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	When President Obama challenged Congress last week in his State of the Union to set a goal that "80 percent of America's electricity will come from clean energy sources" by 2035, he pointedly included natural gas in the mix. So would anyone remotely familiar with the obstacles to relying solely upon renewables. 

But don't tell that to Josh Fox, director of the film "Gasland," which has been nominated for an Oscar. Natural gas "contributes to global warming and climate change," he told reporter David Brancaccio last year on "NOW" on PBS. "It will run out. . . . We're transitioning from fossil fuels to other fossil fuels? It doesn't make sense to me."

Perhaps this attitude explains the liberties Fox takes. In one scene replayed in the PBS report, for example, a man puts a flame to his faucet, which bursts into a ball of fire. Talk about drilling fallout! 

Except for one problem: The man lives in Weld County, and his well has been thoroughly investigated by Colorado regulators — and specifically by scientists at the Colorado Oil & Gas Conservation Commission. Their verdict, issued Sept. 30, 2008: "There are no indications of any oil- and gas-related impacts to your water well."

So is the commission in bed with industry? Hardly. When the legislature revamped the agency in 2007 and ordered a rewrite of drilling rules, the industry threw a fit. Their complaints reverberated so loudly that Republicans thought they had an issue to exploit against former Gov. Bill Ritter — until he decided not to run for a second term. 

So what does explain a faucet bursting into flame? As the commission explains in its "Gasland Correction Document" (see it at cogcc.state.co.us), "Methane gas is common in water wells in Colorado. It occurs naturally . . . as a gas in coal or black shale seams" and "as a byproduct of the decay of organic matter."

Commercial natural gas is also created by the decomposition of organic matter, but in "rocks buried deeper within the Earth." It also consistently contains "heavier hydrocarbons such as propane, butane, pentane and hexanes."

The well in question extended 530 feet into the Laramie-Fox Hills aquifer, which contains methane gas, and had "penetrated at least four different coal beds." Tough luck, but no scandal. 

In reading the commission's reports, you can't help but be impressed by its thoroughness. When gas drilling is implicated, its analysts say so. "Gasland" depicts three Weld County landowners and one in Garfield County with wells allegedly polluted by gas development. The state linked one of those cases — and only one — to drilling. 

The filmmaker claims that the remarkable surge in drilling across the nation and soaring estimates of recoverable gas reserves represent not a boon, as most energy realists believe, but a threat. 

"It's looking like this is at the expense of our water throughout America," he told Brancaccio, pointing in particular to hydraulic fracturing, or fracking, as the culprit. Yet when contamination has occurred in Colorado, it's been linked to spills or unauthorized releases, for example, or failures in the cement or casing in a well. But fracking itself, in which high-pressure fluid (typically 99 percent or more water but also various chemical compounds) is injected into rock formations containing natural gas, has not been implicated. 

Colorado has had "no verified incident of hydraulic fracturing harming groundwater," commission director David Neslin told me — either from fracking chemicals or methane from the gas well itself. Which is not surprising, since the chemicals or gas would usually have to migrate through thousands of feet of impervious shale first.

Neslin said he was "disappointed" in "Gasland," noting his agency receives "dozens of complaints every year that water wells have been impacted. All are investigated. A relatively small number result in confirmation that the problem is attributable to gas development." When that occurs, his outfit orders remedial action.

Meanwhile, as Neslin told an Environmental Protection Agency hearing last year, the commission requires periodic tests for "over 2,000 water wells in the San Juan Basin in Southwestern Colorado . . . . Thousands of oil and gas wells in that basin have been hydraulically fractured, and if fracturing fluids were reaching these water wells, then you would expect changes in the chemical composition of the water."

And yet no such changes have been detected. 

Energy production is an industrial process that involves its share of problems, accidents and, yes, pollution. We can try to deal with those side effects reasonably, as Colorado and many states do, or we can spread fear. But if we want to take the reasonable approach, it will require first of all a recognition, in Neslin's words, that "just because someone can light their tap on fire doesn't mean their water has been contaminated by an oil or gas well."
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