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ABSTRACT 
 

The rapid expansion of hydraulic fracturing has led to significant political 

upheaval, with multiple policy solutions proposed by different stakeholders. One strategy that is 

growing in prominence in Colorado is the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), which 

proposes a set of Best Management Practices (BMPs) to which a company must adhere in 

exchange for expedited permitting approval. Ideally, these agreements foster better company-

community relations by protecting the community while saving the well operator time and 

money. The town of Erie, in 2012, adopted MOUs with two operators to address growing 

community concern about the safety and environmental impacts of hydraulic fracturing, and the 

community has since renegotiated a new agreement with one operator. The ongoing negotiation 

process has been significantly impacted by a high profile well drilled near residences that 

exceeded state noise regulations and raised safety concerns in the nearby neighborhood. My 

research examines the MOU negotiation process and its impacts on governance methods and 

citizen relations with industry. It draws on interviews with government officials and key 

stakeholders, as well as coding and analysis of public commentary in Town Hall meetings, to 

assess perceptions of the effectiveness of MOUs and the governance strategies used to construct 

them. This research provides an initial analysis of the impact of hydraulic fracturing on an 

exurban Colorado community and the effectiveness of MOUs as a policy strategy for reconciling 

the interests and concerns of residents, local governments, and corporations. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION, METHODS, AND ERIE DEMOGRAPHICS 

 

The advent of ‘fracking’—the common term for the combination of hydraulic fracturing 

and horizontal drilling technologies to extract oil and gas from shale—has created new and 

contentious debates about energy production in the United States. This new combination of 

technologies allowed oil and gas producers to overcome previously insurmountable barriers to 

extract resources—totaling nearly 200 billion cubic feet in proven reserves of natural gas (U.S. 

Energy Information Administration 2015)—creating a ‘boom’ in the oil and gas industry and 

increasing the United States’ prominence as an energy producer. However, these same 

technologies have introduced a new phase in the oil and gas industry in which development now 

happens very close to communities whose history with extractive industries is long forgotten—or 

entirely absent.  In the past decade, an intense, nationwide debate about how hydraulic fracturing 

impacts the environment, our economy, and communities has erupted. Even the terminology has 

become controversial and divisive: ‘fracking,’ a term derived from the process of hydraulically 

fracturing shale formations, is a term embraced by activists, while ‘fracing,’ without a k, has 

been slang in the industry for decades. ‘Unconventional oil and gas development,’ places the 

practice under a broader umbrella of all oil and gas development that differs from the 

conventional oil reservoir model; this umbrella includes oil shale and oil sands, among other 

sources, and shifts the focus to the broader changes the oil and gas industry faces. Each of these 
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terms comes with its own difficulties, and none is entirely neutral1. This confusion and conflict 

over language echoes the larger debate, which is in dire need of clear, reliable knowledge. 

One major focus of the discussion on hydraulic fracturing has been on developing a fuller 

scientific understanding of the physical implications for our environment; activists, politicians, 

scientific institutions, and the industry itself have all called for a debate based on evidence and 

sound, unbiased scientific analysis (Goldman, et al. 2013). Universities have led the charge to 

answer questions about surface spills (Ziemkiewicz, et al. 2014), about wellbore integrity and the 

potential for groundwater pollution (Ingraffea, et al. 2013) (Osborn, et al. 2011), wellhead 

leakage and the potential negative impacts that these methane releases may have on climate 

change (Howarth, Santoro and Ingraffea 2011, Wang, et al. 2013), and water use and reuse 

(Rahm and Riha 2012, Theodori, et al. 2014, Goodwin, et al. 2014). Meanwhile, many players in 

the oil and gas industry have also sought to provide information on the hydraulic fracturing 

process (Energy from Shale 2016, Energy in Depth n.d.).  

However, not all stakeholders in the fracking debate have been satisfied by the answers 

provided by scientists and engineers, either in academia or in industry. Many factors have led to 

the expansion of citizen science that aims to address concerns raised by hydraulic fracturing—

including mistrust of scientific sources and a lack of local scientific data. A significant amount of 

work has gone into studying these citizen science efforts, including their organization and goals 

(Kinchy, Jalbert and Lyons 2014, Wylie, et al. 2014, Jalbert, Kinchy and Perry 2013), as well as 

the overall effectiveness of citizen monitoring efforts (Penningroth, et al. 2013, Wylie and 

Albright 2014). This movement toward citizens engaging in and performing science to address 

                                                           
1 In this thesis, we alternately use ‘hydraulic fracturing,’ ‘fracking,’ and ‘unconventional oil and 
gas development,’ to each refer to the same action: the recently-developed practice combining 
hydraulic fracturing and horizontal drilling. 
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their own needs—and to form their own arguments about the merits, risks, and impacts of 

fracking—points to complexities that cannot be addressed through science alone. These citizen 

science movements give the lie to the frequently expressed opinion that misinformation lies at 

the heart of the debate about unconventional oil and gas production, and that, with sufficient 

education, much (if not all) of the opposition would acquiesce.  As Schneider puts it, the industry 

often embraces education as a panacea for conflict, thinking,  

The public thinks hydrofracturing is threatening water supplies. It 
does not understand that, for the most part, this is incredibly 
unlikely. If we can get it to understand how fracturing works, it 
will stop raising such a fuss. And then we can hydrofracture where 
we like. (Schneider 2013, 26) 

This attitude—in addition to often coming across as condescending to concerned community 

members—also ignores other important questions. Rather, who performs the science, where 

monitoring is performed, how data is analyzed—and ultimately how the scientific information is 

used in policy solutions—is just as important as establishing the barebones ‘facts’ of the fracking 

debate.  The focus on technical answers comes at the price of largely ignoring the questions 

about consent, core values, and models of justice that often underlie the conflict. 

