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HAPPENING TODAY
Temple Theatre presents Proof 
at 2 p.m. For tickets or informa-
tion, call (919) 774-4155 or www.
templeshows.com.
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WHAT WILL 
SHE VETO 
NEXT TIME?
 So far in the 2011 
legislative session, 
Gov. Beverly Per-
due has used her 
veto power twice
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High: 72
Low: 38
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JAPAN EARTHQUAKE

QUAKE, TSUNAMI LEAVE 
DEVASTATION

Threat of nuclear meltdown rattles 
battered nation.
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This week, The Herald takes 
a closer look at Lee County’s 
abundant natural gas supply 
and what potential drilling will 
mean to the local economy 
and environment.

Friday: What exactly is 
natural gas drilling, and why 
is Lee County a target for gas 
companies?

Saturday: Who stands to 
benefit from natural gas drilling 
in Lee County, and what could 
it mean for the local economy?

Today: There are concerns 
about the environmental 
impact of horizontal drilling 
(fracking) for natural gas 
supplies. We let the experts 
discuss and debate those 
concerns.
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An oil and gas drilling rig drills a natural gas well in the Eagle Ford Shale Formation near Yorktown, Texas.

RISKS vs. REWARDS
BY BILLY BALL

bball@sanfordherald.com

SANFORD — Mike 
Markham of Colorado 
holds a lighter to his fau-
cet, turns on the fl ow of 
water, and waits. Within 
moments, a fi reball brief-
ly swallows up the sink 
and forces a bemused 
Markham back.

His water is flamma-
ble.

It looks like Hollywood 
movie magic, but based 
on all accounts, it’s true.

“That’s the best I’ve 
done,” Markham says. “I 
smell hair.”

Markham’s fiery en-
counter is among the 
most dramatic moments 
in the Academy Award-
nominated 2010 docu-
mentary “Gasland,” a 
controversial film that 

outlines the potential 
risks of natural gas drill-
ing — in this case, gas 
seepage into the water 
supply.

Drilling advocates 
have blasted the film’s 
points and questioned 
whether gas exploration 
in Colorado is responsi-
ble for Markham’s fire-
breathing sink. In this 
case, the answers only 
provoke more questions.

Get ready. The debate 
is coming to Lee County.

Local leaders are urg-
ing caution as North Car-
olina draws closer to its 
moment on the stage. In 
the coming years, state 
legislators could choose 
to allow the kind of hy-
draulic directional drill-
ing, or hydrofracking, 

Drilling advocates, environmentalists have debated 
the risks for years; somewhere lies the truth

Some have called the 
Academy Award-nom-
inated documentary 
“Gasland” a “master-
piece.” But drilling 
advocates have blasted 
the film’s points and the 
now-famous “lighting the 
water on fire” scene.

Effort to 
re-energize 
downtown
under way

BY ALEXA MILAN
amilan@sanfordherald.com

SANFORD — Downtown San-
ford was once the place to 
be, day and night. It featured 
county offi ces and a host 
of popular restaurants and 
shops. The historic Wilrik 
Hotel was once a hot spot for 
parties and events.

But as the years pro-
gressed, the energy in down-
town Sanford began to fade.

It still features many stores 
and restaurants, a successful
theater and a park that has
become a popular destination 
for family events. 

HISTORIC BUILDING

Residents: We care about Wilrik, too

BY ALEXA MILAN
amilan@sanfordherald.com

SANFORD — When 
Sanford Affordable 
Housing Development 
Corporation CEO Ken 
Armstrong revealed 
in February that the 
corporation made an 
offer to Progress En-
ergy to buy the histor-

ic Wilrik Hotel, down-
town merchants began 
speculating what the 
ownership change 
could mean in terms 
of revitalization.

Rumors of addition-
al low-income housing 
downtown prompted 
some store owners to 

Some say criticism about 
tenants by some downtown 
business owners is unfair

THE SANFORD HERALD | WESLEY BEESON

The Wilrik Hotel now houses apartments for pri-
marily low-income and Section 8 residents.

See Gas, Page 8A

See Wilrik, Page 9A

Aesthetic makeover 
first part of the plan

See Downtown, Page 11A

John 
Hood

Deal of the week
2010 Chevrolet HHR

$11,995

Plus tax, tags, and $249 admin fee.
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in North Carolina that 
would potentially open 
the door to a wave of 
gas companies seek-
ing to guzzle the un-
derground store gen-
erally believed to be 
encased in shale rock 
beneath Lee County.

Using hydrofrack-
ing, drillers pump 
roughly one million 
gallons of water mixed 
with sand and chemi-
cals into the ground at 
high pressures, driv-
ing fissures into the 
shale and exposing the 
bubbles of natural gas.

