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Executive Summary: 

Hydraulic fracturing is coming to Crawford County, Pennsylvania and Allegheny College 

has been confronted, like its neighbors, with the option of leasing the mineral rights to a drilling 

company. There are many controversial issues surrounding this potential source of energy. 

Most important is how public perception of the college will change if Allegheny decides to 

pursue hydrofracking on college-owned land. Since the history of the college is rooted in 

environmental stewardship, this decision will negatively affect its public perception by 

impacting its “green” image. This essay includes a detailed analysis of Bethany College’s 

research and eventual construction of a well pad on college-owned property in order to provide 

an example for how public perception may change based on such a decision. 

 

Author’s background: I am a junior at Allegheny College, double-majoring in Environmental Studies and 

Spanish. This paper was written for a required ES class but was chosen to be presented to Allegheny’s 

hydrofracking  advisory board. For further questions or comments, please contact fenrichh@allegheny.edu. 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NoDerivs 3.0 Unported License. To view a copy 

of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/ or send a letter to Creative Commons, 

444 Castro Street, Suite 900, Mountain View, California, 94041, USA. 
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Hydraulic Fracturing and its Effect on Public Perception 

Hillary Fenrich 

 

Hydraulic fracturing – a process in which a company extracts natural gas (methane) from deep 

within the ground using a three step process – also called “hydrofracking,” is coming to Crawford 

County. The first of the three steps is drilling vertically into the ground as deep as 10,000 feet below the 

surface. Once a final depth is reached, the well turns horizontal to extend up to 3,500 feet and the last 

step is fracturing the shale with a mixture of water, sand, and chemicals in order to extract the methane 

(Darby, 2012). Crawford County lies above both the Utica Shale and Marcellus Shale. Both formations 

vary in depth and thickness. The depth of the Marcellus can be as deep as 9,000 feet and can be as thick 

as several hundred feet (“Marcellus Shale,” n.d.). However, in Crawford County, the net thickness of 

organic-rich shale is less than 25 feet, making drilling for natural gas in Marcellus Shale not economically 

feasible (Piotrowski & Harper, n.d.). The Utica Shale can be as deep as 14,000 feet and is much thicker in 

Crawford County than the Marcellus (Pickett, 2011). As of early November 2012, there has been one 

lease signed for drilling an unconventional (drilled horizontally as well as vertically) well in Crawford 

County and eleven leases already signed for drilling conventional (drilled only vertically) natural gas 

wells. One unconventional well has already been drilled as have twelve conventional wells in Crawford 

County. These new wells will be drilled to the Utica Shale (“2012 - Permits Issued and Wells Drilled 

Map,” 2012). In addition, Mr. Larry Lee, the Senior Associate Vice President of Allegheny College cites 

that there are currently two test Utica Shale wells in our county (Lee, 2012).  

 Due to technology improvements that allow unconventional drilling rather than solely 

conventional drilling, natural gas is becoming recognizable as a potential energy source. For instance, 

Allegheny College uses natural gas in heating. In 2011, 85,650 Mcf or 85,650,000 cubic feet of natural 

gas was used on campus (Boulton, 2012). Based on the American Gas Association estimates, this 

quantity is roughly what is needed to heat 1,215 American homes for one year (“How to Measure 

Natural Gas,” 2012). However, Allegheny College is currently trying to decrease this dependency on 

natural gas (Boulton, 2012). In 2011, natural gas made up 23.51% of the United States energy usage and 

this percentage is projected to increase (“Total Energy: Annual Energy Review,” 2012). Due to increasing 

demand of natural gas and the availability of the resource in Crawford County, residents are starting to 

face tough decisions and drilling companies, wanting to lease the mineral rights to their properties. To 

allow the hydrofracking company to do this would allow the company to construct well pads on the 
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property, put in place above surface pipelines, or drill underneath the land, based on the stipulations 

that the two parties decide upon. This question of leasing has now come to Allegheny College. 

How should we answer this question? 