Unconventional oil and gas development has had impacts not only on our environment, 

but also on the communities experiencing a boom in oil and gas activity. The economic and 

societal impacts on these ‘boomtowns’ have been well documented in communities in both the 

Northeastern US (Willow and Wylie 2014, Perry 2012, Perry 2012), and in Ohio (Willow, Zak 

and Vilaplana 2014) and North Dakota (Weber, Geigle and Barkdull 2014). Yet very little social 

science research has been done along the Colorado Front Range, where unconventional oil and 

gas development of the Wattenberg field has grown at nearly the same rate as the suburban 

sprawl from the Denver area.  
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 This has created what Patricia Limerick refers to as, “people of paradox,” whose 

lifestyles depend heavily upon energy and resources and whose communities have long histories 

with extractive industries—and yet in arguing about hydraulic fracturing “rest their weight on the 

thin veneer of the present” (Limerick 2016, 17).  Analysis of the roots of American suburbs in 

the advent of neoliberalism (Huber 2013)—and the recognition that viewing “Front Range 

suburbs before the arrival of rigs and wells as places of pastoral calm, healthful living and 

environmental responsibility is historically naïve,”  (Limerick 2016, 18)—is necessary, and lays 

the groundwork for deeper ethnographic of suburban relationships to energy. To this end, 

Simona L. Perry provides a strong argument for the need for ethnographic studies, which involve 

“deep and long-term engagement with local communities” as a vital tool for developing a fuller 

understanding of the changes communities experience; this methodology sheds light on “some of 

the harder-to-monitor psychological, sociocultural, and environmental factors” that lie at the 

heart of conflict (Perry 2013, 33).  

Despite the significant efforts put forth by academics nationwide, many knowledge gaps 

still remain. One such ‘blind spot’ is with regard to local policy solutions to the complexities of 

hydraulic fracturing. While we know about social and economic impacts of fracking in local 

communities, and impacted communities’ perceptions of fracking, we don’t know nearly as 

much about how relationships within communities impact—and are impacted by—the policies 

local governments enact. This is of particular importance in Colorado, where the question of 

state and local jurisdiction over oil and gas operations has grown heated, with multiple 

communities establishing bans or moratoriums that are currently (as of April 2016) under 

consideration by the Colorado Supreme Court. Other communities, seeking to act but unwilling 

to incur legal fees to establish legislation with an uncertain future, have sought a third way: 
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voluntary agreements with oil and gas companies that go beyond state regulations in order to 

address local concerns. These “supraregulatory” agreements are common in various forms in 

mining, but are far less prevalent in the oil and gas industry. The town of Erie, Colorado, acted as 

a pioneer for this kind of agreement, signing its first Memorandums of Understanding (MOU) 

with Encana and Anadarko companies in August of 2012.  

1.1  Introduction 

 This thesis focuses on Erie’s development of these supraregulatory agreements 

from 2012 to the present. The case study of supraregulatory agreements in Erie not only fills a 

knowledge gap in the literature about unconventional oil and gas development, it also provides 

fertile ground for examining how local governments make use of science to inform policy, how 

relationships between communities and governments impact—and are impacted by—scientific 

argument, and how effective supraregulatory agreements are at addressing the underlying 

conflicts about fracking.  

 This thesis is divided into three parts. First, the remainder of the introduction, 

provides a description of research methodology as well as a general description of Erie’s 

demographics and history with unconventional oil and gas production. Next, the role of science 

and scientific authority in policymaking in Erie is analyzed, with an eye to its impacts on 

evolving governance strategies and relationships in the community. Finally, the agreements 

themselves are analyzed, viewed through the lens of the evolving relationships government 

officials have with each other, with science, and with the community. Ultimately, this research 

seeks to understand which conditions and relationships—within the government and within the 

community—contribute to effective supraregulatory agreements. 
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1.2  Erie: Background, Demographics, and History 

Our analysis seeks to understand how well Erie’s agreements address the roots of the 

conflict around unconventional oil and gas development in Erie, and what political and social 

conditions impact these agreements.  Our multidisciplinary team—composed of an energy 

anthropologist, an environmental engineering graduate student, and a petroleum engineering 

undergraduate student—brought our diverse expertise to bear on these questions, using a mix of 

multiple qualitative and quantitative methodologies.  

1.2.1  Methods 

We performed a demographic analysis of Erie, conducted interviews with key players in 

the Erie community and the oil and gas industry, and observed and coded all public commentary 

made in Town Hall meetings discussing oil and gas development from 2011-2015.  

1.2.1.1  Demographic Analysis 

We performed a demographic analysis using 2010 US Census Data, in conjunction with 

2014 voter registration data for both Boulder and Weld counties as well as the town of Erie, to 

provide a quantitative description of the basic sociodemographic characteristics of the Erie 

community. We obtained data on median household income, poverty rate, education levels, race 

and ethnicity, age profiles, and growth from 2010 US Census Data. Voter registration statistics 

from Boulder and Weld county websites, combined with Town of Erie voter registration statistics 

from the Erie Town Clerk’s office, provide a picture of the basic political makeup of the Town of 

Erie. 

1.2.1.2  Interviews with Key Players 

We conducted 24 semi-structured interviews, selecting subjects both from in-person 

introductions at Town Hall meetings and using snowball sampling. The semi-structured interview 

technique allows for natural discussion branching off from a standard set of questions. 11 Erie 
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residents were interviewed, including community organizers, activists on both sides of the issue, 

and those uninvolved with the political process. 10 current and former Erie government officials 

also participated in interviews, as well as 2 industry representatives, and 1 regulator. These 

interviews helped to develop a fuller picture of the motivations, concerns and relationships in Erie 

that we present in quantitative forms elsewhere in the project. 

1.2.1.3  Observation and Coding of Town Hall Meetings 

Erie’s Board of Trustees holds biweekly Town Hall meetings, which are recorded and 

available on the Town of Erie website. In addition to in-person observation of all oil and gas related 

Town Hall meetings from November 2014 to the present, we observed all videos of oil and gas 

related Town Hall meetings from 2011-present. We coded all Public Comment sections of each of 

these meetings, considering only comment from residents of Erie. We used the coding to quantify 

the number of times major topics of concern were discussed, as well as instances of criticism and 

praise of local government, and overall stance with regard to oil and gas development. Appendix 

3 provides the coding key used to analyze each citizen’s comments.  

Two discrete periods, 2011-2012 and 2014-2015, emerged during which Erie residents 

participated in Public Comment sections with regard to oil and gas activities; no public comments 

were made during 2013 on this topic. These two periods of intense public comments were each 

focused around a particular well, and each led to a supraregulatory agreement: the 2012 

Memorandum of Understanding and the 2015 Operator Agreement.2 As part of the effort to 

analyze the difference between public commentaries in these two periods, we applied a binomial 

                                                           
2 Despite the difference in terminology, both agreements are essentially the same in terms of 
their fundamental structure and aims: both are negotiated sets of Best Management Practices 
(BMPs) that an operator agrees to in exchange for expedited permitting.  
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distribution test to the coding results to determine the statistical significance of the changes 

observed. 