The potential bene-
fits are clear — a na-
tional cache of en-
ergy that could fuel 
the country’s pow-
er plants and vehicles 
for decades, a fuel 
that burns cleaner 
than coal and oil, and 
a transitional energy 
source that would per-
haps bridge the gap 
between today’s de-
pendence on foreign 
oil and tomorrow’s be-
lieved path to an inex-
haustible wind and so-
lar battery.

The gas supply, an 
outcropping of the 
Deep River Basin, is 
estimated to sit be-
neath 59,000 acres in 
Lee County. The rel-
atively clean-burn-
ing gas is enough to 
resolve North Caroli-
na’s energy needs any-
where from 20 to 40 
years, some say, po-
tentially lining the 
pockets of a fortunate 
crop of Lee County 
landowners.

But the risks, ac-
cording to some envi-

ronmental advocates, 
are more than the gas 
companies want you 
to know, and officials 
say the county must 
be wary if it wants 
to avoid Markham’s 
nightmare.

“If it affects the wa-
ter supply, this would 
all turn into a colos-
sal mistake,” said San-
ford Area Chamber of 
Commerce President 
Bob Joyce. “We have 
to be very methodi-
cal.”

‘THE KINDS OF 
THINGS THAT CAN 
GO WRONG’

North Carolina is 
by no means the first 
state to consider the 
natural gas debate.

When billion-dollar 
deficits ransacked the 
cash stores in Penn-
sylvania over the last 
five years, leaders 
fought a lengthy battle 
over whether to allow 
drilling on the state’s 
two million acres of 
forest land, a resource 
that fetched premium 
lumber prices in the 
northeast.

John Quigley, for-
mer secretary of 
Pennsylvania’s De-
partment of Conser-
vation and Natural Re-
sources, said officials 
imposed extensive en-
vironmental review 

regulations on the 
700,000 acres of state 
forests they have 
leased for drilling, in-
cluding studies of the 
long-term impacts of 
the natural gas explo-
ration.

Results are still in-
conclusive, Quigley 
said, but some prob-
lems have emerged 
quickly.

“We have seen spills 
of diesel fuel and 
fracking fluid, which 
has contaminated wa-
terways,” he said. 
“We’ve seen gas bub-
bling in the middle of 
the Susquehanna Riv-
er because of improp-
er well construction. 
These are the kinds 
of things that can go 
wrong.”

Despite the myriad 
of headaches, Quigley 
said the forest drill-
ing has been a smash-
ing success for state 
financial heads, per-
haps too much of a 
success.

“It created the illu-
sion that we can con-
tinue to lease the state 
forests and use it as a 
handy plug to fix the 
state’s fiscal hole,” 
Quigley said.

Pennsylvania Gov. 
Tom Corbett has 
called for further 
drilling this year to 
help assuage a $5 mil-
lion budget deficit, 

but Quigley and oth-
ers say an influx of 
new operations could 
test the ecological lim-
its for the state wood-
lands.

“There needs to be 
limits,” he said. “There 
needs to be good man-
agement. They need to 
be driven by science, 
not finances.”

Pennsylvania isn’t 
alone in its dilemma. 
Similar work has been 
tracked across the 

country, with hot spots 
in California, Texas 
and Colorado.

With the high vol-
ume of pressurized 
water used in hydro-
fracking comes a high 
volume of wastewater 
containing potentially 
toxic chemicals. A re-
cent New York Times 
article drawing from 
thousands of internal 
Environmental Pro-
tection Agency doc-
uments outlined the 

dangers of the meth-
od, particularly in how 
states dispose of the 
drilling waste.

Environmental ex-
perts say most waste-
water treatment 
plants likely aren’t 
equipped to clean hy-
drofracking output, 
and the long-term ef-
fects could wreak hav-
oc on the drinking wa-
ter supply.

Quigley said the 
toxic wastewater is a 
pressing concern for 
environmental advo-
cates.

“Is there any long-
term risk to ground 
water?” Quigley said. 
“The industry says no. 
I have consulted with 
geologists and hydro-
geologists and I’m 
not convinced. I think 
it’s fair to say that it’s
still an open question. 
There’s just a vast
amount of science that 
needs to be analyzed.”

Meanwhile, the 
sheer amount of wa-
ter, about one million
gallons to break the 
shale, gives pause to 
some.

Ray Covington,
founder of Lee Coun-
ty-based safe drilling
advocate North Caro-
lina Oil and Gas, said 
it’s all a matter of per-
spective. Some golf 
courses in Southern 
Pines drink two mil-
lion gallons of water 
per day to stay green, 
Covington said.