In order to answer the question of whether or not Allegheny should lease the mineral rights of 

college-owned land, the college has created an advisory board to research potential implications of 

hydrofracking and to advise the college on a final decision. Hydrofracking is a truly complex and 

controversial matter. This was shown at the Allegheny Student Government (ASG) meeting on October 

30, 2012. Students asked heated questions of Mr. Larry Lee, ranging everything from the intended 

purpose of Bousson to potential impacts on groundwater (“Allegheny Student Government Meeting,” 

2012). In this meeting, students proved that hydrofracking is an extremely controversial issue that 

covers a multitude of areas of life including social, economic, health-related, and environmental.  

Indeed, there are a number of sides to be considered when researching possible implications of 

permitting hydrofracking on college-owned land. However, what is most important to recognize as part 

of the advisory board is what Allegheny College can control. Hydrofracking is often in the news for 

environmentally-related and public-health related impacts, especially in regards to water. Regardless of 

the truth to these potential impacts, hydrofracking on college-owned land will not determine if 

Allegheny College sees these effects. Larry Lee spoke briefly of this during a personal correspondence, 

stating that the property in question is in the middle of 5,000 acres that the hydrofracking company 

wants to drill on. Lee has spoken personally to many of our neighbors and almost all have decided to 

pursue natural gas drilling on their properties (2012). Regardless of whether Allegheny College decides 

to lease the mineral rights to the college-owned property, any impacts that may come from the process 

will still affect the college due to the neighbors pursuit of hydrofracking (Wissinger, 2012). Many of 

these potential impacts are related to public-health or environmental concerns such as air pollution, 

water contamination or overuse of surface waters, and habitat destruction.  These concerns will briefly 

be discussed later in this essay as well as their relation to Allegheny College’s hydrofracking process. 

Since Allegheny will experience the effects of hydrofracking regardless of our pursuit of the 

process on college-owned land, the decision to hydrofrack, a decision that Allegheny College can 

control, therefore falls to a few factors. The most significant question that Allegheny should be asking is 

whether hydrofracking will affect public perception of the college. In order to answer this question, I 

chose to look at the public perception of Bethany College in West Virginia, a college that decided to 

pursue hydrofracking on college-owned land. Public perception is always one of the first priorities of 

administrators on campus, referring to the perception from the surrounding community members, 

students, donors, prospective students and family, other colleges, and simply the general public. 
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Perception undeniably transforms the future of the college, influencing which prospective students will 

attend Allegheny, impacting the number of donations, and changing our image. Public perception and 

the image of Allegheny College could definitely change if we decide to pursue hydrofracking on college-

owned land due to our public environmental recognition. Will hydrofracking be considered an 

environmentally-friendly practice to the public, matched with our history of environmental stewardship, 

or will it be considered an environmental danger and a misuse of the land that Allegheny should not 

support? 

 

Purpose of Bousson 

In May 1935, Allegheny College purchased 147 acres of farmland that makes up a large part of 

what is now the Bousson Environmental Research Reserve. The purpose of this land, detailed The 

Campus (the campus newspaper still in existence today), was to have “a recreational and study area to 

be used by the Physical Education department, as well as the sciences” (Morton, n.d.). The following 

year, 220 additional acres were purchased and currently, Allegheny College owns 283 acres that makes 

up Bousson. Currently, the land is being used for research purposes. Many faculty members and 

students venture out to the wooded areas and the streams that run through Bousson in order to 

conduct research. As Rich Bowden, an Allegheny Environmental Science professor stated, Bousson has 

been “operated partially like a preserve [and] the philosophy all along has been [that it is an area] for 

teaching and research” (2012). This historic purpose of the land is hard to reconcile with the idea of 

hydrofracking. Public perception, especially current students and prospective students, of this potential 

misuse of land at Allegheny College could be damaging to the college. 

When asked about a potentially changing public perception due to Allegheny’s pursuit of 

hydrofracking on Bousson, Scott Wissinger, an Environmental Science and Biology professor, declared 

that “for me, that’s the million dollar question” (2012). Kelly Boulton, the Sustainability Coordinator at 

Allegheny College, declared that pursuing hydrofracking would be a “nightmare in terms of marketing 

ourselves” (2012). With so much national recognition due to our environmental stewardship and our 

mission, values, and principles, Boulton stated that if Allegheny College does decide to hydrofrack on 

Bousson, she would not “know how to reconcile those two things” (2012).  