1.2.2  Erie Demographics 

As indicated in Table 1.1, the community of Erie has a very high median household 

income and a low poverty rate. Erie’s median household income is nearly double that of both the 

Colorado and United states, and the poverty rate less than a third of national and state averages. 

These factors, in addition to high property values and a high rate of owner-occupied housing, 

indicate that Erie is a wealthy community comprised of homeowners who live in the town of 

Erie.  

Table 1.1 Median Household Income and Percent in Poverty (United States Census Bureau / 
American FactFinder 2015) 

 Erie Colorado United States 
Median Household 
Income, 2009-2013, 
in 2013 US Dollars 

$103,796 $58,433 $53,046 

Percent in Poverty 4.1% 13.0% 14.5% 
Median value of 
owner-occupied 
housing units, 2009-
2013 

$340,800 $236,200 $176,700 

Owner-occupied 
housing unit rate, 
2009-2013 

82.6% 65.4% 64.9% 

 

The town of Erie also has high education rates, both for secondary and college-level 

education; 56.3% of residents of Erie age 25 and higher have at least a bachelor’s degree, much 

higher than the state average (37.0%) and nearly double the national average (28.8%) (United 

States Census Bureau / American FactFinder 2015). Combined with the racial and ethnic 

demographics, in which 89.2% of the population identify as “White alone,” (United States 
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Census Bureau / 2010 Census Summary File 1 2010) Erie can be described as a privileged 

population in terms of wealth, education, and race. 

Table 1.2 Education Rates (United States Census Bureau / American FactFinder 2015) 

 

An analysis of the age profile of Erie (Figure 1.1) indicates that the town is primarily 

composed of young families (United States Census Bureau / 2010 Census Summary File 1 

2010), and appears to have recently experienced a local ‘baby boom’ (Aguilar, Erie's fast growth: 

Summerfield latest in series of projects that could push town to 40,000 2012).  

This age profile, combined with rapid growth observed (Figure 1.2) over the past two 

decades, indicates that Erie has recently become full of families with young children. These 

observations match with the overt references to Erie’s identity as a “family-friendly” town in 

 Erie Colorado United States 
Percent high school 
graduate 

97.9% 90.2% 86.0% 

Percent bachelor’s 
degree 

56.3% 37.0% 28.8% 

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

1400

1600

1800

2000

Age Distribution in Erie, Colorado

Figure 1.1 Recent Population Growth in Erie, Colorado (United States Census Bureau / 2010 
Census Summary File 1 2010). 
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Town Hall meetings devoted to discussion of growth, recreational marijuana shops, and oil and 

gas development. One town official noted that “Erie’s brand is young families,” reinforcing the 

idea that a safe, quiet atmosphere is central to the town’s plans for continuing growth (Interview 

8 2015). 

Finally, a political profile of Erie illustrates the diversity of political opinions present in 

the town (Figure 1.3). Voter registration information is divided among Boulder and Weld 

Counties, with Weld County containing more Republican voters and Boulder County more 

Figure 1.2 Age Distribution in Erie, Colorado (United States Census Bureau / 2010 Census 
2010). 
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Figure 1.3 Voter registration statistics in Erie by county (N. Parker 2014). 
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Democratic voters. However, the town of Erie as a whole (Figure 1.4) exhibits greater balance 

between registered Republicans and Democrats, leading to its treatment as a political bellwether 

for both state and national politics (Healy 2014).  

Overall, Erie is a rapidly-growing and politically diverse town composed of an 

overwhelmingly white, well-educated, upper-middle-class populace. Based upon high levels of 

education and the prevalence of peoples historically well-represented by political leadership, one 

would expect high levels of civic engagement in Erie due to a fundamental faith in procedural 

justice. This scenario- a politically-engaged, well-educated population—provides fertile ground 

for novel policy solutions to common political problems. The supraregulatory agreements we 

have studied represent one such novel policy solution, in which this wealthy, privileged 

population brought their considerable resources to bear on conflict in their community. 

Figure 1.4 Voter registration statistics for the Town of Erie, as a sum of the voter registration 
statistics from both Boulder and Weld Counties. (N. Parker 2014) 
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1.2.3  Unconventional Oil and Gas in Erie: A Brief History 

The dialogue about unconventional oil and gas development in Erie took place in two 

discrete periods: the Canyon Creek well period, from 2011-2012, and the Pratt well period, from 

2014-2015. During these periods, the community was embroiled in intense debate surrounding 

two wells sited in especially sensitive areas. However, in the absence of controversial wells, the 

discourse subsides significantly: in the entire year of 2013, during which no particularly 

controversial wells were drilled, no community members contributed public comment related to 

oil and gas in Town Hall meetings. Compared to the high attendance during the Canyon Creek 

(N = 56) and the Pratt (N = 74) periods, the lack of public engagements indicates that the 

discourse about unconventional oil and gas development focuses strongly on specific, 

problematic wells. We will discuss briefly the history of each of these wells before continuing on 

to an analysis of discourse and governance in Erie during these periods. 

