
UT Institute of Agriculture Announces Open House on Gas and Oil  
Research Initiative 
Public invited to learn about proposed project 

Everyone is concerned about our nation’s energy resources and future availability of safe and 
affordable fuels. With that in mind, the University of Tennessee Institute of Agriculture will hold 
an open house to inform all interested parties of its intention to commit the resources of one of its 
AgResearch and Education Centers to serve as a natural resources laboratory for research and 
continuous improvement of best management practices for natural gas and oil development. 

UTIA plans to allow studies of the drilling process for oil and natural gas, investigate 
environmental risk factors related to oil and gas development, and provide baseline data to 
advance industry-specific best management practices through a lease agreement with private 
industry on its Forestry Resources AgResearch and Education Center in Morgan and Scott 
counties. The property is documented to have reserves of natural gas and oil and would be an 
ideal location for university-based research into societal concerns regarding natural gas and oil 
development. 

The open house will be held Thursday, Dec. 6, from 2 p.m. to 6 p.m. at the Wartburg Civic 
Center at 127 Carter Street. The general public, community groups, industry, state agencies, 
landowners and all interested parties are invited to attend and provide input on the research plan. 
 
The proposed fact-based, scientific investigation will seek to answer critical research questions 
regarding the relationships between the development of gas and oil resources and groundwater 
quality, wildlife habitat, soil disturbance, geological shale, and individual species of flora and 
fauna. The data gathered and the conclusions drawn from these studies would allow for the 
continuous improvement of gas and oil production best management practices that could be 
applied to other operations in the state and region and would add to the body of knowledge in this 
area. 

“This initiative is directly related to the university’s mission of teaching, research and public 
service,” explained UTIA Chancellor Larry Arrington. “There is not enough scientific study and 
evidence in this area. This project will provide science-based facts for the scientific community, 
regulatory agencies, concerned environmental groups and citizens, and the industry.” 
 
Faculty members from across the Institute of Agriculture and UT Knoxville have collaborated on 
possible research questions and identified these areas of investigation: 

• Water Quality: Does extracting oil and natural gas through the process called fracking 
contaminate the groundwater? To what extent? 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 the geology of the petroleum systems in the region? 
What is the 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 



perturbations associated with extracting gas resources (i.e., trucks traffic, noise, 
pollution)? What remediation and restoration activities are 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? 

  

UT AgResearch Dean Bill Brown said the project will provide for all aspects of the institute’s 
teaching, research and outreach mission. “Graduate and undergraduate students will be involved 
in the research studies in an outdoor, real-life classroom; the data gathered will lead to 
comprehensive research in an area of knowledge where little is known today; and the findings 
will be shared through scientific publications and Extension outreach with landowners, concerned 
citizens, governmental officials and the industry.” 

A request for proposals from potential industry partners is being developed and would go before 
the State Building Commission before being released. The proposal will call for an initial lease 
bonus, an annual rental for the property, and royalties on production to help cover the cost of the 
research.  
 
The proposal will also include terms that protect the university’s interests in its unencumbered 
use of the property for other research and teaching projects. It will call for compliance with all 
environmental laws and for prudent operation to protect all natural resources. The university 
would govern the location of drilling sites so as not to jeopardize valuable ongoing research or 
sensitive environments. Standards for operation will be identified, including access road 
construction and revegetation of sites. 

The Forest Resources AgResearch and Education Center is an 11,500-acre field research 
laboratory, which has been engaged in natural resources stewardship and research since 1936. 
The center is a regionally recognized leader in developing new technologies applicable to modern 
forestry and wildlife resources management and environmental stewardship. It is one of 10 
research and education centers in the University of Tennessee Institute of Agriculture’s 
AgResearch system. Headquartered in Oak Ridge, Tenn., the Forestry Resources AgResearch and 
Education Center is composed of three forest units located in East and Middle Tennessee.   

 