 

Environmental recognitions of Allegheny College 

Our sustainability efforts in many different areas of life have been noted across the nation. In 

2011, Allegheny College won a EPA Green Power Leadership Award through the College and University 

Green Power Challenge by purchasing wind power that offsets 100% of our carbon dioxide emissions 
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(Boulton, 2012; “EPA Recognizes Allegheny College for Largest Green Power Purchase Among NCAC 

Schools,” 2012). In 2007, Allegheny made a commitment to the American College & University 

Presidents’ Climate Commitment (ACUPCC) and with this commitment, the college has created the 

Climate Action Plan, pledging to be climate neutral by 2020. The college has been honored by the 

ACUPCC and by Second Nature, receiving a Climate Leadership award in 2011 from the partnered 

organizations (“Allegheny College Lauded For Environmental Sustainability,” 2012; Boulton, 2012).  

Indeed, Allegheny College has a long list of environmental recognitions and none of these 

recognitions would be discounted if we did decide to proceed with hydrofracking. However, as Kelly 

Boulton described it to me, “there’s this dissonance there…  Okay, Climate Leadership Award, but we’re 

also involved in fracking” (2012). The simple negative connotation of this statement explains it all. There 

is no debate that Allegheny has a clear sense of environmental stewardship, proven by our many 

recognitions. These recognitions have created a public expectation of environmentally-friendly practices 

at Allegheny, regardless of whether the public (community members and students alike) understands 

exactly what these recognitions are due to. As shown above with Boulton’s statement, hydraulic 

fracturing typically has a negative connotation associated with it due to potential environmental and 

health impacts. It would be difficult for the public, made up of community members, students, and 

other schools observing Allegheny as a model, to reconcile the negative connotation of fracking with the 

environmental recognitions that Allegheny has won and our sustainable image.  

 

Potential public-health and environmental impacts of hydrofracking 

This negative connotation results from public-health and environmental related potential 

impacts due to hydrofracking. These effects could still impact Bousson due to nearby participation in the 

process even if Allegheny College decides to not pursue hydrofracking. One major concern is that of air 

pollution, especially in regards to “increases in emissions of methane, volatile organic compounds 

(VOCs) and hazardous air pollutants (HAPs)” (“Natural Gas Extraction - Hydraulic Fracturing,” 2012). 

Methane traps heat in the atmosphere and is about twenty-one times more effective at trapping heat 

than carbon dioxide. With an increase in methane emissions due to hydrofracking, global warming may 

accelerate, leading to a slew of environmental problems (“Methane: Science,” 2010). Air pollution due 

to hydrofracking also refers to an increase in VOCs. VOCs often have negative health impacts on humans 

such as throat, eye, and nose irritation, nausea,  memory impairment, and damage to the central 

nervous system (“An Introduction to Indoor Air Quality: Volatile Organic Compounds,” n.d.). In addition, 

VOCs contribute to the formation of ground-level ozone which can harm human health as well as affect 

sensitive vegetation in ecosystems (“Basic Information: Ground-level Ozone,” 2012). Air pollution due to 
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hydrofracking refers as well to an increase in HAPs, which are pollutants that can have serious human 

health implications such as reproductive effects or an increased cancer risk (“Pollutants and Sources: 

Technology Transfer Network Air Toxics Web Site,” 2012). These environmental and health related 

impacts are the direct result of hydrofracking. Other effects on Bousson may include impacts on water, 

conducted research on the property, and the ecosystem.  

A major concern is that of the huge amount of water that is required to frack the well, anywhere 

between 2 to 10 million gallons throughout the life of the well (Kargbo, Wilhelm, & Campbell, 2010). 

Due to the high transportation costs of trucking in water, drilling companies extract water from nearby 

surface waters whenever possible. Smaller bodies of water can be extremely sensitive to alteration of 

the water volume (“Water Withdrawals for Hydraulic Fracturing,” 2012). Bousson has small ponds, 

wetlands, and streams and extracting water from these sources would be convenient yet could be 

harmful to the ecosystem (“Facilities: Environmental Science/Studies,” n.d.). In addition, several 

professors and students conduct research on Bousson. The withdrawal of water from nearby surface 

waters could severely alter research, much of which focuses on aquatic species (Bowden, 2012). There 

have also been some cases of surface water contamination due to inadequate disposal of wastewater 

after the hydrofracking process and this contamination could also affect research at Bousson 

(Chameides, 2010; “Natural Gas Extraction - Hydraulic Fracturing,” 2012). Finally, another major result of 

hydrofracking is habitat destruction due to deforestation to construct a drill pad or put in pipeline. 