1.2.3.1  Canyon Creek Well, 2011-2012 

 In June of 2011, Encana proposed the Canyon Creek well pad, located approximately 

1500 feet from two elementary schools. Construction and operation of the well sparked concerns 

about air pollution and health impacts in the community—particularly in light of its proximity to 

elementary-age children. Erie Rising, a “mom-powered” organization, formed in response to 

these concerns (Erie Rising n.d.) (Denver CBS 4 2012). The Board held several meetings in early 

2012 to address air quality concerns, and ultimately passed a moratorium on oil and gas 

development in March that allowed them to negotiate MOUs with Encana and Anadarko, two of 

the three major oil and gas operators in the Erie area. The Board signed the MOUs, and repealed 

the moratorium, in August of 2012. The Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment 

(CDPHE) conducted air-quality testing adjacent to the well during June-August 2012 (Figure 

1.5), and in December of 2012 reported low health risks associated with oil and gas activity.  
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Public dialogue about the Canyon Creek Well focused primarily on air pollution and its 

accompanying health impacts; this was evident not only in Public Comment sections of Board 

meetings, but also in Study Sessions held specifically to address air quality issues. The well’s 

proximity to elementary schools exacerbated these concerns and fueled Erie Rising, an extremely 

active organization of concerned parents. Due to the outcry, the Board passed a temporary 

moratorium (Figure 1.6) on oil and gas activity on March 7th, 2012 while Town Staff conducted 

negotiations for an MOU; this moratorium explicitly directed the town “to pursue completion of 

an agreement with oil and gas operators within the town regarding a plan and technologies to 

Figure 1.5 Canyon Creek well location, relative to Red Hawk and Erie Elementary Schools, as 
indicated in an air quality monitoring report from Colorado Department of Public Health and 
Environment. (Colorado Department of Public Health & Environment 2012) 
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reduce airborne volatile organic compounds related to mining and mineral extraction in a 

quantifiable and verifiable manner.”  

The MOUs signed on August 28th, 2012 were two separate agreements between the town 

of Erie and Anadarko and Encana, respectively. The two agreements were nearly identical, with 

variation only in the chemicals Encana and Anadarko identified as voluntarily banned in all of 

their wells nationwide. The best management practices, which each company agreed to adhere to 

in order to receive expedited permitting, primarily addressed air pollution concerns, though some 

terms also addressed water pollution. 

After the first MOU was signed in August of 2012, discussion about unconventional oil 

and gas development subsided significantly for nearly two years. However, in August 2014, 

public discourse about wells in the community returned with great vigor in response to the next 

crisis: the Pratt well. 

June 2011:

Canyon 
Creek Well 
proposed

Summer & 
Fall 2011: 

Erie Rising 
forms

February 2012: 

NOAA reports high 
levels of propane 

and benzene

March 2012:

Board 
passes 6-

month 
moratorium

August 2012: 

MOUs signed 
with Encana 

and 
Anadarko

December 2012: 

CDPHE reports 
low health risk

Figure 1.6 A timeline of events surrounding the Canyon Creek well, 2011-2012. 
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1.2.3.2  Pratt Well, 2014-2015 

In August 2014, Encana proposed a well 800 feet from residences in the Vista Ridge 

neighborhood in Erie (Figure 1.7). At the August 12th Town Hall meeting to discuss the well 

permit, residents of Vista Ridge turned out to express their fears of noise, air pollution, health 

issues, and impacts on property values. Multiple issues with drilling at the site in late 2014 

unfortunately confirmed many of these fears. Initial excavation to install a pipeline uncovered 

Figure 1.7 Laidlaw North, Laidlaw South, and the Old Erie Landfill are three abandoned landfills 
adjacent to the Pratt site. The pipeline from the Pratt well pad passed through the Old Erie 
Landfill. (Town of Erie Planning Commission 2014) 
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trash from an abandoned landfill, which had been a receptacle for hazardous chemical and 

industrial waste (Buckingham, Preliminary Assessment, Columbine Landfill, Erie, Colorado 

1990). Encana failed to cover the trash promptly, resulting in this potentially contaminated trash 

blowing through nearby streets (Rubino 2014).  

A month later, when drilling began, Encana encountered unexpected gas in the well. 

They flared this gas (Figure 1.8), which is a standard industry response, and the COGCC has 

since released evidence indicating that the flaring safely destroyed any potential air pollutants. 

Residents in Vista Ridge, however, could see large flames from their backyards, and received no 

explanation or reassurance from Encana.  

Figure 1.8 Flaring in Mid-December, 2014 at the Pratt site led to visible flames above the 30-foot 
sound barrier. This image is a still-frame from video shot from the backyard of a Vista Ridge 
resident. (Following Fracking in Erie, CO: Documenting life next to drilling and fracking 
operations 2014) 
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Yet ultimately, both of these events paled in the public eye compared to the noise issues 

at the Pratt site. During drilling, the Pratt well consistently exceeded the acceptable noise limits 

defined by the COGCC; these noise issues, so close to a residential area, resulted in nearby 

residents filing 39 noise complaints with the COGCC in the span of a month (see Figure 1.9). 

The COGCC inspected on multiple occasions, observed consistent violations, and ordered 

Encana to stop development of the well until they could reduce noise levels. Unfortunately, 

Encana needed to continue drilling operations for another two weeks in order to pull out from the 

well safely, so the negative experience continued for a full month.   

Figure 1.9 COGCC noise complaints for Pratt Well, December 2014. Yellow markers denote 
individual noise complaints; the green marker top and center shows the location of the Pratt well. 
Complaints are clustered closest to the well, with some adjacent households issuing multiple 
complaints over the course of the month. (COGIS- Inspection/Incident Inquiry 2015) 
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Because the existing MOUs were set to expire in August 2015, the Town Administrator 

had re-negotiated the MOUs at the same time as the Pratt incident was unfolding. In January 

2015, two weeks after the Pratt incident, the Board held three meetings to address public concern 

about oil and gas development. In the January 13th meeting, the Board rejected the previously-

negotiated MOUs, and debated a moratorium on oil and gas activity. In the January 27th meeting, 

the Board narrowly rejected the moratorium. In an interim meeting on January 20th, the Board 

held a stakeholder hearing devoted to engaging Erie residents in MOU negotiations. In February 

2015, the Board held a study session—which was open to the public but included no public 

comment section—to discuss their goals for the new agreement. They decided, as a group, upon 

noise reduction and setbacks as their primary focus in negotiations. They also overhauled the 

negotiation process, hiring independent legal counsel to ensure enforceability and including two 

members of the Board of Trustees in the negotiations. After several months of negotiations, the 

Board of Trustees approved a new agreement, the 2015 Operator Agreement (OA), with Encana 

Figure 1.10 A timeline of events surrounding the Pratt well, 2014-2015. 
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in August 2015. Anadarko, the other active operator in Erie, expressed a desire to engage in 

negotiations as well, but ultimately did not take part.  

