Fracking with Propane

Just when we thought we understood conventional slick water hydraulic fracturing of
shale rock for natural gas, along comes a new twist. This one is called propane
hydraulic fracturing of shale rock for natural gas. We need to understand the
differences and the similarities between these two technologies and be prepared for
both.
Slick water hydraulic fracturing of shale rock for natural gas is familiar to many of us by
now. We understand that a well bore is sent vertically downward some thousands of
feet and then turned 90 degrees and bored horizontally some additional thousands of
feet. The horizontal pipe is then perforated with explosive charges to make many small
openings in the pipe. Then vast quantities of water, mixed with sand and noxious
chemicals are forced down the pipe under enormous pressure using huge compressors,
and has the effect of fracturing the shale rock so that the natural gas can flow back.
The problems associated with the chemicals themselves are becoming quite well
known. The use of billions of gallons of water, and the disposal of the billions of gallons
of resultant waste water are also quite well known by now. The leaking of the methane
gas (natural gas) into private and public water supplies is also quite well known to us as
a serious problem.
Now along comes propane fracking. How does this work ? Large quantities of liquid
propane (expensive and in limited supply) and some Butane also, are turned into a gel
by mixing and reacting with a diester phosphoric acid gelling agent. Then the gel is
mixed with sand and secret, proprietary chemicals to form a hydraulic fluid.
This gelled hydraulic fluid is then forced down the perforated well bore exactly in the
same manner as the slick water is under the conventional method. Once the rock is
fractured, the high pressure is released. This causes the gel to flash back into gaseous
propane. The propane gas, and the methane gas, now come roaring back up the well
bore as a mixed, high explosive gas. Here they are controlled, it is hoped, by a blowout
preventer, and are gradually separated into the two gasses.
The methane of course enters the pipelines and is sold. The propane gas is recovered
and can be re-gelled and eventually re-used. The secret chemicals supposedly remain
buried deep in the ground. Either type of gas, propane or methane, can of course leak
around the well casing and enter the aquifers, as the methane has done in the past.
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So what is different, and what is the same ?
Different:
1.) Gelled propane instead of slick water is used as the hydraulic fluid.
2.) Proprietary chemicals (completely unknown to us as of this writing) are mixed with
the gelled propane, instead of the known, noxious chemicals mixed into the slick water.
3.) Propane gas and methane gas (and some of the chemicals ??) come roaring back
up the well bore instead of produced water, and later, brine in the conventional process.

The Same:
1.) Both are heavy industrial processes.
2.) Both involve very large numbers of truck runs, water in the one case, propane in the
other.
3.) Both use huge compressors, power generators, and massive amounts of diesel fuel
in their operations.
4.) Both employ well pads. Each well pad is home to multiple well bores.
5.) Each well bore is deep, and horizontally very long (5000 ft +++).
6.) Each produces contaminated and radioactive drill cuttings.
7.) Each uses chemicals in large quantities.
8.) Both sets of well bores can leak into the surrounding aquifers and thus contaminate
our water.

What Matters to Us about all this ?

Lawyers in Tioga county (including attorney Chris Denton representing the Tioga
County Landowners Association) believe that the ban on hydrofracking put in place by
former Governor Patterson in New York State does not apply to this new process.
The revised, draft, Generic Environmental Impact Statement (“the SGEIS”) does not
apply according to Denton. He has found some in the NYS DEC (spokeswoman Emily
DeSantis) who are willing to listen to the argument that the decades old (1992) rules
previously in place regarding the use of propane in the state would instead apply. In
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fairness, she does point out that some kind of a review would have to be done to get a
permit.
This review would be a part of the permitting process, which could possibly begin at
once, and has apparently begun, albeit informally, in Tioga County.
Does this leave us helpless at the local level ? No.
We still have home rule, as recently upheld in the Courts in NYS.
We still do not have to permit heavy industrial activity in our towns.
We still control this through Master Plans and Zoning.
However, this could start right away. Even Moratoria, if written too specifically to apply
only to the old slick water fracking system, would possibly not protect us.
So we have to act FAST. Right now. Properly written Master Plans and Zoning need to
be written and passed into effect right away. As of the moment, unless something else
happens at the wider state level, this is our first and best -and possibly, not certainlyour only line of defense.
We need to spread the word and get very, very busy.
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