
Huge shale deposits, including north
Alabama’s “BlackWater Basin,” could
help fuel vehicles

By T. Boone Pickens
For The Times

America's dangerous dependence on for-
eign oil continues to put our national security
at risk. Last month alone we imported 350
million barrels of oil at a cost of $25.6 billion.
As we continue to import about 60 percent

of the oil we need every day, America is at
great risk of allowing foreign countries to dic-
tate our energy future - and these are coun-
tries that are not particularly friendly to us.
But Americans are catching on to the dan-

gers associated with our addiction to foreign
oil. Earlier this week, 250 people gathered in
New York City to acknowledge that imported
oil is the biggest threat to our national securi-
ty by presenting me with an award which
stated: For his outstanding leadership toward
American energy independence, the Ameri-
can Security Council Foundation proudly
presents T. Boone Pickens with its Lifetime
Achievement Award in Public Service for
Economic Security.
When we began the Pickens Plan 16

months ago, oil prices were sky high but no
one had a clue as to what to do about it. Since
then the elements of the plan - wind and
solar energy, a smart grid, and energy effi-
ciency – have all been dealt with in Congress.
The one remaining issue, the big one, is natu-
ral gas.
We've known for a long time that the vast

shale deposits in the U.S. contained enor-
mous amounts of natural gas. But it wasn't
until drilling techniques were developed over
the past decade that we have been able to re-
cover that natural gas in a commercially vi-

able and environmentally safe manner.
This past June the highly respected Poten-

tial Gas Committee released its biennial study
in conjunction with the Colorado School of
Mines indicating that the amount of natural
gas reserves had jumped to some 2,000 tril-
lion cubic feet (Tcf) meaning we have enough

gas in the continental United
States to last about 118 years.
The four largest shale de-

posits are located in Texas,
Louisiana, Arkansas and Ap-
palachia. But significant
sources of natural gas are also
available in shale plays in
places like the Chattanooga
shale deposit which extends
into northern Alabama. The

area in Alabama is known to geologists as the
"Black Water Basin."
Why is all this natural gas of such interest?

Because natural gas is the only fuel which can
replace diesel to move an 18-wheeler. About
half of the oil we import is refined into diesel
to move goods across and around America.
Heavy duty trucks are replaced on a fairly

tight schedule by both small and large truck-
ing companies. It is estimated that, if we
started now, within seven years we could es-
sentially replace the current fleet of 6.5 mil-
lion trucks burning imported diesel with
trucks running on domestic natural gas. That
alone would reduce our need to import oil
from OPEC countries by half.
We have focused on these trucks not only

because of the huge amount of imported oil
they account for, but because of the infra-
structure connected with changing out the
heavy truck fleet. Over-the-road trucks tend
to run the same routes on a regular schedule.
Drivers stop at the same truck stops to eat,
rest and refuel. So unlike attempting to meet
the needs of passenger cars, the number of
natural gas refueling facilities for 18-wheelers

is easily manageable.
In fact any fleet operation –municipal and

school buses; city, county, and state vehicles;
express delivery and utility trucks – any vehi-
cle which goes home to "the barn" every night
is a candidate for running on natural gas.
Over the next 20-30 years new technolo-

gies will emerge as transportation fuels. Most
likely these will be enhanced batteries and
hydrogen fuel cells. When they come on-line
it will be a great benefit to begin replacing
the 250 million private cars and light trucks
with vehicles which can run on non-fossil
fuels.
But that day isn't today, and won't be here

tomorrow. Natural gas is an off-the-shelf
technology which has been proven in the 10
million natural gas vehicles which are on the
roads around the world. But only about
130,000 of those are here in the United
States.
Right now, a bill in the U.S. Congress – The

NAT GAS Act – is gathering momentum in
both the U.S. House and the U.S. Senate.
This bill would jump start the natural gas ve-
hicle industry in the United States by provid-
ing tax incentives for fleet operators to re-
place their cars and trucks with natural gas
powered vehicles.
Natural gas is cleaner and cheaper than

diesel. It is available in huge quantities, and
it is ours. That's all in the Pickens Plan. If
you don't like my plan, what's yours?