 

1.3  Conclusion 

Erie has encountered what may be a fundamental conflict: this energy-intensive suburban 

community, full of young families concerned not only about their quality of life but also about 

the health of their children, has experienced first-hand the impacts of hydraulic fracturing in 

close proximity to their homes and schools. This conflict—which has mired much of the country 

in rancorous debate—meets new conditions in Erie. As a particularly privileged community, with 

economic and educational resources that can be brought to bear on this issue, Erie has presented 

a potential new way forward. The supraregulatory agreements Erie has produced may provide a 

solution that addresses local concerns about hydraulic fracturing while allowing for the 

continued energy production that supports Erie’s existence. However, in order to pull off this 

seemingly impossible feat, the local government must find effective answers to questions about 

how to incorporate community commentary, how to use science to inform their policies, and how 

to negotiate and construct an agreement that successfully mitigates conflict not only in the 

present but for years into the future. The  following chapters examine Erie’s experience in 

navigating these questions, starting with: What role does science play in informing local policies 

on technoscientific issues? 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

PUBLIC RELEVANCE AND BROADER IMPACTS 

 

The conflict between state and local governments in Colorado over oil and gas regulation 

has reached new heights in response to the advent of unconventional energy development. Over 

the last decade, the combination of hydraulic fracturing and horizontal drilling has allowed the 

oil and gas industry to develop vast new resources—often at the doorsteps of Colorado residents. 

While the debate is often cast in scientific terms—questions about air pollution, groundwater 

contamination, induced seismicity, and water use abound—it also touches on fundamental 

political and philosophical questions. How do you weigh the rights of mineral rights owners 

against those of surface property owners? How can you effectively protect the public good, 

which relies both on energy and on a safe and healthy environment? Who has the right to decide 

where oil and gas facilities are located and how they operate?  

These questions are not decided in a philosophical vacuum. Some local communities 

have answered these questions for themselves with bans and moratoriums on hydraulic 

fracturing—the legality of which is currently being debated both in the legislature and before the 

Colorado Supreme Court. A few communities have sought a middle path between state and local 

control, forging voluntary agreements with industry that aim to address local concerns while not 

superseding the rights of the state. The town of Erie created some of the first such agreements 

when they signed Memorandums of Understanding with both Anadarko and Encana in August of 

2012, and they have indicated their ongoing dedication to this policy solution with their 

negotiation of a new Operator Agreement with Encana, signed in 2015.  
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Understanding how communities and industry can come to mutually agreeable solutions 

advances the mission of the ConocoPhillips Center for a Sustainable WE2ST, which seeks to 

promote the joint sustainability of water and unconventional energy resources. True 

sustainability requires strong relationships among communities, governments and industry. This 

research sought to understand Erie’s story—what relationships, conflicts, and events led to the 

creation of these agreements? How effective have these agreements been in achieving their goals 

of addressing community concerns and preventing future conflict? To answer these questions, 

we have interviewed key stakeholders in Erie, including representatives from local government, 

the community, and the oil and gas industry, and we have observed Town Hall meetings from the 

past five years.  

Erie’s story touches on two big ideas in academic literature: the role of science in policy 

making and the features of effective community agreements. The first idea, broadly called 

‘scientism’, identifies the tendency of governments to engage with science to inform public 

policy, but at the exclusion of other, value-based considerations. This reliance on scientific 

authority can, at times, lead governments to bolster their own authority and dismiss criticism 

from the public as uneducated, without considering the validity of value-based disagreements. 

Erie has challenged this paradigm in multiple ways. Erie’s community members have mobilized 

to gather their own data and use scientific reasoning to inform their arguments throughout the 

last five years, giving the lie to the idea that the public cannot meaningfully engage with science. 

At the same time, Erie’s Board of Trustees has undergone a sea change, transforming into a 

governing body that not only responds meaningfully to citizens but also creates room for 

discussion of ideas beyond the bare scientific facts. These relationships, alone, show that local 

governments provide fertile ground for novel policy solutions. 
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However, we must also consider the agreements themselves. Academic literature 

generally concludes that supraregulatory agreements, like the ones Erie created, are most 

effective when they: 1) address community concerns, 2) are enforceable, and 3) foster ongoing 

interaction between the industry and the community. From the beginning, Erie’s agreements 

effectively addressed community concerns; however, the first agreement relied exclusively on 

technical and scientific solutions, and failed to be meaningfully enforceable or to foster ongoing 

interactions.  The second generation of agreements has made headway on these fronts, but none 

of the agreements, thus far, is perfect. The enforceability of these agreements—given the current 

murky relationship between state and local governments on the issue—remains an open question, 

and community-industry interactions remain tepid and one-sided. However, the growth we have 

observed indicates that these agreements hold promise as one potential path forward out of the 

jurisdictional quagmire we find ourselves in. 

Memorandums of Understanding, and other similar supraregulatory agreements, show 

promise as a potential solution to tensions around unconventional oil and gas development in 

Colorado. However, in order to create more effective agreements, local governments must step 

outside of purely technical and scientific solutions, moving instead to innovations in the 

decision-making processes themselves that ensure ongoing and meaningful communication 

between communities and the oil and gas industry. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

“TWO DIFFERENT OPINIONS OF WHAT REALITY IS” 

 

“You put two scientists in a room, you’re gonna get two different opinions of what reality is.” 

-Town of Erie Trustee 

3.1  Introduction 

On January 10th, 2012, Erie Mayor Joe Wilson opened a Public Hearing to address 

growing concerns about hydraulic fracturing in Erie. The Public Hearing, which took place 

directly after 45 minutes of Public Comment from Erie citizens—who were passionate but 

respectful in expressing their concerns—opened with this commentary from Wilson: 

About 48 hours ago…I had a request to give time to a speaker on 
fracking. And it wasn’t an official speaker. We knew, on the board, 
that this was a topic and many of the Trustees said, “Hey, let’s get 
some education about this.” So we reached out, and we had one 
scheduled, and now we have three scheduled….We’re happy to do 
it, because this is an important issue for everyone here. So, I do want 
to mention, too, that additional emails I received were somewhat 
contentious and accusatory and I hope that no one out there has a 
goal of starting a fight or being divisive. Because everyone benefits 
far more from cool heads and collaborative efforts. And it would be 
a shame—we should really work together on this. And I hope that 
you will approach this without conclusions being drawn until you 
hear all the facts that bear out. It’s the right way to approach any 
subject. And so we brought a variety of information here. And then, 
at the end, you can make your decisions on who you thought was 
more credible, or not, and maybe you’ll come to a new 
understanding of the whole topic. Myself, I’m a grandfather, my 
children and grandchildren, as well as my parents, live in Erie. The 
people on this Board are like you and me. They too have family here. 
In addition, I graduated from the Sustainability Management 
Program in CU’s Environmental Sciences School. And 
sustainability is the study of [how] energy, industry, and the 
environment all work well together, which is the goal we must 
pursue. And I know the board joins me in that goal. So we’re here 
tonight to get the facts and eliminate distractions, to educate our 
friends and neighbors of possible concerns for safety and operations, 
drinking water, and air that may be due to these operations. I urge 
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our speakers to substantiate their own claims, with fact and science, 
avoiding unsubstantiated allegations against others. We are not 
adversaries here, we are a community. So let’s be respectful of each 
other. During presentations, no disruptions or distractions in the 
audience will be tolerated. So please be respectful of one another so 
we can better understand this topic. 

