County forms natural gas committee

By Tom Grace 
Cooperstown News Bureau 
COOPERSTOWN _ The Otsego County Board of Representatives formed a natural gas advisory committee Wednesday.
County board chairman Sam Dubben, R-Middlefield, has signed a lease to allow gas drilling on his farm, so Dubben appointed Rep. Stephen Fournier, R-Milford, to select the committee.
Previously, Dubben said he wanted to avoid any appearance of impropriety because of the lease, which he signed before rejoining the board two years ago.
Fournier, chairman of the county's Solid Waste & Environmental Concerns Committee, said he met with county Planning Director Terry Bliss before deciding who should serve on the committee.
Together, they came up with a membership of Marie Lusins-McLachlan, Erik Miller, Scott Fickbohm, Terry Bliss, Richard Murphy, Keith McCarty, David Dickey, Robert Taylor, Lyle Jones Jr., Michael Covert, Fournier and Rob Robinson.
Lusins-McLachan is a former Oneonta town board member, Miller is executive director of the Otsego County Conservation Association, Fickbohm is the county's Soil & Water District director, Murphy represents the town of Oneonta on the county board, McCarty represents the towns of Springfield and Richfield on the county board, Dickey is a farmer, Taylor is New Lisbon town supervisor, Jones is the county's emergency service coordinator, Covert is a member of a land cooperative and Robinson is president and CEO of the Otsego Chamber. 
Fournier said he wants the advisory committee to focus on practical things municipalities can do to prepare for widespread gas drilling.
The purpose of the committee is "to address public sector impacts and opportunities related to natural gas industry activities proposed or under way in Otsego County," he said. 
The committee "will limit its agenda to matters for which county and local governments have jurisdiction." 
The committee "recognizes that some environmental concerns, including water quality, are appropriately directed at New York state government agencies," Fournier read from the group's mission statement.
Nicole Dillingham, president of the board of directors of Otsego 2000, asked the county to focus on ways to preserve public health as drilling operations and the risk of spills accelerate.
"We can't proceed with a task force unless it looks at the health risks we're facing, because the county is going to pay, ultimately," she said. "What we see is the gas industry trying to socialize the cost while privatizing the profit." 
Hartwick resident James Herman showed board members a map indicating which parcels have been leased along state routes 28 and 205.
Gas drilling operations along these heavily traveled roads are "a prescription for disaster," he said.
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