Also, some drillers 
are looking to use re-
cycled wastewater 
multiple times to pow-
er the one-time opera-
tion of fracturing un-
derground shale, he 
said. Covington said 

Gas
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ONLINE
Herald Editor Billy Liggett and photographer Wesley 

Beeson trekked the woods at the Lee-Chatham county 
line to see shale rock that has made it to the surface. 
Watch the video at our website.

Also, hear a podcast of our 30-minute interview with 
landowner and noted historian Worth Pickard, who 
explains the steps in leasing land to gas companies and 
why Lee County is sought after.

— sanfordherald.com

WHAT IS HYDROFRACKING?
Hydraulic fracturing is a process that results in the 

creation of fractures in rocks. The fracturing is done 
from a wellbore drilled into reservoir rock formations 
to increase the rate and ultimate recovery of oil and 
natural gas.

Man-made fluid-driven fractures are formed at depth 
in a borehole and extend into targeted formations. 
The fracture width is typically maintained after the 
injection by introducing a proppant into the injected 
fluid. Proppant is a material, such as grains of sand, 
ceramic, or other particulates, that prevent the 
fractures from closing when the injection is stopped.

Considerable controversy surrounds the current 
implementation of hydraulic fracturing technology in 
the United States. Environmental safety and health 
concerns have emerged and are being debated at the 
state and national levels.

SOURCE: Environmental Protection Alliance, Center for 
Humanitarian Affairs Foundation

THE RISKS
In 2008, a hydrologist found evidence of benzene 

contamination in a water well in Wyoming, in the 
vicinity of a large gas field. Residents near Dimock, Pa., 
have also complained of contamination of their water 
supply as a result of gas well drilling in their area.

Critics of hydraulic fracturing suspect that the 
chemicals used in the process have somehow leaked 
into the groundwater supply. It has been difficult, 
however, to demonstrate a direct connection between 
these apparent instances of water pollution and the 
hydraulic fracturing procedures that have taken place 
nearby.

Industry sources point out that the shale rock 
subjected to the fracturing is thousands of feet below 
the surface of the Earth, far below the aquifers that 
supply drinking water. Many layers of rock are in 
between. The well bores themselves are shielded from 
the surrounding earth by steel and cement casing.

SOURCE: National Public Radio

See Gas, Page 9A
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speak out against the 
initiative, expressing 
concern that concen-
trating more low-in-
come housing down-
town could deter 
customers and hurt 
business.

But they aren’t the 
only ones interest-
ed in the Wilrik’s fu-
ture. The building at 
the corner of Wick-
er and Steele streets 
now houses apart-
ments for primarily 
low-income and Sec-
tion 8 residents, and a 
change in ownership 
could mean changes 
to their home. Many of 
them have lived there 
for years. They have 
Christmas parties in 
the ballroom togeth-
er and share meals 
together. They’re a 

group of families and 
single people, church-
goers and taxpayers, 
and they all want to 
see downtown Sanford 
thrive.

“This is our neigh-
borhood,” resident 
Rae Wilson said. “This 
is our home. We care 
what’s going on here.”

The Housing Devel-
opment Corporation 
is still waiting on con-
firmation from Prog-
ress Energy, but Arm-
strong has a clear 
vision for the build-
ing’s future if the 
deal is reached. Years 
down the road, Arm-
strong said the Wilrik 
would shift to a more 
mixed-market facility. 
But higher-rent apart-
ments likely won’t be 
offered for some time 
because of low-in-
come tax credits that 
will automatically re-
new if the building 
isn’t sold soon.

In the meantime, 
Armstrong said 
he wants to invest 
$50,000-$100,000 in 
non-federal dollars to 
renovate the facility, 
install additional secu-
rity cameras and initi-
ate even more careful 
screening. Resident 
Jennifer Jones said 
she thought the own-
ership change could 
be good for the build-
ing because since 
Armstrong is also ex-
ecutive director of 
the Sanford Hous-
ing Authority, he like-
ly wouldn’t buy into 
the stigma that low-
income housing au-
tomatically attracts 
crime.

“I really would like 
to see them get this 
building,” Jones said. 
“I think that stigma is 
really appalling and 
degrading.”

Residents said the 
building has had its 

share of troublemak-
ers in the past, but 
things have improved 
since the current man-
ager took over about 
two years ago. Every 
applicant is screened 
and undergoes a 
criminal background 
check. The building 
is secured so people 
can’t get in without a 
key card. Some secu-
rity cameras were al-
ready installed in the 
building a few years 
ago after one resident 
was attacked, and a 
police officer lives at 
the Wilrik for extra 
security.