 This speech marked the Erie Board of Trustees’ first major public conversation of 

hydraulic fracturing and its impacts, and its contents were portentous for the following four years 

of discussion on the topic. This single paragraph contains many of the major themes that played 

out over the subsequent months and years. In this short speech, the mayor: 

1. Appeals to scientific fact as the ultimate arbiter of truth 

2. Calls on scientists as authorities to inform and educate the public on “facts” 

3. Calls on the public to learn from these scientists 

4. Seeks to establish himself as an authority based on qualifications 

5. Seeks to staunch dissent that a) doesn’t use scientific data and b) doesn’t seek consensus 

6. Stresses the connections he has to the community, and the direct importance of these issues 

to him as an Erie citizen.  

The mayor’s attitudes toward scientific authority, the role of science in informing policy, and 

the role of the public in scientific debates connects with ideas present in the greater body of 

academic literature on scientism and the role of science in policymaking (Welsh and Wynne 

2013). However, his speech also points to some shortcomings in the existing literature. While 

much of the writing and analysis has, at present, focused on large-scale national governments 

and treated both “the state” and “the public” as monolithic entities working in opposition, this 

example of governance on a local scale provides a challenging counterpoint to the academic 

discourse as it stands today. The mayor’s appeal to his community connections—and the lack of 

distinction between him and his constituents—belies the fact that at a local level, the lines 
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between the government and the governed are often blurred. These blurred distinctions create a 

space where there is potential for greater dialogue—and for better policy—than might occur in 

the oppositional space described by academics studying large-scale politics. The complex and 

unique sociopolitical situation in Erie, Colorado provides a fresh lens for examining the 

problematic tendency of governments to separate technical and non-technical forms of 

knowledge—and the tendency to value more the technical, quantifiable, and scientific. This 

technoscientific framing of political issues, which masquerades as an increase in objectivity, 

privileges specific kinds of knowledge and experience that may not only exclude entire 

populations within a community, but also provides an incomplete picture of political issues to 

policymakers.  

This chapter analyzes the political atmosphere in Erie during the development of two 

distinct supraregulatory agreements within the broader framework of the existing social science 

literature on scientism and science in policy.  We have used key-player interviews, observation 

and coding of town hall meetings, and demographic analysis to answer to the following three 

research questions:  

1. To what extent, and in what ways, does science frame and inform Erie’s discussion 

of unconventional oil and gas development? 

2. To what extent, and in what ways, does Erie’s government display scientism-based 

authoritarian governance? 

3. To what extent, and in what ways, do Erie residents challenge the imaginaries of 

the public as passive or deficient? 
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3.2  Science and Government: An Academic Approach 

Both governments and industries have increasingly treated science as an authoritative and 

exclusive source of truth throughout the 21st century. Several authors have catalogued the rise of 

scientism and the synergy of science, state, and capital. This synergy can, in many instances, lead 

to authoritarian, dysfunctional relationships between states and publics. In the following 

discussion, I use the idea of imaginaries—imaginaries of science, state imaginaries of the public, 

and the public’s role in forming new imaginaries—to explore the relationships between state, 

science, industries, and publics. Ultimately, we will use the ideas developed below as a 

framework to examine relationships between the community and local government in Erie, 

Colorado. 

3.2.1  Imaginaries of Science and Scientific Authority 

Welsh and Wynne, scholars of the relationships between science, government, and 

society, provide a well-articulated description of how post-World War II national governments 

have used science both to inform policies and to frame their constituent publics as either 

deficient or hostile (Welsh and Wynne 2013). While this broad analysis illustrates overarching 

trends at a national level, and provides a useful framework for discussing how science influences 

the relationship between governments and publics, the complexities present in specific 

governments—particularly at the local level—still need to be explored. This case study of MOUs 

in Erie, Colorado, can help to bridge this knowledge gap.  

Welsh and Wynne’s analysis begins with a discussion of the significant difference 

between the Mertonian ideal of science and the far more complex reality of scientific knowledge. 

The Mertonian ideal—drawn from Robert K. Merton’s 1942 essay, “The Normative Structure of 

Science,”—assumes that science is universal, communal, unfettered by political or personal 

agendas, and that it operates with an organized skepticism to examine new ideas and findings 
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(Merton 1942). Welsh and Wynne argue that this idealized conception of science allows states 

and industries to consecrate scientific knowledge as “truthful and reliable knowledge of what is, 

cultivated by an institution with a Mertonian normative ethos which guarantees dynamic 

knowledge growth, whilst engendering continuing self-correcting validity and authority” (Welsh 

and Wynne 2013, 543). Merton himself acknowledged the potential dangers of the authority of 

scientific knowledge in social and political realms: “The borrowed authority of science bestows 

prestige on the unscientific doctrine.” (Merton 1942, 9) However, Welsh and Wynne point to 

another dangerous aspect of the veneration of science. The unquestioning acceptance of 

scientific knowledge as an authoritative—and often the only—source of truth ignores the 

uncertain, human, and often-political aspects of scientific investigation. This veneration of 

scientific knowledge can lead to science-based value judgements, in which “science is given 

authority well beyond its ostensible role of providing best available facts and information…..to 

one where science is also allowed to declare which information is salient and which is not” 

(Welsh and Wynne 2013, 544).  

