
The commonwealth is making highway right-of-ways available for landfill gas 

pipeline projects, further encouraging and promoting the recovery and use of 

this emerging source of renewable energy.  

“Putting landfill gas to use to power our economy gives us a clean, cheap en-

ergy supply that businesses can use to keep utility costs down and keep jobs in 

Pennsylvania,” Environmental Protection Secretary Kathleen A. McGinty said. 

“Supporting the increased development of landfill methane gas is another ex-

ample of the Governor’s commitment to using environmental protection to 

drive economic development.”  

DEP and the Pennsylvania Department of Transportation are taking additional  
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Farmers may seem like trustworthy people, but the U.S. Department of Agricul-

ture is taking no chances. It's spending tens of millions of dollars to create an 

enormous computerized map of every farmer's field in America. The program is 

intended to make sure farmers are doing what's required to earn their govern-

ment subsidies.  

It's an enormous task, keeping track of those subsidies. They add up to billions 

of dollars each year and they go to more than half a million farmers, scattered 

from Maine to California. Some farmers receive payments for protecting 

streams and wetlands; others, for growing specific crops. In each case, the pay-

ments depend on accurate information on the amount of land involved. So the 

USDA has resorted to a program of overhead reconnaissance -- something akin 

of spy flights.  
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steps to make landfill methane available to users by streamlining the permitting process for methane gas 

pipeline projects. The agencies partnered to facilitate the use of state highway rights of way for landfill gas 

pipelines.  

“By developing guidelines for use of state rights of way for pipelines, PennDOT is able to both protect driv-

ers and our roadway assets and to assist with projects that enhance economic competitiveness and energy 

independence,” PennDOT Secretary Allen D. Biehler said.  

The demand for expedited permitting was demonstrated by the Lanchester Landfill Gas Utilization Project 

developed by Granger Energy, which was named Partner of the Year in 2005 by the U.S. Environmental 

Protection Agency’s Landfill Methane Outreach Program.  

The Lanchester project was the first in Pennsylvania to deliver landfill gas to multiple users. By providing 

customers a clean, reliable and affordable energy source, the venture has been important to ensuring the 

competitiveness of and retaining jobs at four major manufacturing enterprises --- Dart Container, Advanced 

Food Products, L&S Sweeteners and New Holland Concrete --- in south-central Pennsylvania.  

The project comprised 13 miles of pipeline and required many environmental and construction permits. The 

pipeline route encompassed both active and former railroad lines that traverse farms, parks, commercial and 

residential developments, and a historic community. Land easements along the railroad were complicated 

by century-old deed restrictions and land rights. The completed pipeline crosses over 75 land easements and 

35 road crossings en route to its customers.  

Governor Edward G. Rendell has focused efforts on capturing the methane and piping the landfill gas di-

rectly to serve businesses to keep jobs in Pennsylvania. DEP previously streamlined permitting processes 

both for landfill gas recovery systems and end users to encourage and foster use of the resource.  

Pennsylvania provides a wide array of support to landfill gas recovery projects and to end users of landfill 

methane. EPA recognized Pennsylvania as the State Partner of the Year in 2005, citing the common-

wealth’s financial and technical support for developing landfill methane use.  

Through the Pennsylvania Energy Harvest Grant Program and the Pennsylvania Energy Development Au-

thority, Governor Rendell has invested more than $1.5 million in landfill gas projects. The Alternative Fu-

els Incentive Grants program has provided another $1.3 million for development of landfill gas as a trans-

portation fuel.  

Pennsylvania is home to 24 operational gas-to-energy projects. DEP estimates these projects generate 60 

megawatts of electricity, enough to power more than 38,000 homes for a year. The state’s landfill-gas-to-

energy projects reduce emissions equivalent to taking 47,027 cars off the road, offset the use of 1,202  
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railcars of coal, prevent the use of 570,332 barrels of oil and equal the beneficial effect of planting 72,448 

acres of forest.  

Additional Pennsylvania support for development of landfill gas projects includes the Pennsylvania Landfill 

Methane Database to catalog landfills and landfill gas projects so that access to this energy feedstock is 

made easy. The DEP also worked with EPA to develop a Primer for the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania 

for Developing Landfill Gas Utilization.  

Landfill gas was also included as a preferred energy source in the Alternative Energy Portfolio Standard 

created by Governor Rendell and the legislature. The standard ensures that 18 percent of the state’s electri-

cal power will come from alternative energy sources within 15 years. By including landfill gas in the stan-

dard, Pennsylvania gave electricity providers a strong incentive to invest in landfill gas projects.  

For information about landfill methane gas, visit DEP’s Web site at www.depweb.state.pa.us, Keyword: 

“Energy.” For more information on PennDOT highway occupancy permitting, visit its Web site at 

www.dot.state.pa.us and search for “Occupancy Permit Information.”  

Source: DEP 
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The company GE Geospatial, an aerial photography company, carries out one small piece of this program. 

