of Engineers work together most effectively to share information, identify issues of concern, and reach environmentally responsible permit outcomes. This results in more timely reviews and allows projects which meet the requirements of the law and minimize avoidable delays to proceed. The EPA also continues to coordinate with other EPA and state programs, including the Section 402 permitting, Section 303 water quality standards, and Section 401 water quality certification programs, to assure more effective and coordinated review of new surface coal mining projects. The request reflects EPA’s continuous analysis of program priorities and needs in light of current program levels and supports the full range of wetlands protection activities. Full funding of the program will enable the Agency to assist the Corps of Engineers and permit applicants in reviewing proposed projects, identifying environmental concerns, minimizing impacts, and working together toward timely and defensible permit decisions that meet the  requirements of the law.
The EPA also will work to strengthen the scientific basis for Section 404 permit reviews, including efforts to work with companies, the Corps, and States to encourage mine designs that result in lower impacts to aquatic resources and water quality. The Agency also will work to develop and disseminate improved technical information regarding the environmental and public health effects of pollutants from mining-related discharges to waters of the U.S. Based on its review in 2010 of existing regulatory authorities and procedures, the EPA will improve interagency coordination and collaboration and strengthen watershed-scale and cumulative impact assessment of proposed surface coal mines. The agency also will work to promote rigorous analysis of these operations under the National Environmental Policy Act and Environmental Justice Executive Order 12898 in order to better reduce the harmful environmental consequences of proposed surface coal mining projects.
– Finally, the U.S. Department of Energy … I’ll beat a nickle that it doesn’t take long for some West Virginia politician/Friend of Coal (my money is on Sen. Joe Manchin) to get out a press release that criticizes the Obama administration for zeroing-out the budget for the federal Clean Coal Technology Program.   But remember that part of DOE’s budget was actually eliminated last year by Congress, according to the DOE’s budget highlights document. 
DOE’s budget documents also include this explanation:

The CCS Demonstrations Program enables and accelerates the deployment of advanced carbon capture and storage (CCS) technologies to ensure clean, reliable, and affordable electricity for the United States. The Clean Coal Power Initiative (CCPI) is a cost-shared partnership between the government and industry to develop and demonstrate advanced coal-based power generation technologies at the commercial scale. The 2013 budget request does not provide any demonstration funds, because these projects are already strongly supported through the 2009 American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA). ARRA provided $3.4 billion for CCS, of which $800 million supported CCPI demonstration projects.
The DOE budget explains:

The world will continue to rely on coal-fired and natural gas electrical generation to meet a growing energy demand for some time. It is, therefore, imperative that the United States develop technology to ensure that base-load electricity generation is as clean and reliable as possible. The Office of Fossil Energy requests $275.9 million for research and development of advanced fossil fuel power systems and carbon capture and storage technologies. Also, DOE will undertake a collaborative R&D initiative, with the Environmental Protection Agency and the Department of Interior’s US Geological Survey to understand and minimize the potential environmental, health, and safety impacts of shale gas development and production. Advances in these areas will allow for the continued use of our abundant domestic coal and natural gas resources in the U.S. while reducing greenhouse gas emissions.
Overall, Fossil Energy Research and Development at DOE is targeted for a 21 percent increase in funding, to $421 million. But, the coal part of that is proposed to get a 25 percent cut, to $276 million.

One thing to keep in mind there is that the really big thing for coal research and development is efforts to perfect and then deploy carbon capture and storage, or CCS, technology. Some politicians may complain about Obama’s funding at DOE in these areas — but those same politicians opposed the one thing that is really needed to get CCS up and running: A comprehensive piece of federal legislation that limits greenhouse gas emissions and makes CCS a necessity for coal-fired power plants.
This entry was posted on Monday, February 13, 2012 at 3:27 pm 
THE STATE JOURNAL:
EPA examining Marcellus drilling in southwestern Pa.

Posted: Feb 13, 2012 1:22 PM EST Updated: Feb 13, 2012 1:22 PM EST 
PITTSBURGH - 

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency is examining the impact of natural gas drilling in southwestern Pennsylvania.

EPA spokeswoman Bonnie Smith tells the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette that the agency began investigations in late September.

"The EPA is assessing the findings of our air, water and hazardous waste investigations in Washington County," said Smith, an EPA spokeswoman in Philadelphia. The agency will not disclose the names of the facility or facilities where testing has been done until the investigation is complete, which will take several more months.