The normative use of science and scientific ideas can alter the language actors in both 

political and social situations use to frame discourse. Scientism not only bolsters authority—

providing states and industries with the ability to dismiss public criticism as “unscientific”— it 

also significantly alters the conversation either by placing greater value on quantifiable, 

empirical evidence than on value-based judgements, or by debating value-based concerns in 

scientific terms. Risk assessment provides an excellent example. “The institutional science-

policy culture’s denial of legitimate political normative differences is manifested in the 

monolithic insistence on scientific risk assessment as the final arbiter in technoscientific 

controversies” (Welsh and Wynne, 2013, 545). Scientific risk assessment—despite an 
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authoritative veneer of objectivity—requires value-based assumptions; the discussion about 

values does not disappear entirely, but instead is hidden in scientific reasoning.  

Similarly, the language used by the oil and gas industry frames the debate in largely scientific 

terms. Schneider (2013) discusses the prevalence (and danger) of the oil and gas industry 

similarly “privileging the technical above all else,” noting the commonly-held industry opinion 

that education in scientific facts about unconventional oil and gas development will resolve 

conflict. 

Of course, there may be technical misunderstandings—there often 
are. But clarifying those—whether by calling for revised science 
education or publishing another fact sheet debunking the 
documentary movie, GasLand—does not mean someone will end up 
agreeing with you. Because, fundamentally, you may be disagreeing 
not about information, but values. (Schneider 2013, 26) 
 

The shift toward quantification also supports observations about the framing of debates 

on land use. Hudgins and Poole (2014) observe that in Pennsylvania, where the state and 

extractive industries have historically had a largely cooperative and mutually supportive 

relationship, industry has directed public discourse around hydraulic fracturing by reframing the 

value of land as an economic resource. This reframing has also fundamentally disturbed the 

democratic nature of the state government. 

What we are witnessing is the re-categorization of land, water, and 
people under a new regime of energy. We see how the state is put to 
use in an economic and regulatory fashion to ensure the governance 
of citizens and commons in such a way that resistance is minimized 
and profit is maximized, thus subordinating the democratic premise 
of state governance. (Hudgins and Poole 2014, 304) 
 

This science-based framing of contentious issues occurs at the expense of creating a 

greater understanding of the full social, cultural, and political complexities at stake. Li (2013) 

describes the multiple ways Peruvian campesinos understand “water” in the conflict surrounding 
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the expansion of the Yanacocha gold mine into Cerro Quilish, a sacred mountain. The physical 

and hydrological importance of the water in the mountain dominated discourse among activist 

groups seeking to protect Cerro Quilish. However, for the local campesinos, these quantitative, 

scientific ways of understanding the value of the water were incomplete; the water in Cerro 

Quilish was also of immense spiritual importance. A Catholic priest, who worked closely with 

both the campesinos and advocacy groups, argued  

If the ecological matter put forth by the avarice of gold that has laid 
eyes on Cerro Quilish is to be understood as merely a technical-
scientific problem, then I’ll always say no. And I’ll do the same if 
these questions are reduced to problems of a cultural, social, or 
religious-symbolic character. It is not with these half-truths that life 
will be protected and defended, but rather with the understanding 
and practice of ecology as an integral matter: scientific, cultural, 
social, political, historical, and ethical. (Li 2013, 402) 
 

Scientism as a governance technique and the neoliberal treatment of land as a resource 

both require the veneration of quantification and empirical analysis; however, the high valuation 

of “scientific” knowledge must occur in concert with dismissal of public opinion in order to 

subvert democratic governance. This dismissal occurs, as Hudgins and Poole document, in 

politicians’ defense of hydraulic fracturing policies in Pennsylvania. “The discourse that flows 

from industry-enmeshed actors is justified, endorsed, and empowered by policies and official 

bodies that exclude certain forms of knowledge that would complicate the neoliberal framing of 

the commons as utilitarian means for productive ends.” (Hudgins and Poole 2014, 312) This 

exclusion of non-technical forms of knowledge can occur when state’s imaginaries of the public 

frame their constituents as passive, uninformed, or antagonistic. 

3.2.2  Imaginaries of the Public  

Scientism in modern democratic societies has evolved over the last several decades, with 

each stage in the evolution informed by the state’s changing conception of the public. Welsh and 
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Wynne (2013) note that, in the 1950’s, the nascent technoscientific paradigm imagined the 

public as a “passively compliant, awe-struck audience for spectacular nuclear technological 

achievements and celebratory elite discourses.” Veneration of scientific expertise led to the 

exclusion of the public from scientific affairs, even during the “apparently unproblematic 

alignment of political and scientific institutions in a post-WWII programme of economic and 

technological renewal” (Welsh and Wynne, 2013, 549).  

However, by the 1970s, public dissent altered this imaginary of a passive and compliant 

public. Decades of policy that had embraced scientific truths—while denying human-normative 

content—had alienated parts of the public. The state framed critiques from the public as an attack 

on science itself, stemming from a fundamental misunderstanding of scientific knowledge 

(Welsh and Wynne, 2013). Many governments employ this “public deficit” model, in which 

“public refusal of scientific normative authority thus continues to be dismissed as rooted in 

ignorance or misunderstanding of other aspects of science and science policy,” to staunch 

dissent, leading to a relationship of antagonistic control between the state and the public (Welsh 

and Wynne, 2013, 552). 

This treatment of the general public as an incipient threat changed dramatically in the 

wake of the 9/11 terrorist attacks. As security and economic resilience became paramount in 

national and local politics, publics were imagined “as ignorantly vulnerable to media and/or to 

NGO exaggeration of risks, and consequently liable to obstruct science-led innovation deemed 

vital for economic survival” (Welsh and Wynne 2013, 554). The synergy of state and economic 

interests—in which antagonistic segments of the population are characterized not just as 

misinformed but as potentially dangerous—echoes Hudgins and Poole’s observations of state 

and capital operating “in overlapping domains in a neoliberal economy and political 
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environment.” (Hudgins and Poole 2014, 305)  In this atmosphere, collaboration and consensus 

are acceptable as long as they do not compromise economic security. That is, the state recognizes 

dissent only to the extent that it cannot negatively affect economic resilience. 

