Passing a Bill

On PA Marcellus Shale Natural Gas

You are now a member of the State House of Representative or a State Senator in the Pennsylvania General Assembly.  Recent concerns over natural gas drilling in the Marcellus Shale region of the state have led to contention over current legislation and regulatory measures that influence the natural gas industry.  The issues currently up for debate are the addition of a natural gas severance tax and plans to drill for natural gas in state forests.  As a State Representative and a State Senator in the PA General Assembly, you have the responsibility to become informed about the issue, make meaningful contributions to the debate, and represent your constituency.  
 
In this activity, you will try to reach a consensus on a bill that deals with a natural gas severance tax and the leasing of state forests for state revenue.  Do you support a severance tax on natural gas or do you believe it will negatively affect local economies in your district?  Also think about possible distribution of these funds throughout the state.  Do you support the leasing of state forest land for natural gas drilling revenue? Become informed about these debates by reading the provided articles.  Also, think about how different interest groups could influence your decision.

Things to think about during debate, discussion, and voting:

· What interests do you support and why?

· What role should the state take on with this issue?

· How vital is Marcellus Shale natural gas drilling to the PA economy and to your local constituency?

· Does Marcellus Shale natural gas drilling directly or indirectly impact your constituency or does it not impact them at all? How would your constituency respond to your decisions?
· Will any aspect of this bill positively or negatively impact your district in the future? 

· If Marcellus Shale natural gas drilling does not directly or indirectly impact your district, you play a key role in choosing which side of the debate you support.
· How could your county/district benefit from the distribution of funds?

· What groups (corporations, environmental organizations, community groups…) do you give the most credibility?
Note:  This debate is not a “for or against” the act of natural gas drilling but a debate regarding regulations and limitations on the process of drilling and hydraulic fracturing and to determine the need for mitigating environmental impacts.

Definitions:

Severance Tax – This is a tax imposed by a state on the extraction of natural resources, such as oil, coal, or gas.  This tax is most often levied as a percent of the market value of the resource that is extracted.  It can also take the form a payment per unit or per volume of the resource extracted.  

A Lease – This is a contract signed by a landowner and a natural gas company that allows the gas company to drill and construct a well site on the individual’s property.  Gas companies often pay “signing bonuses” to the landowner when the landowner signs the lease.  The landowner, by virtue of this lease, also receives a specified amount of money, known as royalty payments, based on the amount of gas produced from the well.  A landowner can only sign a lease with a natural gas company if the individual owns the minerals rights to his property.
Mineral Rights – Property rights in PA are divided between surface rights and mineral rights.  Mineral rights were often sold off by individual landowners generations ago, meaning that current landowners only own the surface rights to their property.  Ownership of mineral rights varies across the state.  If a landowner does not own the mineral rights to his property, he has little say in the decision to allow natural gas drilling on his land and receives no compensation in the form of a signing bonus or royalty payments if drilling does occur on his or her land.  The PA state government does own the mineral rights beneath state forest land, which allows them to control the presence of drilling on those lands and also profit from natural gas drilling on those lands.