Washington County, just south of Pittsburgh, is a hotbed of Marcellus Shale gas development. It has more wells and compressor stations — which pump natural gas through pipelines — than any other county in the region.

The hydraulic fracturing drilling technique involves the high-pressure injection of mixture of water, sand and chemicals deep underground to free the trapped gas. And emissions of air pollutants by compressor stations — including nitrogen oxides, sulfur dioxide, airborne particulates and carbon monoxide — have the potential to adversely affect air quality, the newspaper reports.

Federal investigations that assess air, water and land impacts are not common in Pennsylvania or other states that enforce their own environmental laws. But they are a long-standing part of the EPA "tool box," Smith said. The investigations can target single facilities, multiple facilities or environmental problems in a given area.

Katy Gresh, a Pennsylvania DEP spokeswoman, declined to comment on the EPA probe or say if the state is participating in it.

Range Resources, which owns the vast majority of the wells in Washington County, and MarkWest Energy Partners, which owns most of the compressor stations, did not immediately respond to requests for comment.

Utility companies try to weigh which works better for power plants: Installing scrubbers or going with natural gas?

Posted: Feb 13, 2012 12:47 PM EST Updated: Feb 13, 2012 1:05 PM EST 
By Jim Ross 

In its decision-making process to meet newer, stricter air pollution requirements of the EPA, American Electric Power at first announced it would shut down one coal-burning unit of its Big Sandy Power Plant in Kentucky about 20 miles from Huntington and replace the other coal-burning unit with a gas-burning one.

But on Dec. 5, 2011,  AEP issued a statement saying it would instead apply to the Kentucky Public Service Commission for permission to keep the coal units and install scrubbers instead.

In an interview last week, AEP CEO Nick Akins explained to The State Journal why AEP chose coal and scrubbers over gas at Big Sandy.

Akins said the cumulative impact of the number of new EPA regulations — mercury and ash disposal among others, has AEP re-evaluating the size of coal-burning units it can afford to upgrade with scrubbers. Before, the threshold had been 500 megawatts. It could soon increase to 800 megawatts, which is the size of the larger of the two units at Big Sandy, he said.

"We had to make a decision, and we needed the commission there to help us make a decision: Do you want to continue with coal and the socioeconomic benefits of coal, or move forward with a natural gas-fired unit?" Akins said.

"We still showed economics that showed the scrubber was better from an economic perspective. So we had discussions with the state about what those options are. I think you're going to have more of those kinds of discussions occur with state jurisdictions, particularly as it relates to the economics of coal. You have to look down the long term versus looking at the short-term supply of natural gas, which may change over time. And I think that's critical. We offered to two, and then the proposal actually was for the scrubber."

Kentucky PSC spokesman Andy Melnykovych said AEP has filed for a rate increase to recover the cost of construction and return on equity for the scrubber. The increase would be about 30 percent for residential customers, he said.

The application is in the discovery phase, and the Kentucky PSC has scheduled a hearing for April, Melnykovych said. Three parties have been granted permission to intervene in the case: the attorney general's office, which by law represents consumers; Kentucky Industrial Utility Customers Inc.; and the Sierra Club.

The owner of a gas-fired peaking plant near the Big Sandy plant also has asked to be allowed to intervene, Melnykovych said.

Oilfield Company Uses Former Car Dealership
February 14, 2012

By JENNIFER COMPSTON-STROUGH City Editor , The Intelligencer / Wheeling News-Register 
BARNESVILLE - There's a new "Force" to be reckoned with in the local gas and oil industry - Force Inc. to be precise.

Belmont County officials welcomed Bryan Force and his company to the former Bob's of Barnesville auto dealership site Monday afternoon, announcing that the oilfield services firm plans to bring its operations and employment opportunities to the local area.

Port Authority Director Larry Merry said he expects this to be the first of many announcements related to the natural gas and oil industry in the county.

Force spoke to dozens of people who gathered inside the old dealership building, giving a brief history of his firm and looking toward its future in East Ohio. The 30-year-old entrepreneur started the company with a single water truck in 2000; today he and his brother, 27-year-old Vice President Chris Force, oversee a fleet of 54 trucks and more than 130 employees. Force Inc.'s operations are based in Indiana County, Pa., but Bryan Force said he expects them to expand rapidly on the industry's "western front" in Ohio.

"Our core management team is a really young, motivated group of guys," he pointed out.