Construction of a well pad alone creates roughly five acres of disturbance (Boulton, 2012). Due to these 

environmental and health related impacts of pursuing hydrofracking, the public perception of Allegheny 

could change if hydrofracking is pursued on college-owned land. 

This importance of an environmentally-friendly perception of the college can be seen through 

the environmental guiding principles of Allegheny College. In these principles, the college community 

recognizes the obligations to “demonstrate… environmental stewardship, [and to] protect and enhance 

the environment” (“Allegheny College: Environmental Guiding Principles,” 2012). One of the key 

obligations of the environmental guiding principles is to “protect” the environment yet the above 

environmental and public-health concerns create a dissonance with these principles. In addition, these 

guidelines state that Allegheny should seek to be an environmental leader for other schools. As an 

environmental leader, Allegheny can either pursue hydrofracking in the safest manner possible with 

many stipulations to ensure environmental safety or refuse to hydrofrack on Bousson due to 

environmental concerns of natural gas drilling. With either choice, the college will set an example for 

other private institutions to follow when considering natural gas drilling on college-owned property. 
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Hydrofracking at Bethany College 

In order to provide the framework to evaluate changes in public perception due to a decision to 

hydrofrack or not to hydrofrack, I researched Bethany College. Bethany College is a private liberal arts 

college in Bethany, West Virginia. At first glance, the college seems much like Allegheny. Located in a 

rural area, the college was founded in 1840 and is made up of roughly 1,000 students. Bethany owns 

1,300 acres of land, almost triple the size of Allegheny’s campus. The college has also received 

numerous recognitions and like Allegheny, is part of the ACUPCC (“Bethany College: Fast Facts,” 2012). 

After being approached by 

Chesapeake Energy in regard 

to Marcellus Shale natural 

gas drilling on college-owned 

land, Bethany entered a 

three-year-long period of 

research and negotiation. 

Similar to Allegheny’s 

process, the college created 

a team of representatives to 

study the implications of 

hydrofracking and the Board 

of Trustees finalized the 

decision after much advice 

from this group. On June 30th 

of 2011, Bethany announced 

that it would pursue 

hydrofracking on college-owned land in partnership with Chesapeake Energy.  

A well-pad was constructed outside of town limits and north of college housing. Figure 1, a 

Google map detailing the location of the well-pad as well as the nearest college housing (less than a 

third of a mile away) is located above (“Bethany College Map,” 2012). I was lucky enough to be able to 

have the chance to visit Bethany’s campus on November 25, 2012. During this short trip, I took over fifty 

pictures of the area surrounding the campus. I was able to see the dormitories closest to the well pad 

site and actually visited the site. A few of these pictures from the well site are included in the 

appendixes. Figure 2 shows part of the paperwork on a billboard outside of the well pad site. I travelled 

on Route 67 and Route 88 (shown in Figure 1) through Bethany and saw eight hydrofracking well pad 

Figure 1: The blue square on this Google map encircles the site of the Bethany College 

hydrofracking well pad. It is less than a third of a mile away from the closest college 

housing – fraternity houses, which are circled in red. A forest divides the two sites. 
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sites nearby, one of which 

was currently being drilled. 

Each well pad site was 

accompanied with a 

billboard with official 

paperwork, no trespassing signs, and other documentation. As with Allegheny, these eight well pads 

near Bethany show that the neighbors of the college are clearly leasing their mineral rights. One of the 

most powerful scenes, however, was of a for-sale sign in front of a house that had a well pad behind it. 

Visiting the well site on the college-owned property, I was able to discern that Bethany owns the 

property on both sides of the Route 88. There were signs every 

few feet, warning against trespassing. These signs are shown 

in Figure 3. The actual drilling for natural gas will commence in 

the spring of 2013 (“Bethany College: Marcellus Shale Drilling,” 

2012). Other than the eight well pad sites nearby, there was 

also one above surface pipeline that I noticed. This is an option 

that Allegheny could consider in order to reap the financial 

benefits from hydrofracking without constructing a well pad 

on the college-owned property. However, even with this 

option, some environmental impacts, such as habitat 

destruction, deforestation, and air pollution, could still occur. 

