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Debate rages over source

No move made to purchase Meander Reservoir water

By Dan Pompili, Staff Reporter, Tribune Chronicle, TribToday.com

With more than 2,000 horizontal natural gas wells expected to be drilled by 2015 into northeast Ohio's Utica shale - each projected to use between 2 million and 6 million gallons of water - state experts and naturalists are working to ensure there are sufficient sources of water to supply the industry's demands and other needs.

At the same time, Ohio legislators are working on laws that would more closely monitor where drillers are getting the water and how much they are taking.

"Essentially Ohio is looking to manage water resources based on availability and use," said Dave Anderson, senior geologist at Moody & Associates Inc., an environmental and hydrological consulting company that recently opened an office in Canton to support Utica shale industrial development.

Anderson said he does not expect water access to be an issue in Ohio because there are so many options and resources.

But Vanessa Pesec of the Network for Oil & Gas Accountability & Protection (NEOGAP) objects to the use of the natural resource in hydraulic fracking. Pesec said the water that is taken for gas and oil drilling is forever removed from the water cycle, permanently polluted, then injected into disposal wells where - she insists - it causes further contamination to the water table.

"Is this not the worst of all possible scenarios?" Pesec said.

Mike Hallfrisch, supervisor of the Water Planning and Inventory Program at ODNR's Division of Soil and Water Resources also said he thinks Ohio has abundant water resources. He did note, however, that groundwater in northeast Ohio is relatively limited and aquifers in the region are low-yielding - about 5 gallons per minute - that's barely enough to run a household.

The United States Geological Survey reports that the level of most of Ohio's streams vary, with most closer to the top range, according to Greg Koltun of USGS in Columbus, based on recent trends in rainfall and flow rates.

Possible local sources include Mosquito Creek Reservoir in the Bazetta-Mecca area and Meander Reservoir in the Weathersfield-Austintown area.

Warren already has been contacted by two natural gas drilling companies interested in purchasing untreated water for use in the fracturing process. The request from one company, according to Warren Water Department official Robert Davis, suggested it could be interested in purchasing as much as a half-million gallons a month.

If such an agreement is struck, the water ultimately would come from Mosquito Creek Reservoir, which supplies Warren's drinking water.

To the south, Meander Reservoir contains roughly 11 billion gallons, but so far the board that operates that water district has not entered any contract to sell bulk raw water to natural gas drillers.

Moody & Associates' Anderson said he sees multiple options for water access, all dependent on the location of the drilling.

''Options exist in piping water, trucking water or developing onsite water sources. Frequently, temporary pipelines are laid on the surface, therefore not permanently disrupting the environment. By doing that, operators can eliminate truck traffic,'' he said.

ODNR also lists several methods for water consumption and each method has its requirements, but they usually involve little more than obtaining permission from the source owner or manager and a state agency like ODNR or the Ohio Environmental Protection Agency. Companies are not as likely to spend money to drill their own water well unless they are isolated from another source. That method requires a lengthy approval process and continual monitoring with reports sent to ODNR.

On the legislative side, Ohio Senate Bill 315 seeks to establish new and more stringent regulations. Among other items, it would require drillers to register with the state and provide all details as to where they acquire their water. It also would increase fees per barrel on brine disposal from 20 cents per barrel to $1. The committee vote was rescheduled from Wednesday to today.

Existing Ohio law requires companies to register only if they have the capacity to withdraw more than 100,000 gallons per day. These companies must obtain a permit based on a 30-day average, even if they are not operating at capacity.

Also, companies that consume more than 2 million gallons per day based on a 30-day average must obtain a Consumptive Use permit from ODNR. By law, any water withdrawn for fracking is considered consumptive use.

The Great Lakes Compact is another legal standard with interstate and international reach. As of December 2013, all proposals for withdrawal of more than 5 million gallons per day from the Lake Erie Basin must be submitted to all eight Great Lake states and the Canadian provinces of Ontario and Quebec for comment.

The Ohio House last month passed the compact in House Bill 473 59-38 with unanimous Republican support and little support from Democrats.

State Rep. Tom Letson, D-Warren, who opposed the issue, said he was concerned with averaging the usage and the off-the-books uses.

Letson noted the compact also includes tributaries, and that companies can extract 5 million gallons from a tributary each day for a week, which would have a much greater impact than withdrawing the same amount from the lake, while still keeping within the limits.

State Rep. Sean O'Brien, D-Brookfield, said he shares Letson's concerns and added that the warm winter is expected to yield higher than normal algae blooms in the lake and in the tributaries. If water levels in the rivers and streams are reduced, there will not be enough water to dilute the high algae concentration. He said that while water resources can be restored, the life in the rivers could be destroyed if the water is depleted too rapidly.

"It doesn't protect the tributaries, which are the lifeblood of Lake Erie," he said.

The measure was set to go before the Ohio Senate for proponent testimony this week. State Sen. Capri Cafaro, D-Hubbard, said the question of water use for oil and gas exploration may run counter to the compact's intent of preserving Great Lakes resources. But, she added, the compact should not be so overly restrictive as to disallow industrial consumption entirely.

"If you can't get the water where it needs to go, then that's a deterrent for investment," she said.

Although companies continue to draw from natural resources, technology is also aiding them in reducing their water consumption rates.

Chesapeake, for example, began its Aqua Renew program in 2009 and says the wastewater recycling system that treats brine on site can handle up to 300 42-gallon barrels of brine per day, reducing their need for freshwater consumption. Chesapeake outfits in eastern Pennsylvania are recycling up to 100 percent of wastewater produced.

Tom Stewart, president of the Ohio Oil and Gas Association, said the motivation for recycling also serves the company's own purposes.

"Water is expensive these days. They're trying to react to a public concern over how much water is being used, but certainly they have a financial interest as well," he said.

Chesapeake gets the original water, spokesman Pete Kenworthy said, from many sources, including purchases from municipal reservoirs and water treatment facilities.

In March, for example, Chesapeake purchased roughly 6 million gallons over a period of two weeks from the City of Steubenville at a cost of $30,000.

Trumbull County Commissioner Paul Heltzel said he's not aware of any specific contracts with any companies, although BP executives were in town recently to discuss the county's terms for water withdrawal.

Trumbull County Sanitary Engineer Rex Fee said nobody has approached his office yet, but if a company wished to withdraw water through the county system, they would be required to pay a meter fee of approximately $10 per 1,000 gallons.

