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RE:  The critical need for Public Input in the Permitting Process 

 

Dear Commissioners: 

 

My name is Dr. Julie Weatherington-Rice.  I had hoped to come before you to testify 

today but found at the last minute that I did not have transportation.  Your meeting is not being 

held virtually so I cannot attend that way.  Therefore, I am submitting this written testimony to 

serve as my presentation. 

 

I am here to speak to you about the critical need for public input into the permitting 

process for oil and gas drilling on our public lands that belong to all of us. Without input from 

the public, you will hear a one-sided story presented to you by ODNR and you will never know 

how accurate it actually is.  I have been studying the impacts of oil and gas drilling on drinking 

water here in Ohio since 1977 and I can tell you the impacts have been numerous and long 

lasting. 

 

ODNR will tell you that there is a 100-foot setback for drilling pads from bodies of water 

and that is stipulated in the OAC.  I can tell you that 100 feet is nowhere near enough of a 

setback, especially in eastern Ohio hill country.  Just how far of a setback is that?  Well imagine 

you typical suburban yard, sloping downhill to your street.  Imagine an oil and gas drilling pad 

set up at the back of your back yard.  Now imagine an accidental blowout occurring.  How 

successful do you think you would be in preventing production fluids from draining downhill to 

your street, especially while all the workers were busy trying to shut down the blowout?  It’s 

easy to visualize the mess and the contamination that would occur. 

 

Our Public Lands are crisscrossed with stream, rivers, ponds, wetlands and lakes.  Some 

of those bodies of water provide public water supplies to facilities at our State Parks.  Those 

bodies of water are teaming with life, often with rare and endangered species.  If those bodies of 

water are impacted by a release from a drilling site or from a production water transportation 

system, the impacts could be catastrophic.  When we instituted the Franklin County Greenways 

Riparian Corridor protection program 30 years ago, we tried to make the easement buffers as 

wide as we could, especially in areas of potential contamination.  All these years later, we have 

more than 75% of the 720 miles of riparian streambanks in Franklin County protected.  Those 
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easements are held by municipalities, townships, MetroParks and Franklin Soil and Water 

Conservation District.  We have protected our waterways by building bikeways and strings of 

parks along the corridors.  We have successfully limited the amounts of contamination passing 

through those protected corridors through our forested and prairie buffer strips.  The same 

protection can be achieved on our State-owned Public Lands, but not with 100-foot setbacks in 

hill country. 

 

Just how many times have there been accidental and deliberate contaminations of Ohio’s 

water from oil and gas over the years?  I lost count many years ago, so I’m just going to tell you 

about two, the summer 2014 Eisenbarth Statoil oil well explosion and fire and the contamination 

of Barnesville’s No. 1 Reservoir in March 2016. 

 

The Eisenbarth Statoil well pad explosion and fire is the type of event that causes 

nightmares, even for the industry.  Wells had been drilled and the pad was scheduled to be 

hydraulically fractured that day when something when terribly wrong and the pad exploded.  The 

fire burned for five days.  Volunteer fire teams from multiple counties and two states responded 

but no one knew what was on the site because the work trailer on the site that held the Safety 

Data Sheets (SDS) was on fire.  It was a miracle that no emergency responders or neighbors died 

that week.   In the end, runoff from the well pad fire flowed down hill to Opossum Creek where 

it killed every living thing in the creek for more than five miles before the creek drained into the 

Ohio River.  Over 70,000 fish were found dead.  No one knows how much setback would have 

been enough to protect the creek, but clearly, what there was, was not enough.     

 

   
 

While it may not have been possible to avoid the Eisenbarth well disaster, the 

contamination of Barnesville’s No. 1 Reservoir was completely avoidable.  Barnesville, 

located in Belmont County is the regional Public Water Supply for parts of four counties 

covering 80 square miles.  In a region of extensive strip mining, pristine watersheds that 

can be damned up to hold reservoirs for drinking water are treasured.  ODNR only 

provides a 100-foot setback from the reservoir shoreline for the location of drilling pads.  

But it was not a drilling pad accident that took out the reservoir; it was a tanker truck 

carrying “sweetwater” according to its Oklahoma manifest in the truck, from a well pad 

in Monroe County to an injection well near I-70. 

 



Now Barnesville is very protective of their water supplies and has a robust 

Federal Safe Drinking Water Act Source Water Protection Management Plan and an Ohio 

EPA certified Source Water Protection Area (SWPA) for their designated areas in place.  

Any hazardous chemicals should not be transported through the SWPA but oil and gas 

brine is exempt, even though it’s full of radioactive and heavy metals, BETX and forever 

chemicals of unknown volumes and descriptions.  So one rainy March night, a brine 

hauler took a short cut through the SWPA and went off the road, dumping his load into 

the creek draining into the No. 1 Reservoir. 

 
 

 The spill site was clearly within the Ohio EPA certified Corridor Management Zone.  

Since the tanker truck was not carrying an accurate manifest, Ohio EPA shut down the intake to 

the Water Treatment Plant on Reservoir No. 1 and started testing for everything they could think 

might be in the tanker.  It took more than three months of spring rains before the reservoir was 

flushed enough to be considered safe to drink again.  Fortunately, Barnesville had two other 

reservoirs that they could tap.  But what if the spill had happened in August with no rains and 

there had not been the two other reservoirs.  What would all those people in eastern Ohio have 

done for drinking water?  

 

 Clearly, the take home message here is just because 

something is legal, doesn’t make it a good idea.  You will 

not be charged by ODNR to put any more safeguards in 

place that what the law requires.  If you are not talking to 

the public who can tell you about the special circumstances 

for each of your proposed drilling sites, you will never 

know what the real concerns are.  You will never know 

that a rare and endangered species in living in that State 

Nature Preserve just downhill from the proposed drilling 

pad.  You will never know that the brine hauling trucks 

servicing that pad will be driving right by the reservoir and 

water treatment plant that supplies potable water to that 

State Lodge that we just renovated with public taxpayer 

money.  And you will miss so many more important facts 

that you should consider before you decide to issue that 

permit.  Modern drilling practices make it possible to scoot a drilling pad to a safer location and 

still tap all the reserves under the site.  By moving the pad, you are not creating a “taking” of a 
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mineral resource.  You have not denied an industry simply by protecting our public lands and 

their soil, water and air. 

 

 Please consider my comments as you formulate the rules by which you will conduct the 

business of the Commission.  Please chose to hear from the local residents and elected officials 

of the area who know the land the best.  Thank you for your attention. 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

Julie Weatherington-Rice, PhD, CPG, CPSS 

(For identification purposes only) 

Former Member Governor’s Oil & Gas Regulatory 

Review Commission, 1986-87 

Member, Ohio Oil and Gas Brine Task Force 

Sr. Scientist, 

Bennett & Williams Environmental Consultants Inc. 

Former Adjunct Professor 

Dept. Food, Agricultural & Biological Engineering 

The Ohio State University 

Associate Board Member 

Franklin Soil & Water Conservation District 

 

JWR/jr 

Copies:  Buckeye Environmental Network  

 

    