They said overall the 
Wilrik has been a won-
derful place to live, 
but they hoped the 
discussion about the 
hotel’s future would 
ultimately prompt 
merchants to realize 
the residents want a 
clean, safe, thriving 
downtown too. Wil-

son said she was up-
set when she learned 
some downtown mer-
chants were wor-
ried that some of the 
problems they’ve had 
with trash, parking is-
sues and safety con-
cerns could be coming 
from Wilrik residents 
when the residents 
have faced those same 
problems themselves.

“Their concerns are 
legitimate,” resident 
Michael Dickens said. 
“Yes, there’s some 
trash. Yes, there’s 
some noise. But we’re 
not the ones to blame.”

Some residents 
are also concerned 
about the future of 
the building itself 
— How would reno-
vations impact their 
day-to-day lives? If 
the building does tran-
sition to a more mid-
dle-to-high-end facil-
ity, would their rents 
be raised? Armstrong 

said he wanted to as-
sure residents that 
none of them would 
be asked to leave and 
none of their rents 
would be raised, Sec-
tion 8 or otherwise.
He said renovations 
also shouldn’t incon-
venience them.

“We can do renova-
tions to apartments in 
one day without dis-
placing residents,” 
Armstrong said.

Resident Brenda 
Palmer said every-
one wants to see a bet-
ter downtown that in-
cludes people living 
there who frequent 
the shops and restau-
rants, which she said 
Wilrik residents do on
a regular basis.

“For a vital down-
town, you have to have 
people living there,” 
Palmer said. “This is 
our home, and we’re 
proud of it.”

Wilrik
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the most imminent 
concern is the effect 
on the drinking water 
supply.

He said local and 
state leaders should 
prepare to enforce 
stringent rules for op-
erations that would 
block any corpo-
rate efforts to short-
cut precautions in the 
name of profit mar-
gins.

“If we leave it up to 
the industry to set the 
rules, there won’t be a 
guarantee that it’ll be 
done safely,” Coving-
ton said.

Dr. Kenneth Taylor, 
assistant state geolo-

gist with the N.C. Geo-
logical Survey, said 
he doesn’t expect the 
work to pose a major 
threat to Lee County’s 
groundwater supply. 
Taylor said there is 
very little groundwa-
ter in the deep reach-
es below Lee Coun-
ty’s surface, offering 
scant chances for the 
gas to make contact.

Still, Quigley said, 
state regulatory agen-
cies must act like a 
“cop on the beat,” po-
licing drillers as they 
begin work that could 
be a potential boon.

North Carolina’s 
best interests lay in 
learning from others’ 
mistakes, he said.

“Take a look at what 
is happening in other 

states,” Quigley said. 
“The more time up-
front you have to un-
derstand the risks, the 
better off you can be.”

‘WISE USE 
OF NATURAL 
RESOURCES’

Officials with Whit-
Mar Exploration 
Company, the Colora-
do group behind most 
of Lee County’s ear-
ly drilling negotia-
tions, did not respond 
for comment to this 
story, but the com-
pany said on its web-
site that it is “bullish” 
on natural gas pros-
pects, leasing more 
than 100,000 acres 
across the country in 
the last year.

Bill Bridges, a San-

ford farmer who has 
leased hundreds of 
acres to WhitMar, de-
scribed the drillers 
as a “reputable” com-
pany.

But N.C. Rep. Mike 
Stone, a Sanford Re-
publican who supports 
natural gas drilling, 
said lawmakers will 
focus on forcing safe 
drilling procedures 
out of companies like 
WhitMar.

Stone said he does 
not expect legislators 
in the coming year will 
approve amendments 
to state regulations 
that would clear the 
path for hydrofrack-
ing, but when the sub-
ject is breached, the 
state will only allow 
methods that draw the 

gas resources “safely 
and responsibly.”

Joyce said leaders 
looking for the expect-
ed economic boost of 
drilling must have an 
eye on these environ-
mental concerns.

“Overall, you look 
back at history and 
you look at other ar-
eas of our country 
where natural re-
sources have been 
discovered and uti-
lized, coal in West 
Virginia and gas in 
Pennsylvania, ... the 
wise use of natural 
resources is really, 
really good for busi-
ness,” Joyce said.

Joyce said the 
state’s cautious ap-
proach is encourag-
ing.

“I don’t get the 
sense that anybody is 
trying to pull a fast 
one,” he said.

It’s just as well, ac-
cording to Covington, 
who points out drill-
ing backers and en-
vironmental activists 
are gearing up for a 
battle that will like-
ly feature Lee County 
as a “focal point.”

When that fight 
begins, Lee County 
should be ready, he 
said.

“On one side you 
have the gas com-
panies and the oth-
er side you have the 
environmentalists,” 
Covington said. “We 
know that somewhere 
in the middle there is 
the truth.”

Gas
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