T. Boone Pickens is chairman and CEO of
BP Capital, which operates energy-focused
commodity and equity funds. In July 2008,
Pickens launched the Pickens Plan, a grass-
roots campaign aimed at reducing this coun-
try’s crippling dependence on imported oil.
His book, “The First Billion is the Hardest,”
details what this country must do to win back
its energy independence.
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Asmyyear as a community
columnist forTheHuntsville
Times comes to anend, Iwonder if
I'vehelpedanyone. Iwonder if
you'vebeenencouraged to laugh,
or think, or cuss, ormaybe learn
something that youdidn't know.
Comingupwithagoodpiece is an
easy thing for somewriters.
Not forme.Half the time I'm

latewithmypiece.Although, I've
have successfullyworked it out in
myhead to feel better aboutmy
tardiness. I've actually developeda
sloganasmy reason.
Iwill serveno columnbefore it's

time. I'd like to say that Imade that
up, so Iwill.
Imade thatup.
Withme it'smore thandither-

ing. I evenwent to a shrink to find
outwhy Idither. She spent a year
studyingmyproblem.Predictabil-
ity, I have spent even longer trying
todecidewhether ornot to goback
andgether
recommenda-
tions. Shedid-
n't dither on
billingme.
But, I haven't
beenable to
stopdithering
longenough
topayher.
There's little

doubt that it has adversely affected
myability towrite.Although Iwas
never the artist formerly knownas
StephenKing, I couldwrite a little.
Noweven that is disappearing.
Inall, 87.275percent of the

columns that I beginnever get
completed.Of those thatdo,
73.462percent endup sounding
too stupid forwords. If that isn't
inefficient enough, 23.933percent
of theones that survive the first cut
comeacross asbeing intolerant
and/or ridiculously opinionated.
Between thehits I take for lackof
substance and thehits I take for
havingno talent and littleworth
saying, I gradeout at 3.931percent
productivity.Myqualitynumbers
are a little below that.
Thisdithering thinghasbeena

suffering. I hadno idea Iwas such
a conflictedperson. I think Imight
be evenworse than I think I am. I
know it sounds crazy, but, I don't
evenagreewithmyselfmostdays.
I'm trying to change, but it's

painfully slow.And then there's
the internal conflict.
For instance, I have started to

leanmoreon the cerebral endof
mybody todomyreasoning. If I
said that anyotherway itwouldn't
get printed.That's not free speech.
That's polite speech.
Conflict. It's all aroundme.And

it's all insideme, too.
That'swhy Ihave chosen this

venue topitch the ideaofmynext
endeavor. Itwill helpme, and it
will help readers ofTheHuntsville
Times, too.
I'mproposing that Idoanad-

vice column.No,not that smooth
psychobabble thatmakes you feel
good.Real advice.
Want to loseweight?Stopeat-

ing. Jail overcrowding?Stop lock-
ingpeopleup.
Want tobea conservative?Stop

thinking.
I knowI'mmaking this look

easy, but you canactually do this at
home.Overcrowded jails? Ifwe
can soften someof thepuritan laws
we suffer, ormaybeabolish them
altogether,we canalso relieve the
overcrowdedcourt system . The
current systemcreatesmore crimi-
nals than it deters.All poor choices
arenot criminal.Moral laws canbe
moredangerous thana cocked
canon.
Myadvice.Want something

done?Do it yourself.Don'twant to
pay yourdues?Good luck.
I believe that the citizensof this

areawouldappreciatemyadvice. I
believe theywouldbenefit from
myadvice.
And I'mnot just going to try to

