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Overflow crowds attended two meetings over the past couple of weeks in Hunterdon County to learn more about a proposal by PennEast to build a 30-inch natural gas pipeline from Wilkes-Barre, Pa. to Blackwell Road in Hopewell Township.
Not unexpectedly, environmental groups are opposing the plan. Residents are also raising red flags, and their reasons are varied.
The newly created company PennEast announced its plans on Aug. 12. It is moving quickly, hoping to open a new line in 2017, and giving the impression that the pipeline is a done deal. It wants to cross the Delaware River at the northwestern tip of Hunterdon and cut a wide swath southward to Hopewell Township in Mercer County.
But a number of people are saying, "Not so fast."
The natural gas pipeline network in the United States was largely built in the 1930s and '40s and provided a welcome energy alternative, cleaner and easier to use than coal or wood. Growth in the natural gas industry was incremental over the last half of the 20th century. That changed in this century, because technological advances have made hydraulic fracturing, shortened to "fracking," economically feasible.
Fracking requires high volumes of water, mixed with sand and chemicals, to fracture shale around a well, freeing the flow of natural gas. This is largely taking place in economically depressed areas, where residents often welcomed drilling leases. In some cases that has resulted in contaminated water wells that had supplied homes; a new study says that may have been caused by faulty drilling wells.
Fracking is continuing a carbon-based economy, and pipelines are necessary to get the product to consumers. Lower the cost of gas, opponents say, and research and development of renewable, non-polluting energy sources is discouraged. Today it's a different world, and climate change is forcing a hard look at energy sources.
Our planet, and our children, will ultimately pay the carbon price, opponents say, if fracking continues to expand in scope. In just three years, natural gas extraction in the Marcellus shale region in West Virginia and Pennsylvania increased six-fold.
Corporations are eager to get this gas to East Coast urban markets, and to coastal hubs where it can be liquefied and loaded aboard ships for export.
Some think it’s ironic that New Jersey – the nation’s most densely populated state - approved its first Green Acres referendum as far back as 1961.
But perhaps it’s exactly because so much of the state is so extensively developed that the Garden State has been such a leader in land preservation, including parkland, wetlands, watersheds, farmland and viewsheds.
New Jersey taxpayers have supported open space referendums on the state, county and local levels for decades. That is particularly true in Hunterdon, where there is a county open space tax dedicated to the purchase of land, development rights and easements. Many municipalities have a similar property tax.
Land groups think this is making Hunterdon an attractive target for pipeline corporations. After all, it’s less expensive to bury a pipeline across woodlands and open fields than it is to put it in a heavily built-up area.
Some pipeline critics believe that allowing that has the affect of subsidizing profit-generating corporations — such as the PennEast consortium of AGL Resources, NJR Pipeline Co., South Jersey Industries and UGI Energy Services - with our property tax dollars. That was never the intent of our open space programs. And allowing a pipeline to disturb those habitats preserved because they are considered sensitive raises questions about the true worth of our preservation efforts.
Another concern is safety. The U.S. Department of Transportation's Pipeline & Hazardous Materials Safety Administration lists 746 natural gas distribution "serious incidents" between 1994 and 2013, resulting in 281 fatalities, 1,060 injuries and nearly $111 million in property damage.
PennEast officials plan to attend public meetings in Hunterdon, in Delaware Township on Monday, Sept. 29, at 8 p.m. at the Sergeantsville firehouse, and on Wednesday, Oct. 1, at 7 p.m. at the Holland Township firehouse.
Pipeline opponents at a public meeting on Sept. 15 in Lambertville said they want the federal government to deny any application PennEast makes for a new pipeline, not to change its route. If the cost of the entire process, from fracking to discouraging R&D to pipeline installation, outweighs the benefits, then playing NIMBY would shift focus away from their concerns.
Residents have a right to be cynical – and even fearful – of any company that proposes such a massive project, but dodges questions from those closest to it. Our reporters have repeatedly asked exactly where the pipeline is planned to be built, without receiving a substantive answer.
And we’re not impressed with “information sessions” that only reveal what the company wants to share.
Until such time that PennEast is willing to sit down in a frank and candid talk with those who could be neighbors of this pipeline, we count ourselves among the pipeline’s harshest skeptics.
Secrecy favors big business and big government
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