One of its airplanes, a twin-engine Piper Navajo, spent six weeks this summer flying back and forth over 

eastern Kansas. A sophisticated digital camera in its belly captured pictures of the ground below.  

In order to get the widest possible view, the airplane climbed to 22,000 feet, twice its normal working alti-

tude. The cabin isn't pressurized, so pilots had to wear oxygen masks. Bob Buttram, the company's chief 

pilot, used to fly jets for commercial airlines, but he says this is some of the toughest flying he's ever done. 

"The body just doesn't take the pressure change that well," he says. "It's not uncommon for a guy to get an 

ear infection after a week, two weeks, of flying like that."  

GE Geospatial sends those photographs to Surdex Corporation, in Chesterfield, Mo. Surdex is one of larg-

est in a team of ten companies that's assembling this atlas of American agriculture for the USDA. This year, 

it will process more than a hundred thousand images, covering ten states in the Midwestern and Northwest-

ern United States.  

Craig Molander, Senior Vice President of Surdex, peers over the shoulder of one colleague, and sees an im-

age filled with craggy mountains. "That's got to be from the Northwest somewhere. Idaho or something," he 

says. (It turned out to be in South Dakota.) Molander has spent much of his life looking down at the Earth 

from far overhead, but the pictures used to be classified top secret. Before he went to work at Surdex, he 

worked in military intelligence.  

Molander has watched the world of overhead imagery open up in recent years. Access to images from com-

mercial satellites has become routine; everybody now gets to look down at the world from the sky. "People 

got used to seeing it on the news," he says. "And now you have Microsoft and Google doing web-enabled 

services on it. Demand is going up and up, and people are getting accustomed to finding that data."  

It's surprisingly complicated, though, to convert raw photos into the kind of seamless tableau now available 

through Google Earth or Microsoft's Local Live website. Pictures do lie. Photographs taken from far over-

head cover an area many miles wide. Rivers or fields at the edge of each image look smaller than they 

should, because they're farther from the camera; Tops of mountains, being closer, look bigger than they 

should.  

The computers at Surdex can correct those distortions, though, and the company will deliver pictures of 

Kansas farmland to the USDA that match, to within a few feet, the geographic dimensions of the real world. 

That turns the photos into a powerful tool for local USDA officials like Myron Stroup, in Olathe, Kan. 

"We're actually just scratching the surface of what this can do for us," he says.  

Stroup works for the USDA's Farm Service Agency. He's responsible for monitoring several million dollars 

in federal payments every year to about 1500 farmers in two counties in Eastern Kansas. He displays one of 

those new aerial photos on his computer. It shows one small corner of Johnson County. But there's more  

                                                                   (continued on page 5) 
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Crop Cops Take to the Sky 

(continued) 

here than just a photo. Laid out on top of the checkerboard of green and brown fields are red lines. They 

show the field boundaries. And when Stroup clicks inside the lines, he uncovers a hidden storehouse of in-

formation.  

"I've selected three different fields right here," he says. "I can open the table and show the attributes -- or 

the data -- on those three fields. I've got the acres, and two of those fields are highly erodible land." 

(Farmers are required to take special precautions to reduce soil erosion on such fields.)  

Another click, and the map shows what farmers promised to plant on those fields. Stroup can see whether 

the picture in front of him matches those promises. The other day, he says, he was looking at a field that a 

farmer had enrolled in the Conservation Reserve Program, or CRP. This program pays farmers to convert 

cropland into grassland or forest, in order to preserve soil and create more habitat for wildlife. He saw 

"what appeared to me like a lot of big round hay bales out there. And I thought, 'Hmm. That don't look quite 

right. Did this person go out and hay their CRP [field] when they didn't have authorization to do that?'" 

When he drove out to look, though, those round shapes turned out to be newly planted trees, which are per-

mitted.  

Stroup, and other USDA officials, don't like to call this spying on farmers, and they prefer not to talk about 

farmers cheating. They say it's mostly just a way to keep their records accurate; most farmers do obey the 

rules. The USDA's critics, such as the congressional Government Accountability Office (GAO), say the 

USDA is far too lenient in enforcing the rules governing federal subsidies. According to a GAO report, tens 

of millions of taxpayer dollars continue to flow to growers who've broken the rules by plowing up native 

prairie, or draining wetlands. The new system should help catch those violations.  

And Scott Willbrant, a coordinator of the USDA's mapping effort for the state of Kansas, says the new digi-

tal atlas will be useful to a lot of other people, too. "This will be one of the most sought-after datasets ever," 

he says.  

Let's say you wanted to stop soil from washing into a local river. If you combine this map with others that 

already exist -- such as those showing topography and soil types -- it would show you which fields might be 

creating the problem. It would also tell you who owns those fields so you'd know whom to call. "It's unlim-

ited what other industry; other agencies can do with it. They probably have more use for it than we do, actu-

ally," Willbrant says.  