hit the slowpitches, either.
I canplay in thebig leagues. It's

all fastball tome.
At thiswritingMayorTommy

Battlehashishands fullwith an
important issue regarding the the
HuntsvilleHousingAuthority.
Groupsof residents representing
various interestswant toweigh in
on theprogramsandpolicies of
such.At times it hasbeen con-
tentious.
As adviser, I offer resolution. It's

notmy job to turn thenuts and
bolts of the issue.My responsibility
is to lookat thebroader issue and
advise themayoronhowtopro-
ceed inmeetinghis overall objec-
tives.
Political advice is actually oneof

my stronger suits. So, here it is.
If Iwere you,Mayor, I'd concen-

trate on stayingpopular.

ThomasRussell is aTimes com-
munity columnist for2009.

Twenty years ago today, we lost 21 loved
ones in a massive tornado that struck a dev-
astating blow to Huntsville.
One of the most common questions I get

is, “Will this happen again?” and “Are we pre-
pared?” The first answer, sadly, is this will ab-
solutely happen again. The clock is ticking on
the next big tornado event in the area; it is
just a matter of time before the alarm goes
off.
The second question takes some explana-

tion. The first part of being prepared lies in
improved forecasting. Where we are today in
terms of technology makes 1989 seem like
several lifetimes ago.
In 1989, Huntsville had one radar located

at the airport. Today we have a dense
Doppler radar network, both public and pri-
vately owned, covering our region. Satellite
data had limited resolution 20 years ago, but
today we have access to images with resolu-
tion as fine as 250 meters.
Today’s computer models run on machines

making 67.5 trillion calculations per second
providing us with weather information on a
2.5 miles grid.

The 1989 weather models had a resolution
of 111 miles.
We also understand the mechanisms be-

hind tornado development much better than
in 1989. Large scale studies,
like VORTEX and VORTEX-
II, have shed light on tornado
development. Work locally at
the University of Alabama in
Huntsville has furthered our
knowledge of small-scale inter-
actions that help tornadoes
form.
While we still lack the Holy

Grail of perfect tornado fore-
casts, we now have a better working knowl-
edge of the ingredients for tornado develop-
ment and can anticipate those better than
ever before.
The difference in tornado warning statis-

tics clearly shows this better understanding.
In 1989, the National Weather Service was
able to warn the public of 75 percent of the
major tornadoes (rated F-3/EF-3 or
stronger), and did so with about 9 minutes of
advance notice.

Last year, those numbers were 94 percent
and 19 minutes, respectively. These numbers
will only improve as we gain new technolo-
gies and forecasting techniques.
Getting our message out to the public has

improved through strong partnerships with
the media and emergency managers who
help notify and prepare the public as needed.
But will all of these advances make us

safer?
Not always, because the last piece to the

preparedness puzzle is you. A warning is
meaningless if you are not ready to take ac-
tion when needed.
We cannot avoid the fact that another tor-

nado like the one 20 years ago will affect us,
but we do have control over how well we pre-
pare ourselves. Please have a safety plan and
be ready to take action when the time comes.
It will always be our best line of defense
against Mother Nature.

Michael Coyne is meteorologist-in-charge
of the National Weather Service office in
Huntsville.

Wean foreign energy dependence
with switch to more natural gas

Pickens

Better radar, awareness, aid tornado readiness

Drilling poses water contamination
threat; converting vehicles would
consume energy

By Stan Cox
For The Times

Holding out the prospect of vast new do-
mestic reserves, the natural gas industry is
promising to make the United States an ener-
gy-rich nation once again. But we should be
careful what we wish for. Spending those
riches could endanger water supplies for mil-
lions of Americans while still failing to solve
the climate crisis.
Electric utilities have expanded their use of

gas because gas-fired plants can be “turned
up” to meet high peak power demand more
quickly than can coal-fired plants. It’s also
more climate-friendly than coal and less
menacing than nuclear energy.
With the discovery of drilling techniques

