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Tapping Cortland area’s potential 

Companies search for natural gas 

 

Eddie Garcia, left, who oversees the local exploration operation for Dawson Geophysical 

Co., of Texas, and John Gordon, geographic information systems data manager and a 

1997 SUNY Cortland graduate, stand above one of the company’s thousands of seismic 

sensors in a wooded area off Preble Road. At left is a closer look at the sensor. 

By EVAN GEIBEL 
Staff Reporter 
egeibel@cortlandstandardnews.net 
PREBLE — Energy companies have their ears to the ground in Central New York. 
Natural gas exploration in the region has kicked into high gear, spurred by an increase in 
energy costs and advancements in technology. 
Although Western New York has been a source for natural gas since the end of the 19th 



century, energy companies are moving into the Southern Tier and Cortland and 
Tompkins counties to explore relatively untapped sources of gas. 
Jim O’Driscoll, president of Fortuna Energy Inc., said his company has been in the 
Chemung County region since 2002, and that it has had a fair amount of success there, as 
well as in Steuben and Schuyler counties. 
“We have always felt that over time, we’d have to extend the play over to this area,” 
Driscoll said Friday. “And over the past couple years, we’ve started moving north 
towards Tompkins County.” 
The evidence can be heard and seen in the thump of the helicopters as they crisscross the 
skies and in the fleet of trucks that has descended on the area, as well the telltale orange 
cords running across roads, part of the seismic testing operations. 
The flurry of activity can be attributed to the increased attention being given to the 
Trenton-Black River formation, according to SUNY Cortland professor of geology 
Robert Darling. 
The Trenton-Black River formation is a bed of limestone between 7,000 and 10,000 feet 
below the earth that has produced up to 80 percent of the natural gas in New York State 
in recent years. 
“We don’t think there are many shallow deposits of natural gas anymore, so we have to 
look for deeper sources or sources that we didn’t recognize before,” Darling said 
Thursday. 
New York saw a threefold increase in natural gas production between 2000 and 2005; 
17,808 billion cubic feet of gas was produced in 2000, versus 55,176 billion cubic feet in 
2005, according to the state Department of Environmental Conservation.  
There were 5,957 active natural gas wells in 2005, according to the state. 
The Cortland County Clerk’s Office has records of 1,805 leases for oil and gas 
exploration, involving at least seven companies and going back to 1997. Every township 
in the county is included in the listings. 
According to the DEC, there are only two non-active wells and no active wells in 
Cortland County. 
Chesapeake Energy Corp. is the third largest independent natural gas producer in the 
country, and is one of the companies that has leased thousands of acres of land. 
Chesapeake is conducting seismic testing throughout a 72-square-mile area, said Vice 
President of Corporate Development Scott Rotruck. 
“We’re really ramping up the operation, we’re really investing quite a bit of money in 
New York, both in drilling and leasing and seismic testing,” Rotruck said in mid-April. 
“In New York, we’ve leased in excess of a million acres.” 
So far, much of Chesapeake’s activity has been confined to surveying and lining up 
property rights; the company is currently concentrating on seismic testing being 
performed by its subcontractor, Dawson Geophysical. 
A network of seismic sensors is strewn throughout Cortland County at intervals of 220 
feet, said Dawson Geophysical Co. Party Manager Eddie Garcia. Connected by orange 
cords that resemble home extension cords, each of the 5,000 “geophone” stations, also 
called “jugs,” consists of six of the small devices stuck into the ground. 
The geophones detect concussive blasts generated by explosive charges placed 20 feet 
below the surface of the ground. Using a biodegradable explosive called Enviroprime, 
6,040 detonations have already taken place in the research area in and around Cortland 



