Americans (Sort of) Love Fracking. The Northeast's shale-gas boom is being domesticated. HOLMAN W. JENKINS, JR. WSJ Oct. 6, 2010

Folks who've been hanging on in places like upstate New York and Pennsylvania for 100 years waiting for another economic boom have finally got one, thanks to the Marcellus Shale.

Hydraulic fracturing combined with horizontal drilling has given energy producers an economical way to release natural gas in this massive, dense formation. So stupendous is the potential, it could transform global energy politics and economics.

Listen closely to the resulting "environmental" debate and the real question is: Do the locals want a boom?

Fracking divides neighbor from neighbor, roughly speaking the penurious locals from the weekend residents and gentleman farmers. It has fired up environmental groups who have a nose for saleable controversy to raise donations.

The EPA is moving in, keen to regulate fracking under the Safe Drinking Water Act. Even Hollywood has decided it can't miss this train to controversy and self regard, financing a couple of anti-fracking movies.

All are clamoring to mix it up in the anti-fracking fight, which will certainly mislead any local opponents who think the fracking boom will now be stopped in its tracks.

As a report from the Houston investment firm of Tudor Pickering shrewdly predicted in June, there will be no fracking ban. Too much money, too many jobs, too much revenue for state government is at stake. Instead: "The gold-rush-like endeavor called shale drilling will morph from trial-and-error into a more institutionalized affair. . . . Bigger companies will have a growing advantage, because they can better afford to prevent spills and leaks and correct them when they happen."

Yep, the sound and fury of the fracking debate is really just the noise of the fracking phenomenon being domesticated.

In three short years, the technique has turned the U.S. from a declining producer of gas into a rising one. Trucks rumble down rural roads, kicking up dust and shaking the foundations of century-old farmhouses. Large industrial operations are springing up overnight. Some place the value of Marcellus gas at an awesome $2 trillion.

Those who value pastoral poverty and bucolic quietude over all this grubby commercialism will just have to adjust, as the fishermen and sportsmen and sun bathers of the Gulf Coast have learned to live with oil drillers (and vice versa). As residents of every city have adjusted to waves of decay and gentrification. As everyone everywhere takes the good and bad of economic change.

Not that their cries of pain and dislocation are unnoticed by the political system. In the tight Pennsylvania senate race, Democrat Joe Sestak has ventured a call for a moratorium, hoping it will do him more good in the 'burbs than harm in the boonies. His opponent, Pat Toomey, says a moratorium would be an attack on jobs, jobs, jobs.

Tellingly, neither party's Pennsylvania gubernatorial candidate wants to stop fracking. And current Democratic Gov. Ed Rendell has been busy opening up state forestland to fracking and trying to enact a state "severance tax" to enlarge the commonwealth's share of the spoils.

Clearer than ever too is that landowners who benefit from leasing their property to drillers greatly outnumber the active opponents. One company, Chesapeake Energy, claims alone to have contracted with one million American households.

The political fight is now mutating into a battle of the cities, especially New York and Philadelphia, against their upstate watersheds. Water is the key to most of fracking's environmental worries. Fracking involves injecting water, sand and chemicals deep underground to create fissures in gas-bearing rock. Though fracking itself takes place thousands of feet below the water table, surface spills of fracking fluid and migration of shallow gas into aquifers are real concerns—though fixable with careful well design and scrupulous management of surface activities.

Technology is advancing. Schlumberger and Trican, two oil-field technology firms, have come out with greener fracking fluids. Regulation or the threat of it is squeezing out the bad or undercapitalized actors (or the politically unconnected ones). Exxon recently bought XTO Energy. Shell bought East Resources Inc. Already 1,800 wells are working in the Keystone state, with 30,000 expected. That number will change the scenery in a big way.

An entire region of the country is unexpectedly being transformed by a new industry. Toes are being stepped on, but money and politics will slop around in ways designed to reduce the opposition to manageable proportions. That's what politics is for.
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