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Waste water poses disposal dilemma

Editor’s note: This is the first part of a two-part series about the water needs 
associated with natural gas drilling in the Marcellus Shale.
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Editor’s note: This is the first part of a two-part series about the water needs associated 
with natural gas drilling in the Marcellus Shale. 
 
Tim Budney scoffed as he tapped a flyer from a wastewater treatment facility at a recent 
state summit for natural gas operators drilling in the Marcellus Shale. 
 
The flyer, one of many lining tables at the summit, boasted that the facility had the daily 
capacity to treat hundreds of thousands of gallons of the dirty water produced during gas 
exploration. 
 
An employee of Pittsburgh-based natural gas producer CNX Gas Corp., Budney had 
exceeded that capacity while developing just two recent wells in which he had used more 
than 4 million gallons of water. 
 
The problem of what to do with the wastewater pulled from the gas wells is one of the 
biggest challenges facing operators beginning development of the Marcellus Shale. 
 
Hydraulic fracturing — the process of blasting cracks in the mile-deep shale with millions 
of gallons of water, chemicals and sand — is the key to harvesting the natural gas 
trapped in the rock. It is one of the largest costs, both environmentally and 
economically, of the operations. 
 
Before the gas can flow from the wells, the water laden with salt, metals, acid and trace 
radioactive isotopes must be pulled back to the surface and dealt with. 
 
There are currently five facilities in the state that are specifically designed to treat such 
industrial wastewater and the closest one is 244 miles away from the heart of Northeast 
Pennsylvania drilling in Susquehanna County. 
 
Few Northeast municipal wastewater treatment facilities can handle the water and the 
Department of Environmental Protection warned all of them in May that they must get 
approval before accepting the waste. 
 
And the Pennsylvania geology appears to preclude operators from injecting the waste 
into deep disposal wells, a favored option for drillers working in other shale regions like 
Texas. 
 
Mark Wilson, a marketing manager with GE Water & Process Technologies, which is 
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