County, and another 900 will have to be prepared, said Dawson’s geophysical 
information system data manager, John Gordon, a 1997 SUNY Cortland graduate. 
“If you’re standing near them, you’ll hear a thud, or a thump,” Gordon said. “It’s not like 
a boom.” 
The information from each of the blasts is collected by the geophones and routed to a 
white truck on Preble Hill that vaguely resembles a white foodservice truck from the 
future. Dubbed “the Doghouse,” the interior of the truck is home to a bank of computer 
monitors which technicians use to collect the seismic information and to determine if 
there was too much background noise; Garcia said the sensors can pick up people 
walking within 150 feet of them, as well as vehicle traffic and even the wind. 
The data will be forwarded to Chesapeake Energy’s home base in Oklahoma for 
interpretation. 
In the end, the seismic testing generates what Rotruck described as a “sonogram of the 
earth,” which will help determine if the geology under the ground could support drilling 
operations. 
“We only want to drill where we’re as certain as we can possibly be that we’ll find gas,” 
Rotruck said. “We’re probably going to be in here a couple more months doing seismic.” 
O’Driscoll, with Fortuna, said his company is still relatively new in the area, and many 
months will pass before the seismic information that his company has gathered in 
Tompkins County would be compared to the known geology and wells producing in 
other parts of the state. 
“Once we’ve identified a drilling prospect, we have to submit that to the Department of 
Environmental Conservation,” Driscoll said. “Once we have the approval to drill, we can 
then start clearing the immediate area around the drilling location in order to set up the 
drilling rig and begin to drill … It would normally take between 45 and 60 days to drill 
one of these wells.” 
And once the drilling has been completed, another step might alarm the neighbors of well 
sites— flaring gas, ignited by the gas company. 
“In order to set up the pipeline and set up the well, we have to test to see what kind of gas 
is there,” O’Driscoll said. “That always catches the attention of local people, wondering 
if we have a well out of control or something else.” 
What many residents have already noticed is the sound of helicopter rotors — Dawson is 
using two helicopters to ferry the drilling equipment — for boring the holes for the 
explosives — to hard-to-reach parts of the county. 
Gordon said a red Kaman K-MAX helicopter had replaced a Huey helicopter because the 
Huey was not able to carry as much equipment in a single trip, and because the K-MAX, 
which has two intermeshing rotors, is quieter and would not impact the residents as 
much. 
Eileen Wood, of Wood Road in Lapeer, leased 17 acres to Chesapeake Energy in 2006. 
Like many others who’ve leased to the energy companies land for oil and gas 
exploration, Wood was paid $5 an acre and would receive 8 percent of the profit if gas is 
found and produced on her land. 
“We haven’t heard or seen them at all yet, but we are leased up,” Wood said. “I can’t 
wait for the first million dollar check. I’m still waiting — hope they hurry.” 

 



 New technology and research expand options 

Everyone knows that energy costs are high, and SUNY Cortland professor of geology 
Robert Darling said that energy companies aren’t sitting idly by. 
“When the price of energy goes up, that’s when geologists are active,” Darling said. 
The increase in profits has allowed energy companies to explore new sources of natural 
gas, and advances in technology have made accessing the new possibilities much easier. 
Jim O’Driscoll, president of Horseheads-based Fortuna Energy Inc., said advancements 
in drilling technology and the three-dimensional seismic imaging has made exploration in 
this region possible. 
“The interesting advancement in technology over the last few years allows us to drill 
10,000 feet vertically, and then we turn the bit sideways and we can drill, for example, 
3,000 feet laterally, which is called a horizontal well,” O’Driscoll said. “That allows us to 
drill even more deeply and increase efficiency.” 
And drilling deep is very important in New York state these days. 
The Trenton-Black River formation is a limestone formation generally found between 
7,000 and 10,000 feet below the earth’s surface, originating in the Ordovician period 450 
million years ago. 
“In the energy field, geologists like to talk about two types of rock — there’s source rock, 
with a lot of organic matter … but the other rock that they’re searching for is the 
reservoir rocks.” 
Although Darling said the “source rock” in this case has yet to be singled out, it might be 
black shale. But the Trenton-Black River formation, which acts as the porous “reservoir 
rock,” has become a proven source of natural gas in New York. 
The pores in the limestone were formed by the action of water that made it’s way from 
faults underneath the Trenton-Black River formation and carved out the holes in the 
layers above the faults. These pores then trap the natural gas that’s released as the source 
rocks are pushed deeper into the earth’s crust and are broken down by heat and pressure. 
“What they’re looking for (as the energy companies perform seismic testing) are the 
places where the sedimentary rocks actually sag downward, because underneath them are 
the faults,” Darling said. 
In the past, geologists had looked for upward bulges in the rock layers, formed by plate 
tectonics, which would trap gas in the pore space underneath the “domes.” However, 
these have been drilled for years, Darling said. 
“The idea of looking for a sag structure was pretty unheard of 15 years ago,” Darling 
said. “They started finding natural gas in these sags, and that caused more study, and now 
we have a new model and a better explanation of how natural gas occurs.” 

— Evan Geibel 
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