For now, though, the USDA is keeping much of their computerized atlas confidential. Officials say they're 

trying to decide how much of their surveillance data they can share, without violating the privacy of Ameri-

can farmers. 

 

Source: by Daniel Charles  

 



PAGE 6 CONSERVATION COMMITTEE REPORT VOLUME 8  ISSUE 10  

Eighth Human West Nile Case Confirmed 

 

HARRISBURG (Sept. 12) -- State officials today confirmed the eighth human West Nile Virus 

case of the year. This case involves a 63-year-old Lawrence County man who was hospitalized, 

but has recovered from his symptoms. 

 

(Sept. 25) -- State officials today reported a mosquito sample in the city of Pittsburgh, Allegheny 

County, testing positive for West Nile Virus. 

 

First Horse Tests Positive for West Nile Virus 

HARRISBURG (Sept. 27) -- State officials today reported the first horse to test positive for the 

West Nile Virus in Pennsylvania since 2004. The horse is from Crawford County. 

Source: DEP 

 

(ed. With the onset of colder temperatures, the West Nile Virus threat should soon subside for the 

year.) 
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DOE, Industry Consortium Project Deploys New Stripper Well Tool 

Novel Technology Boosts Oil and Gas Production and Efficiency at 200 Sites Nationwide 

A novel technology developed through a joint government and industry venture has demonstrated signifi-

cant cost and production benefits for lower-producing wells, called "stripper wells," while contributing to 

the security of the nation's oil and gas supplies. 

The technology, named the VortexFlowTM SX tool, was sponsored by the Stripper Well Consortium, a na-

tional industry-driven group focused on developing low-cost technologies applicable to both oil and gas 

stripper wells. The U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) co-funds the consortium through its National Energy 

Technology Laboratory (NETL) in an agreement with The Pennsylvania State University. 

Stripper wells produce oil and gas at the low rates of less than 10 barrels per day of oil or 60,000 cubic feet 

per day of natural gas. Tapping into additional oil and gas supplies within the nation's stripper wells can be 

an important contributor to U.S. energy security. 

Some 80 percent of U.S. oil wells are now classified as marginal wells. Because these wells produce 

860,000 barrels of oil per day (nearly 20 percent of U.S. production) and the nation's natural gas stripper 

wells produce 1.5 trillion cubic feet of gas per day (about 8 percent of U.S. production), any increase in 

their production rates or decrease in related costs serves as a boon to the nation's supply of energy. 

Vortex Flow LLC developed the new SX tool and, to date, has deployed it in more than 200 stripper well 

operations across the country, increasing production and decreasing maintenance costs. 

 Some "real-life" successes of the Vortex technology include the following:  

A Pennsylvania well operator installed the tool on numerous gas wells and lowered line pressures to in-

crease gas production by 30 percent.  

An operator in New Mexico installed Vortex tools ranging from 4 inches to 12 inches in a well system and 

similarly lowered line pressures and increased production.  

A Colorado pipeline operator installed a 10-inch SX tool and observed drops in pipeline pressures, in-

creases in production, and the cost-saving elimination of a process called "line pigging."  

The installation of an SX tool in a 3,000-foot-deep coalbed gas well resulted in lowering the bottom hole 

pressure by 15 percent and increasing gas production by 10 percent.  

The installation of the SX tool in a 600-foot-deep Powder River coalbed gas well allowed the well to con-

tinue to flow uninterrupted for 10 months, thereby saving about $12,000 in annual costs.  

What is so inherently special about the Vortex tool that facilitates enhanced production and greater cost ef-

fectiveness in stripper wells? 

Vortex Flow based its SX tool -- tube like devices with spool connectors inserted into a well -- on break 
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DOE, Industry Consortium Project Deploys New Stripper Well Tool 

(continued) 

throughs in fluid dynamics that provide a way for an operator to address the turbulence and disorganization 

of liquids and gases when they flow through a pipe. The SX tool converts the turbulent, disorganized flow 

into an organized "vortex" flow that accelerates the velocity of water used in the process and reduces the 

friction that causes the pressure to drop as fluids move through a pipe. By doing so at both surface and sub-

surface levels, the SX tool helps to reduce wear and tear on oil and gas pipelines while increasing produc-

tion and reducing costs. At current gas prices, the SX tool has been shown to pay for itself within 60 days. 

Vortex Flow perfected its tool during testing at DOE's Rocky Mountain Oilfield Testing Center in Casper, 

Wyoming. 

NETL researchers have been actively identifying wells that prematurely decline to stripper well status and 

have been developing technologies that result in increased production, longer well life, and more efficient 

and cost-effective recovery of remaining oil and gas in those wells. 

Since the majority of stripper well owners are small, independent operators, NETL organized the Stripper 

Well Consortium to leverage the resources of those operators to develop applicable technologies. 

Source: DOE 