Bryan Force hopes the company will be up and running at the Barnesville site by April 1. It will begin by hiring 25-30 people with Class A and B commercial driver's licenses and tanker endorsements. These truck drivers will work to transport water to and from drilling sites for hydraulic fracturing, or fracking. Force noted one of his company's "top three customers" has an injection well in the Barnesville area that will begin accepting wastewater in March or April. Consol Energy drilled a disposal well north of Barnesville off Ohio 800.

Calling the Ohio Valley an "untapped area for employment," Force said he hopes to hire 75-100 employees for the site just east of Barnesville within three years.

"If half of what I'm hearing is true, that won't be hard to hit," he said regarding the oil and gas production potential of Ohio's Utica Shale.

In addition to truck drivers, he anticipates a need for mechanics for what he hopes will be the firm's "big maintenance facility" for trucks at that site and possibly those based at another site under consideration near Warren, Ohio.

And Force said his company provides more than just water hauling services. It also does road milling and paving in cooperation with drilling firms, excavating, setting of equipment and tanks on fracking sites, pad preparation, water warming at well sites, spill containment, welding, construction, pit lining and more.

Bob's of Barnesville closed several years ago, before the former M&S Auto set up shop at the site. Merry said T.J. and John Jefferis of Barnesville purchased the property last fall and were looking to market it.

He said they passed on other opportunities that would not have brought as much potential development to the region.

$67 million requested for pipeline safety

By Timothy Puko
PITTSBURGH TRIBUNE-REVIEW
Tuesday, February 14, 2012 
Federal pipeline safety programs would get an extra $67 million and nearly 120 new employees under a proposal President Obama announced Monday that brought cheers from safety advocates pushing to address accidents and growing safety concerns.

The request, part of the president's $3.8 trillion plan, would almost double the number of enforcement agents nationwide, according to the Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration. The increase also would cover improvements from research to accident investigation to information databases, according to an agency news release.

Pennsylvania safety officials and advocates and the national safety group Pipeline Safety Trust all urged Congress to approve the funding, though Republican leaders have said the president's budget will be dead on arrival there.

Obama's plan doesn't provide a comprehensive solution to several key issues as the state's pipeline system expands to handle the rush of shale gas, several officials said.

"It is helpful, but there are still huge gaps in pipeline safety," said Myron Arnowitt, Pennsylvania director of Clean Water Action.

The Obama administration has been pushing for safety system upgrades for more than a year in light of deadly explosions in Allentown, Philadelphia and suburban San Francisco.

Pennsylvania has a growing expanse of pipeline from shale gas development and one of the country's oldest home heating gas transport and distribution systems. Utility and pipeline companies were spending about $800 million annually going into 2011 to beef up the system, in part to meet increasing federal safety demands.

State lawmakers in December passed rules that will allow them to receive federal funding and hire 12 to 15 inspectors. The Public Utility Commission still wants Congress to pass the increase as part of a general need to improve safety, spokeswoman Jennifer Kocher said.

The state has 60,000 miles of pipe, and drillers could add 25,000 miles, according to federal figures and a report from the Nature Conservancy, an Arlington, Va.-based advocacy group. Nationwide, there were 10 pipeline incidents causing six deaths, seven injuries and more than $4.2 million in damage last year, according to the Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration's online database.

Timothy Puko can be reached at tpuko@tribweb.com or 412-320-7991. 

Fish, Boat Commission grateful for grant

By Bob Frye
TRIBUNE-REVIEW
Tuesday, February 14, 2012 
The Pennsylvania Fish and Boat Commission will benefit when, as expected, Gov. Tom Corbett signs legislation creating an impact fee on Marcellus shale drilling operations.

The state Senate and House of Representatives approved the legislation last week. Corbett's signature is expected soon; he said he would sign the bill if and when it made it to his desk.

The bill could reap as much as $180.5 million statewide in fees for drilling activity done in 2011 and as much as $355 million in 2015, according to some estimates from Republican lawmakers.

A tiny share of that -- $1 million annually -- will go to the commission. It will be used to pay staff who assist with permit reviews for new drilling site proposals and, perhaps, for law enforcement work related to pollution incidents tied to wells, said commission executive director John Arway.

The commission is "appreciative" to be getting the funding, he said. There was a lot of competition for a share of the revenue, he added.

But it's not as much as the commission wanted, or really needs, he said.

"It's going to help us do our job better. But it doesn't really get us to where we need to be," Arway said. "As drilling increases, we would need more money."

Under a couple of early versions of impact fee legislation, the commission would have received a percentage -- up to 2 percent -- of all money collected. Revisions changed that to suggest the commission get $1.5 million to $2 million annually, the amount the agency estimated was needed to hire 13 to 17 people to review 5,000 new well permit applications each year and inspect and monitor them.

