
INTRODUCTION:
In recent years in rural communities outside of Rome, Calhoun and 
Summerville, “wildcatters” a word normally associated with the oil fields 
of western states, has become part of the local vernacular. That’s because 
these prospectors have their sights set on northwest Georgia’s Conasauga 
Shale formation, a subterranean vault that state geologists believe may 
hold up to 625 trillion cubic feet of natural gas. They’ve been buying up 
mineral leases and even drilling wells in hopes that the local geology, gas 
prices and modern-day drilling techniques will create a natural gas boom 
in Northwest Georgia. Unfortunately, Georgia laws regulating fossil fuel 
extraction are more than 40 years old and fail to account for the hydraulic 
fracturing or “fracking” processes employed by modern-day drillers—
processes that have devastated other communities by polluting wells and 
streams and even causing earthquakes.  

THE WATER BODY:
About a half million people in an eight county area that sits atop the 
Conasauga shale formation depend upon the rivers and streams and 
underground aquifers of Northwest Georgia for their drinking water. The 
streams that drain the 5,000 square-mile upper Coosa River basin are home 
to 30 species of fish, mussels, snails and crayfish that are found no where 
else in the world, making this river system the most biologically unique 
in North America. The basin is home to 114 species of fish, 27 species of 
mussels, 24 species of snails and 18 species of crayfish, including 14 
federally protected aquatic species. A treasure trove of biodiversity, 
it is also home to a thriving outdoor recreation economy, catering to 
boaters and anglers.

THE DIRT:
When local landowners attended a meeting earlier this year in the 
rural Floyd County community of Armuchee to learn about natural 
gas exploration in northwest Georgia, they had hoped they would 
hear that state and local regulations are in place to protect their 
farms and homes in the event of a natural gas boom. 
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They left that meeting exceedingly alarmed. Georgia’s 1975 Oil and Gas and Deep Well Drilling Act provides 
little protection. Under this 40-year-old law, energy companies can apply for and receive a permit to drill from 
Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) in just 15 days. There is no requirement for the company to 
notify local governments or adjacent property owners and no opportunity for the public to comment on the 
proposed well. 

State law allows some wells to be 
placed within 330 feet of a property 
line, home  or church, and  there are 
no requirements for well operators to 
monitor groundwater that may supply 
nearby homes or businesses. And, 
energy companies can take advantage 
of these lax regulations for pennies: the 
application fee to secure a permit is just 
$25 (Alabama and Tennessee both charge 
$500 or more for similar permits). 

These weak regulations are most 
troubling because of modern-day drilling 
techniques, including directional drilling 
and hydraulic fracturing or “fracking” in 
which chemical-laced water is injected 
into a well to release natural gas held in 
shale formations. In other locales, fracking 
practices have caused contamination 
of well water and streams. Activities 
associated with fracking wells have also 
been linked to increased seismic activity and earthquakes. A 2015 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency study 
concluded that fracking wells have the potential to impact water resources, including contamination of drinking 
water wells.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
The Georgia General Assembly and Gov. Nathan Deal must act to update the 1975 Oil and Gas and Deep Well 
Drilling Act to provide stronger protections for rural communities facing the prospects of natural gas exploration. 

This legislative update should incorporate stronger public notice and public comment requirements, include 
reasonable setbacks from property lines, homes, churches and businesses, require groundwater identification 
and monitoring around fracking wells, require the 
disclosure of chemicals being injected into fracking 
wells, mandate proper disposal of fracking fluids and 
update application fees and other requirements. 

Joe Cook, Coosa River Basin Initiative
706-409-0128, jcook@coosa.org 

For More Information Contact:

Top: Fracking activities could threaten both groundwater and surface water, including the 
Conasauga River, a popular recreation destination. Above: Drilling rigs like this one may be in 
the future for Northwest Georgia’s landscape if energy companies are successful in extracting 
natural gas from the region’s Conasauga Shale formation. 


