
Because of unanswered questions related to the effects of gas and oil extraction on water and 
air quality, terrestrial ecosystems, geology and other factors in Tennessee and the region, the 
University of Tennessee, Institute of Agriculture feels an obligation to conduct science-based 
research that will provide answers for Tennessee's citizens.  Our Cumberland Forest research 
laboratory is uniquely positioned to help provide unbiased, science-based answers to these 
critical questions. 
 
In order to conduct this research, an industry partner is needed to provide necessary drilling and 
other extraction components of the research project.  To accomplish this portion of the research 
project, a request has been submitted to the State Building Commission to release a Request 
for Proposals to engage with a private industry partner to provide these components. 
 
Over the past several months, several meetings have taken place with faculty and scientists 
from UTIA, UTK, Oak Ridge National Laboratory, and other universities in the region to discuss 
the potential research project.  Based on those discussions, five general research areas and 
questions have emerged; additional questions and areas of investigation will develop if the 
project is approved and moves forward:   

• Water Quality:  Can extracting oil and natural gas through the process called fracking 
 contaminate groundwater? What are the biological and physical properties of soils that 

make 
 them more resilient or sensitive to disturbance caused by drilling operations? 
• Geological: What is known about geology of the petroleum systems in the region? Is 

there 
 potential for microseismic activity associated with drilling and extraction activities? 
• Air Quality: What are the impacts of gas and oil development on ambient air quality? 
• Terrestrial Ecosystems: What are the ecological impacts of constructing above-ground 
 infrastructure related to oil and gas extraction in the region? What are the impacts of 

activity 
 associated with extracting gas resources (i.e., trucks traffic, noise, pollution)? Are 

remediation 
 and restoration activities necessary after extraction is complete? 
• Best Management Practices and Community Education: What sedimentation and 

erosion control practices are most effective in limiting impacts from service/access 
roads? What are appropriate drill head seal and casing grouting practices? How can 
information about shale gas operations be best shared with the community? 

  
The consortium of faculty and scientists which will be developed, based on project approval, will 
work together to further develop hypothesis-driven researchable questions such as the ones 
identified in your questions (along with others) to address these and possibly other research 
areas.  We will also be seeking input on the proposed research from our recently formed 
Advisory Council.  This council is made up of area landowners, citizens, professional resource 
managers, environmental organizations, government officials, the gas and oil industry, UT 
researchers and graduate students.   
 
UT, UTIA, other collaborating university faculty along with ORNL scientists will control the 
experiments and all data collected, not the industry partner.  Data will be peer reviewed and 
published in the refereed literature; public “field days” will be held to update citizens on project 
activity and results.  All UTK and UTIA faculty are bound by conflict of interest policies.  These 
policies will be posted to our UTIA gas and oil website.  In order to participate in the research 
project all faculty members and scientists (independent of their home institution) must agree to 



have their conflict of interest form posted to this website.  As with other projects, funding for this 
project will be generated from appropriated state and federal funding along with extramural 
sources including multiple federal and state agencies and industry, in strict accordance with 
established university policies and procedures. 
  
The research projects, in partnership with our yet to be determined industry partner, will be 
permitted by TDEC and required to meet all compliance requirements and the strict forest 
stewardship practices of the Forest Resources AgResearch and Education Center.  Ultimately 
we feel this project is uniquely positioned in supporting the long-term mission of the UT Forest 
Resources AgResearch and Education Center which is to: (1) provide the land and supporting 
resources necessary for conducting modern and effective forestry, wildlife, and associated 
social, biological and ecological research programs; (2) demonstrate the application of optimal 
forest and wildlife management technologies; and (3) assist with transfer of new technology to 
forest land owners and industries. 
 
Thank you for these thoughtful questions and comments.  As the project moves forward, 
pending approval, science-based research projects will be developed to answer the types of 
questions you pose.  We are seeking partners that can bring science-driven approaches to 
these questions and invite participation. 
 