It won't be getting that much but will have to make do, commissioner Tom Shetterly of Charleroi said.

"In a compromise, nobody's happy. But you take what you can get while you look for something better," Shetterly said.

"We're glad to get that. It's a costly situation."

Arway said the commission's goal remains to hire staff. Though he's not sure how many people that will be, adding employees is critical, he said.

"Really to do justice to estimating impacts (of proposed wells), you need boots on the ground. That's the intent. This will give us more confidence in making sure that these sites aren't in sensitive areas or near high-quality streams or wetlands," Arway said.

The new employees will allow other staff to get back to their "regular" jobs servicing anglers and boaters, he added.

Many waterways conservation officers in the southwest, northcentral and northeast regions of the state have been spending the majority of their time on Marcellus issues, Shetterly added. The commission has trained a number of new officers over the past few years in an attempt to ease that burden, but has barely kept up with retirements, he said.

Arway said the commission is still looking for ways to address that issue. Whether this legislation is the answer in whole or part remains to be seen, he said.

"We're not going to stop investigating water pollution. We're going to continue to be very aggressive on that front," Arway said.

Bob Frye can be reached at bfrye@tribweb.com or 724-838-5148. 

----- Original Message ----- 

From: Sarah Veselka 

To: FODC-L@LISTSERV.WVNET.EDU 

Sent: Monday, February 13, 2012 3:30 PM

Subject: [FODC] Seeks Executive Director

Greetings from Friends of Deckers Creek!

It has been an absolute pleasure and an incredible learning experience working with you all over the past five years to better the Deckers Creek watershed and our communities. I will be sad to go, but am happy to announce that we are seeking exciting and dynamic candidates for our Executive Director position. A full job description can be found attached here and will be posted soon at www.deckerscreek.org.  Please help us spread the word accordingly.


Friends of Deckers Creek Seeks New Executive Director


Friends of Deckers Creek (FODC), www.deckerscreek.org, 304-292-3970 is a small, but extremely effective non-profit watershed group located in Morgantown, West Virginia with a mission to improve the natural qualities of, increase public concern for, and promote the enjoyment of the Deckers Creek watershed.  

 
We are searching for an Executive Director who will be responsible for the day to day management of the organization. The Executive Director manages stream monitoring programs, community outreach campaigns, environmental education initiatives, communicates with state and federal regulatory agencies and numerous organization partners, and serves as a mentor to the FODC Youth Advisory Board. The Executive Director supervises and mentors staff including a Water Remediation Director, Education Coordinator, and Americorps VISTA worker and volunteers, manages grant writing, budgeting and fundraising, and is responsible for FODC’s communications including membership development, outreach, education, and media relations. The Executive Director oversees and contributes to the seasonal newsletter and website, writes donation appeals, and organizes yearly fundraising events such as the Deckers Creek Adventure Day, Spring Meltdown, and Holiday Social. The Executive Director works with the FODC board to develop positions on key environmental issues and assists with long-term planning and board development. A full job description can be found attached here and will be posted soon at www.deckerscreek.org.  Please spread the word accordingly.

Qualifications: 
 
         A degree or experience in natural resources, environmental science, watershed management or environmental policy required;

         Strong fundraising, grant writing, budgeting, and project management skills required; 

         Superior leadership, team building, and management skills a must. Previous nonprofit leadership experience is a plus; 

         Excellent organization skills; the ability to prioritize and manage multiple projects is essential;

         Superior written communication skills;

         Experience with public speaking including oral presentations, facilitating meetings, and speaking with the press preferred;

         Budgeting and financial management using computerized financial systems is a plus (Quickbooks and others);

         Solid computer skills in Microsoft Word, Excel, and Power Point. GIS program, Microsoft Access, and Adobe Creative Suite skills is a plus;

         Willingness to work a flexible schedule that includes some travel, evening and weekend duties;


Estimated start date April 16 (flexible) 

Starting salary at mid $30K+ commensurate with education and experience.
Contribution to health insurance and other benefits are included.