Figure 4 shows three pictures of the same above surface 

pipeline that I observed near Bethany. An alternative to constructing a well pad, the environmental impact 

is still massive, seen with the sheer amount of land affected by the pipeline.  

Upon further investigation of the hydrofracking process at Bethany College, it started to become 

clear to me that Bethany and Allegheny may not be so similar. In a public announcement, the President 

of Bethany, Dr. Scott D. Miller, stated that the college decided to “take advantage of this opportunity, 

which could contribute significantly to the College’s long-term growth and development” (“Bethany 

College: Marcellus Shale Drilling,” 2012). President Miller further detailed that environmental 

stewardship will be a priority throughout the hydrofracking process as will the safety of the community. 

However, the last mention in the announcement may give clues to the exact reason why Bethany 

decided to pursue hydrofracking, as President Miller stated that the “long term financial impact could be 

quite significant” (“Bethany College: Marcellus Shale Drilling,” 2012). In a trustee statement released 

following the decision, the economic stability of Bethany was the main focus (“Bethany College: Trustee 

Figure 3: Bethany College signs posted along Route 

88, warning against trespassing. 

Figure 2: Part of the official paperwork posted on a billboard near the well pad site. 
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Figure 4: An above surface hydrofracking pipeline near Bethany College is shown. The picture to the left shows 

where the methane is collected. The middle picture shows the beginning of the start of the pipeline. The picture 

to the right depicts a section of it in order to demonstrate the large amount of area that the pipeline covers. 

 Statement,” 2012). Even a current student, Peter Franklin, part of the 2014 class at Bethany, cited the 

reason to pursue hydrofracking as almost purely “an economic move” (2012). While Bethany has only a 

$40 million dollar endowment, Allegheny has roughly $160 million (“Bethany College: Trustee 

Statement,” 2012; Wissinger, 2012). Bethany’s move to pursue hydrofracking seems to be a financial 

maneuver with approximately $40 million to be made, doubling the endowment of the college (Gorby, 

2012). However, with only between $2 and $13 million to be made by hydrofracking Bousson, financial 

reasons will not make the decision for Allegheny (Boulton, 2012). This is the major contrast between the 

two colleges. In making its decision, Bethany focused on the financial benefits. However, an interview 

with a professor who grew up in Bethany, West Virginia and an interview with a current Bethany College 

student demonstrates that before the decision was made to drill in Bethany, there should have been a 

larger effort to understand public perception of the college and how it could change due to 

hydrofracking. This outcome should increase the importance of understanding public perception of 

Allegheny College while considering hydrofracking on Bousson. 

 

Changes in public perception of Bethany College 

In order to gauge how public perception may change based on the decision to pursue 

hydrofracking, I interviewed Dr. Yuri Gorby, a microbiology professor at the University of Southern 

California. He grew up in the 250-person town of Bethany and attended Bethany College for his 

undergraduate education. He visits the town often and has recently gotten involved with informing the 

public about potential environmental and health impacts of hydrofracking. Due to this background, I 
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interviewed Dr. Gorby about the student perception of hydrofracking on campus. He stated that 

currently, there is a small campaign of concerned students that are collecting samples of ground water 

near the well pad. Dr. Gorby specified that many students are concerned because natural gas drilling has 

already started in their home towns and they have started to see impacts there (2012). 76% of the 

student body is from out of state but many students live in similar rural areas (“Bethany College: Fast 

Facts,” 2012) Many students are unconcerned of the effects of hydrofracking but these, Dr. Gorby 

explained, are the students that will leave town after graduation and will not face any impacts. 

Although some students may be unconcerned, Dr. Gorby stated that many parents are starting 

to become alarmed with the potential impacts of the close well pad, less than a third of a mile away 

from campus. Once drilling commences, he is unsure about the future of the college. In addition, as a 

Bethany native, Dr. Gorby can also speak on behalf of many concerned citizens. Although the town of 

Bethany is small, he stated, there are many residents who feel that they had been misled about the 

potential implications of hydrofracking. Due to this, many residents now drink only bottled water (2012). 