that can extract natural gas from deep shale
formations, the authoritative Potential Gas
Committee estimates that the total of con-
firmed and potentially accessible gas reserves
has grown 35 percent in just three years.
Climate bills in the House and Senate con-

tain strong incentives to increase drilling and
burning of natural gas. Seized by anti-coal
fervor, most major environmental groups
have gone along with the gas rush.
But natural gas is “clean” only in contrast

to coal – just as a bacon cheeseburger can be
regarded as healthful compared with a dou-
ble bacon cheeseburger. Per kilowatt of elec-
tricity generated, gas releases 55 percent as
much carbon as coal. And gas drilling poses a
growing threat to our water supplies.
The investigative news organization ProP-

ublica has documented thousands of cases of
surface and groundwater contamination

caused by drilling in conventional and shale
deposits in six states.
Concern is now growing over hydraulic

fracturing, in which water laced with sand,
clay and “fracturing fluids” is pumped deep
underground to create fissures and free gas
trapped in rock formations. Most of the pol-

luted water returns to the sur-
face and must be handled as
waste.
Drilling in shale, which de-

pends heavily on fracturing,
can consume hundreds of
times more water per well than
does drilling in traditional gas
fields.
In Pennsylvania, which

shares the vast, gas-laden Mar-
cellus shale formation with four other states,
drilling is expected to generate 19 million gal-
lons of waste water daily by 2011, according
to the state’s Department of Environmental
Protection. The water, which carries both
natural and human-made toxins and is up to
five times as salty as sea water, puts a heavy
burden on water treatment plants.
Meanwhile, manufacturers of fracturing

fluids refuse to reveal their ingredients. In-
vestigators have managed to identify some
relatively harmless compounds in the fluids,
but also many that are toxic. Some, including
benzene, formaldehyde, 1,4-dioxane, ethylene
dioxide and nickel sulfate, are confirmed car-
cinogens.
Gas companies have enjoyed a slack envi-

ronmental leash since the 2005 Energy Policy
Act exempted them from regulation under
the Safe Drinking Water Act and the Water
Pollution Control Act. Bills now stalled in
Congress that would re-regulate the industry
need broader grassroots support.
Risking our water so we can burnmore nat-

ural gas will not be the planet’smiracle climate
cure. For theUnited States to achieve necessary

reductions in greenhouse emissions – estimat-
ed at more than 80 percent – will require not
more energy production, even if somewhat
cleaner, but deep cuts in energy consumption.
Coal must be phased out as quickly as pos-

sible, but more gas won’t accomplish that.
While electric utilities’ gas consumption dou-
bled from 1996 to 2007, coal use continued
its steady climb.
What if, with shale drilling, we could

achieve another doubling of gas-fired electric-
ity generation, but this time eliminate an
equivalent amount of coal-fired generation?
Even that steep escalation of gas drilling
would cut the utility industry’s carbon emis-
sions by only 12 percent and the nation’s total
carbon emissions by just 5 percent, based on
Energy Department figures.
Financier T. Boone Pickens recommends

running our vehicles on natural gas. But sub-
stituting natural gas for gasoline in all vehi-
cles would reduce the nation’s total carbon
emissions by less than 9 percent.
Converting all gasoline-powered vehicles

would consume more natural gas than elec-
tric utilities, homes and businesses combined.
Consequences for the nation’s water would be
disastrous.
Natural gas is being hailed by some, in-

cluding Pickens, as a high-energy “bridge” to
a renewable future, and by others as suffi-
ciently climate-friendly to be a “destination”
fuel. But as gas’ environmental drawbacks be-
come more evident, it’s looking more like a
bridge to nowhere.

Stan Cox is lead scientist for the Land In-
stitute in Salina, Kan., and wrote this com-
ment for the institute's Prairie Writers Circle.
His book “Losing Our Cool: Uncomfortable
Truths about Our Air-Conditioned World,”
will be published next June. Write to him at
t.stan@cox.net.
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