Application Deadline is March 5, 2012.
All applications will be acknowledged.  
Please send your resume, cover letter, and provide three references via email to:

Sarah Veselka
sarah@deckerscreek.org
Thank you!
-------------------------
Learn more about FODC: www.deckerscreek.org
Meetings: 3rd Thursday each month 6:30 pm around the watershed: www.deckerscreek.org/calendar.html 

News: about the Deckers Creek watershed: www.deckerscreek.org/news.html

Friends of Deckers Creek
Mailing:




Office:

PO Box 877



1451 Earl Core Rd. Suite 4
Dellslow, WV 26531


Morgantown, WV 26505

E-mail: info@DeckersCreek.org
Phone: 304-292-3970
Fax: 304-292-5070

To subscribe or unsubscribe from the Friends of Deckers Creek e-mail list, visit our web site under the contacts page.
 

Sarah Veselka, Executive Director
Friends of Deckers Creek
PO Box 877 Dellslow, WV 26531
Office: 304.292.3970
Fax: 304.292.5070
Email: sarah@deckerscreek.org
www.deckerscreek.org
Robinson to contest new law 

2/14/2012 3:30 AM

By Christie Campbell 

Staff writer 

chriscam@observer-reporter.com 

McDONALD - The same day Gov. Tom Corbett added his signature to the state's new natural gas impact fee bill, one local municipality took steps to challenge the new statute. 

The Robinson Township Board of Supervisors voted Monday night to have its solicitor take action to protect the township's zoning rights related to House Bill 1950. 

The bill passed the House Wednesday and calls for gas extraction companies to pay a fee for drilling in the state, but pre-empts local zoning ordinances that determine where the activity can take place. Under the new law, gas drilling would be permitted in residential areas and setbacks would be less than what many local municipalities now allow. 

Township Attorney John Smith, of Smith Butz of Canonsburg, said the township is concerned about its mandate to protect the health, safety and welfare of its citizens. One major provision for that has been local zoning, he said. 

"So the question becomes, can they still fulfill their statutorial obligations?" he asked. 

He plans to research the state's Municipality Planning Code in relation to Pennsylvania's Oil and Gas Act. 

"The focus has always been in defeating the bill and now that the bill passed, each municipality is now focusing on what they are going to do," Smith said. 

In December, Robinson Township hosted a meeting to explain the proposed legislation and what it would mean for local townships, boroughs and cities. Attending were representatives of 44 municipalities, most of whom oppose the bill. 

But supporters say it provides statewide drilling standards in the Marcellus and an estimated $180 million in revenue in just the first year. 

Brian Coppola, Robinson's board chairman, indicated other municipalities may want to challenge the new law. 

"I don't think we have a choice," fellow Supervisor Russell Dysert responded prior to the vote. 
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Newspapers appeal gas-drilling case 

2/14/2012 3:33 AM

By Linda Metz, Staff writer 

lmetz@observer-reporter.com 

The Observer-Reporter and Pittsburgh Post-Gazette have appealed to state Superior Court a Washington County judge's decision preventing the newspapers from intervening in a case between a group of gas-drilling corporations and a Mt. Pleasant Township family. 

The newspapers made their request last year with Judge Paul Pozonsky, first arguing why they should be allowed to be involved in the case between Stephanie and Chris Hallowich and Range Resources, MarkWest Energy Partners and Williams Gas/Laurel Mountain Midstream. The newspapers are seeking to have the settlement agreement between the Hallowiches and the corporations made public. 

The Hallowiches in 2005 bought their farm, which came with a gas lease with Range that had been signed by the previous owners. In 2007, they built a house on the property. 

But when four Marcellus gas wells, access roads, a gas-processing facility, compressor stations and a 3-acre holding pond were installed on properties bordering theirs, the Hallowiches filed suit against the drilling corporations, claiming their property was worthless. Vocal critics of the drilling industry, they also claimed drilling operations had contaminated their well water supply. 

That lawsuit was settled Aug. 23 following a closed-door meeting in Pozonsky's chambers. The case was immediately sealed, and all parties were forbidden to discuss any portion of the agreement. 

On Sept. 6, the P-G petitioned the court to intervene, and the O-R joined in. 

At a hearing in October, Pozonsky pointed out that, according to a state law, a party can petition to intervene in a case only when there is action pending. 

"The rules and statutory interpretation seem to be pretty darn clear," Pozonsky said. "This matter is closed, has been closed." 

The newspapers claimed a P-G reporter had openly objected to the sealing of the settlement at the Aug. 23 meeting, and therefore immediate intervention was implied. The newspapers claim sealing of the record is in violation of the common law rights of the media. 

The corporations argued the agreement should remain sealed because the Hallowiches' children, both minors, are parties to the voluntary agreement. 