The conversation with Dr. Gorby created a sense that from every angle, the community is becoming 

concerned about the well pad located on campus and the public perception of the college is changing. 

While talking with Peter Franklin, a current student at Bethany, the mood was much of the 

same. Despite some recognition in environmental stewardship, Franklin noted that the environmental 

presence on campus was largely “apathetic,” and that students have not felt any impacts of 

hydrofracking thus far. This year, a Student Life representative stated that the Environmental Science 

Club was actually disbanded since to a lack of student interest. Other than the Outing Club, this was the 

only environmental organization on campus (“Bethany College: Clubs & Organizations,” 2012). When I 

asked Franklin about student perception of the hydraulic fracturing well pad literally less than a third of 

a mile away from campus, he stated that the majority of students are uninterested (2012; Schackner, 

2011). In addition, he believed that many freshmen did not even know that Bethany College owned land 

with a well pad on it. This is not something marketed to prospective students, he stated, citing the 

reason for the silence as hydrofracking being an activity that the college does not want to affect the 

students (Franklin, 2012). This sentiment was echoed in the released trustee statement, which detailed 

the past harvesting of natural resources on Bethany’s campus was able to be done “without interfering 

too much with the campus or in the college’s operations” (“Bethany College: Trustee Statement,” 2012). 

Similarly, the statement and Franklin’s words create a sense that Bethany did not want to interrupt 

student life by the process of hydrofracking. Franklin stated that during the process of making a decision 

to hydrofrack or not, the college only held one open forum in which members of the community and 

students could ask questions of administrators and the drilling company (2012).  
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Not only did the three-year process of researching potential implications of hydrofracking leave 

the community unaware and unable to voice opinions, but the perception of all parties is evolving. The 

citizens of Bethany have started to become incredibly worried about potential impacts. Some students 

on campus are uninterested but a few are very concerned. Parents are concerned as well. Prospective 

students are left unaware of the hydrofracking process which could impact their futures. This college 

perception is slowly changing from all angles and this is before natural gas drilling has even started. 

Allegheny should take the lesson learned from Bethany and recognize the significance of public perception.  

 

Lessons learned from Bethany College 

With the Bethany College hydrofracking process kept in mind, I would like to make two 

recommendations. First, I encourage the advisory board to consider the importance of the process of 

making a decision. As with Bethany, many of our neighbors are pursuing hydrofracking. However, 

members of the Bethany College community, even those that signed mineral rights leases under their 

property, are now concerned with the public-health and environmental impacts of hydrofracking. Due to 

this, Allegheny should actively seek out community members to participate in forums to share 

knowledge of hydrofracking. Many students at Allegheny College are passionate about the subject and 

show this through active participation in forums. However, engaging community members, even those 

who are planning to sign leases or already have done so, is very important as a part of the process. 

Perhaps several open forums could take place in downtown Meadville and students can be bussed in 

these locations. As seen with Bethany, the opinions of the community members on the process of 

hydrofracking may change after Allegheny makes a decision to lease the mineral rights to Bousson. 

Although many Meadville community members are currently unconcerned with the environmental and 

public-health related potential impacts of hydrofracking and many are signing their own leases, the 

example of Bethany demonstrates that citizens can quickly become concerned. Some community 

members, as with Bethany College, may feel as if they were uninformed while expecting Allegheny 

College as a higher education institute, to have researched these impacts. Once these concerns are 

raised, the public perception of Allegheny can easily change, as seen with Bethany.  

 Ultimately, public perception of the college will change if Allegheny decides to pursue 

hydrofracking on Bousson. Our green reputation is one of the most notable and well-known attributes 

of the college. Allegheny is consistently praised for its environmental features. Due to this, I encourage 

the Trustee board not to pursue hydrofracking on Bousson. I recommend maintaining the land as it is 

with no natural gas surface activity or subsurface activity. Public perception of Allegheny and how that 

may change based on the decision to hydrofrack, as seen with Bethany, should not be overlooked. 
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Figure 5: Sign in front of Bethany College well pad site. 

Figure 6: View of the Bethany College well pad site. 

Figure 7: The work permit on public display on a billboard. 

Figure 8: A warning sign on the same billboard. 


