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Well Application Challenges Fracking
Ban
Energy company wants to drill natural-gas well using waterless method

A small wooden stake marks the spot where Tioga Energy Partners hopes to drill a natural-gas well. PHOTO:
BRETT CARLSEN FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
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An upstate New York energy company has filed an application to drill a natural-gas well
using a waterless method that will test the state’s fracking ban.
The Snyder Farm Group, made up of five landowners from Barton, N.Y., near the
Pennsylvania border, signed an agreement with the energy company Tioga Energy
Partners to collect gas from 53 acres of land collectively owned by the group. Tioga
Energy Partners filed an application for a natural-gas well with New York state regulators
last week.
New York prohibits the use of high-volume hydraulic fracturing, also known as fracking.
Traditional fracking uses hundreds of thousands of gallons of water to crack rocks
underground to release natural gas. Tioga Energy Partners said it intends to use liquidpetroleum gas, or LPG, to open up fissures in the rock.
The state hasn’t weighed in on whether this variation on traditional fracking is allowed in
New York. A spokesman for the state Department of Environmental Conservation said it
is reviewing the application as required by law.
Adam Schultz, an attorney for Tioga Energy Partners, said LPG fracking is “outside of the
scope of the ban.”
But environmental groups also oppose LPG fracking, saying it poses health and
environmental risks like the conventional, water-based method.
“I have every confidence that they will find that trying to do an end-run around the
decision to prohibit high-volume hydraulic fracturing, with the use of a different
medium, will not succeed,” said Kate Sinding, director of the Community Fracking
Defense Project with the Natural Resources Defense Council, an environmental advocacy
group.
Environmental groups hailed New York’s decision late last year to prohibit the practice.
Some landowners who could benefit from fracking said the state’s ban hurt the economy.
Kevin Frisbie, a member of the Snyder Farm Group, said the land where he grows
soybeans, alfalfa and wheat has been in his family for more than 100 years.
“We think it can be done safely,” Mr. Frisbie said. “We as landowners are concerned
about the future of our land and our families and we think this is an alternative source of
income besides our farming operations.”
If approved, the well would be drilled on about 3.5 acres of land owned by Ernest Snyder,
who said he has owned his plot of land, where he grows hay, for about 20 years.
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“I certainly wouldn’t let
someone come in if I
thought they were going
to destroy my property,”
Mr. Snyder said.
In traditional fracking,
hundreds of thousands of
gallons of water, along
with chemicals and sand,
are pumped down wells
to create fissures in rocks
to release the gas trapped
underground. The
method produces large
amounts of wastewater
that also need to be
disposed of.
Instead, Tioga Energy
Partners wants to pump
pressurized, gelled
propane along with sand
into the well to fracture
the rock. After the rock is
sufficiently fractured,
some of the pressure is
released, and the gelled
propane then flows back
to the surface and turns
into a gas. Drillers are
able to recapture most of
that propane to use in
other projects, or they
can resell it.
As a result, there is no fracking water to dispose of, said Jonathan Garrett, principal
analyst at Wood Mackenzie, an energy-consulting firm.
The technique doesn’t require the large quantities of water that traditional fracking does.
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Ernest Snyder, part of the Snyder Farm Group, on his land in Barton, N.Y. PHOTO: BRETT CARLSEN FOR THE
WALL STREET JOURNAL

“It’s quite helpful, especially in places where water is harder to come by,” Mr. Garrett
said.

Kevin Frisbie, a farmer in Barton, N.Y., who is part of the Snyder Farm Group PHOTO: BRETT CARLSEN FOR
THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

Using propane also makes it easier to release the natural gas because unlike water, it
doesn’t cause rock to swell up, said Richard Spears, vice president of Spears and
Associates, an oil-field market-research firm.
“It’s almost the perfect frack fluid,” Mr. Spears said.
But LPG fracking isn’t widespread in the natural-gas industry. The Canadian company
Gasfrac Energy Services Inc. was the only group that Mr. Spears said he was aware of
that used the technology. It filed for bankruptcy in January as oil prices dropped.
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STEP Energy Services, an energy company based in Calgary, Alberta, acquired Gasfrac’s
physical assets and intellectual property in May. Regan Davis, the company’s chief
executive, said STEP Energy planned on licensing the LPG technology to other firms.

Cows in their stalls at Kevin Frisbie’s farm. He said the land has been owned by his family for more than 100
years. PHOTO: BRETT CARLSEN FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

Gasfrac “had a lot of technical success,” Mr. Davis said. “They failed commercially for a
number of reasons, but we think that technology has a place in the market.”
He said Gasfrac’s LPG technology has been used to complete hundreds of wells in
Canada and the U.S., including in Texas and Oklahoma.
Mr. Spears said other players in the industry may have passed on using LPG because they
were uncomfortable using propane, which is flammable and explosive.
Mr. Garrett, who called the technology “fantastic,” said LPG could cost anywhere from
20% to 40% more than conventional fracking. He said the rest of the natural-gas
industry is trying to cut costs as the price of natural gas remains low.
Gasfrac’s failure is “more of a reflection of the current environment we are trying to live
with,” Mr. Garrett said.
Write to Joseph De Avila at joseph.deavila@wsj.com
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