In his ruling, Pozonsky said there was "no factual issue" that would require the court to have a hearing on the matter. And the judge said the newspapers' petition to intervene and unseal the record is not proper under the Pennsylvania Rules of Civil Procedure, in which the Superior Court ruled that intervention cannot occur after a matter has been finally resolved. 
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Corbett signs key energy-sector bills 

2/14/2012 3:30 AM

By Marc Levy 

Associated Press 

HARRISBURG - Gov. Tom Corbett Monday signed three key bills for Pennsylvania's energy sector, including a wide-ranging bill that updates regulations surrounding the state's booming natural gas industry and removes Pennsylvania's distinction as the nation's largest gas-producing state that does not impose a levy on the activity. 

No public event was held for the signings, which the governor's office announced Monday evening. 

Among the other bills that Corbett signed privately was one that would allow public utilities to charge ratepayers up front for improvements to power lines and water, sewer and natural gas pipelines, and another that could deliver long-term tax breaks to a buyer of three Philadelphia-area oil refineries that are shutting down and a massive petrochemical refinery that may be built in Southwestern Pennsylvania. 

The latter bill is a centerpiece of Pennsylvania's competitive pitch in a race against Ohio and West Virginia to persuade a subsidiary of Netherlands-based oil and gas giant Royal Dutch Shell PLC to build a petrochemical refinery in the Pittsburgh area, potentially meaning thousands of new jobs and millions of tax dollars for the state. 

Under the natural-gas drilling bill passed last week by the state Legislature, Marcellus Shale exploration companies will be required to pay an "impact fee" to help fund various state and local government programs, although the comparable tax rate they would pay would be well below what many other major natural-gas producing states require. 

The decision of whether to impose the fee will be left up to local governments. County commissioners or county council members in about 35 counties now have 60 days to decide whether to impose the 15-year impact fee on their local Marcellus Shale wells. If a county board votes against imposing the fee, a critical mass of its municipalities would have another 60 days to impose it countywide. 

If they do, they'll share 60 percent of the money with their municipalities after a cut goes to state agencies and a program to help buy natural gas-powered fleet vehicles. That could mean more than $10 million flowing later this year to each of Pennsylvania's most heavily drilled counties, including Bradford, Tioga, Washington, Lycoming, Susquehanna and Greene. 

Dollars also would flow to improve bridges and water and sewer plants, build affordable housing and potentially subsidize the development of the plant Shell may build in Pennsylvania or the reuse of the Sunoco and ConocoPhillips oil refineries. 

Lawmakers approved the fee more than three years after the exploration industry, armed with new technology, descended on Pennsylvania and began pouring billions of dollars into tapping the Marcellus Shale natural gas formation, the nation's largest-known natural gas reservoir. 

The gas-drilling bill also would toughen safety standards and limit the ability of local officials to keep drilling out of their towns. 

Corbett and the industry had sought provisions to prevent the ability of municipalities to regulate any drilling activity, but such a provision couldn't pass either legislative chamber. Instead, the bill would require municipalities to allow drilling in all zones, including residential, and require them to follow state spacing requirements. But it also would allow them to apply zoning standards on things like lighting, noise and structures that are used for other industrial activities. 

During debate on the bill last week, Rep. Scott Conklin, D-Centre, called the provisions tantamount to "corporate eminent domain." 

Supporters of the bill to speed up public utility work say it would allow utilities to save time and money on borrowing funds to finance projects. 

The legislation limits the up-front amount utilities could bill ratepayers, and state regulators would review future plans and follow up to ensure companies comply with them. 
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What's left when the drilling's done?

2/13/2012 4:00 AM

Remember growing up and playing on back roads and not worrying about any cars coming for hours at a time? Now, country back roads are becoming more of a highway because of Marcellus Shale drilling sites. 

It seems like everywhere you look, a new well site it being put in. So every time they want to add a new well, they have to talk to a landowner, so they can come on their land and tear it up for progress. 

But is progress worth all the destruction and fighting between landowners and land agents? It just seems likes land agents will say whatever they have to to get you to sign the paper to let them drill. We, as landowners, want to get something out of helping out the drilling companies. Companies just want to be able to get what they want the cheapest way possible, and most of the time that involves them making false promises. It is one thing to say you're going to do something and make an attempt at it, but it's wrong that they say they will do it and don't even attempt to do what they say. 

So, after all the drilling is over and all the drillers leave, what is the landowner left with? Slips in ground, destroyed soil and no grass or crops growing; nothing a landowner really wants. But drilling affects more than the landowner. It affects neighbors and future property owners as well. 

Samantha Martin 
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