Welsh and Wynne (2013) describe how, at national levels, the change in the state’s 

imaginaries of the public has produced an antagonistic relationship. This antagonism manifests 

in dismissal of not only value-based critiques, but also public engagement with science. Using 

the example of Climate Camp, an organization that gathers participants in large-scale camps in 

an effort to draw attention to climate change, Welsh and Wynne note,  

Far from divorcing themselves from scientific knowledge, these 
citizens’ actions were designed to identify and elaborate the 
interconnections between different social imaginaries, values, and 
meanings….However, scientific and state authorities condemned 
such peaceful uninvited public engagement with science, labeling it 
as anti-science, even identifying it as domestic extremism. (Welsh 
and Wynne, 2013, 557) 
 

The characterization of citizen engagement with science as misguided or fundamentally 

opposed to public interests contradicts the Mertonian ideal of science as a communal and 

universal tool for developing truth (Merton 1942) (Welsh and Wynne 2013). This 

characterization nonetheless remains a useful tool for governments that have historically 

maintained a collaborative relationship with extractive industries. Hudgins and Poole (2014) 

describe how the state government of Pennsylvania works in conjunction with industry coalitions 

to dismiss citizen concerns as scientifically misguided.  

It is important to note that it is not accurate to categorize the state as a monolithic entity 

with a purely antagonistic and controlling relationship with critical elements of the public. As 

Hess (2015) points out, there are frequent links between social movements and leftist political 

parties. The links between social movements and governing officials also occur often at a local 
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government level, where political party affiliation is less important and the lines between the 

state and the public are less distinct. Moreover, the state has a multitude of often-conflicting 

interests. Governing bodies must balance the well-being of the public in other areas with 

economic growth. Furthermore, economic growth may occur by the growth of one industry at the 

expense of the other. A simple portrayal of a monolithic symbiosis between state and capital 

ignores these complexities. The state must consider, in all policy decisions, multiple aspects of 

the public’s well-being; this includes both protecting public goods and supporting industries. The 

government’s interests cannot be monolithic because the economic and political interests of 

different industries do not always align with each other, nor do they always align with the public 

good.  

While examining how state’s imaginaries of the public inform the relationship between 

the state and the public, it is important to acknowledge the public’s role in forming those 

imaginaries. Hess notes that “mobilized publics not only contest the assumptions of official 

imaginaries but also create their own imaginaries” (Hess 2015, 77) which can in turn lead to the 

production of novel imaginaries among governing elites. This contestation can take several 

forms, and can be ultimately constructive in nature. As we have seen, the increase in public 

critique of science-led policy in the 1970s altered the imaginary of the public as a passive and 

compliant entity. However, as mobilized publics challenge imaginaries, they can also present 

counter-imaginaries that include cooperation and collaboration. Furthermore, the public use of 

science to support challenges to policy—both by appealing to expert knowledge and by 

performing new research—fundamentally challenges the imaginary of the public as a deficient 

and misinformed entity (Welsh and Wynne, 2013).  Endres  provides multiple examples of 

different kinds of public scientific argument—from using scientific data from credentialed 
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scientists, to challenging scientific methodology used to inform policy, to using their own data—

and notes that each of these different forms of scientific argument meet with varying degrees of 

success in their ability to impact government actions. (Endres 2009) 

Growth of ‘citizen science’ in the form of environmental monitoring efforts has been one 

particularly notable form of communities mobilizing to challenge the public deficit model. Civic 

technoscience “can be understood as the development of a scientific research agenda that 

borrows from and transforms science as it is presently understood,” and which acts to engage 

“communities as researchers not research subjects to focus on problems of civic importance” 

(Wylie, et al. 2014, 121). A key transformation here is the movement toward a community 

defining its ‘problems of civic importance’ for itself, rather than accepting definitions of 

problems provided by external authorities. This movement to self-guided action is, as Kinchy et 

al. note, grounded in multiple logics, most notably logics of consciousness-raising and 

environmental policing. In their work studying volunteer water monitoring organizations’ 

responses to unconventional oil and gas development in the Marcellus shale, they have found an 

increase in focus on environmental policing and a desire to call attention to regulatory violations 

(Kinchy, Jalbert and Lyons 2014; Jalbert, Kinchy and Perry 2013).   

However, disparities in political power mitigate the ability of these challenges to impact 

policy, as does physical infrastructure (Smith and Tidwell, 2015). Communities in rural areas, 

and those without significant political power, may have contesting imaginaries of sociotechnical 

futures but lack the ability to effect change at state or national levels. However, these local 

communities, which frequently have the most direct experience with energy production, may 

develop more insightful and critical imaginaries of the resources in question (Smith and Tidwell, 

2015; Eaton et al., 2013). Moreover, the firm divisions between governments and their 
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constituents, which are present throughout the descriptions by Welsh and Wynne and Hudgins 

and Poole, may break down in local governments, where individuals within the government have 

personal ties with those impacted by their decisions. Local governments may also have fewer 

instances of party-directed politics compared to state and federal governments. The growth of 

new imaginaries, as well as the dissolution of barriers between publics and governing bodies at a 

local government level, provides fertile ground not only for novel relationships between 

governments and publics, but also for policies more reflective of public goals. At a local 

government level, communication and collaborative links with governing bodies may provide a 

voice to these contested imaginaries.  

Erie, in particular, provides an example of a local government with close ties to a 

politically active community with high education levels and scientific literacy. In this situation, 

the core assumptions present in both Welsh and Wynne (2013) and Hudgins and Poole (2014) 

fall away: government officials share the impacts of oil and gas development with their 

neighbors, and the community as a whole is mobilized, scientifically literate, and fully capable of 

challenging the “deficit model” of the public. The political discourse at this local level—which 

in Colorado has spurred a great deal of debate and political and regulatory action—provides a 

novel example of how science can interact with and inform policy decisions. Before undertaking 

a more thorough analysis of the political discourse about unconventional oil and gas 

development in Erie, we will provide an overview of its political structure and community 

composition.   

3.3  Overview of Local Government Structure and Procedure 

Erie’s local government consists of several boards, commissions, and committees that 

address various aspects of governance. Each of these reports to the Board of Trustees, which 
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meets every other Tuesday evening to hold public hearings, vote on proposed legislation, and 

discuss future actions for the town as a whole. The Board consists of seven elected officials: the 

Mayor, Mayor Pro Tem, and five Trustees. These are volunteer positions available only to those 

living within Erie city limits, and typically, elected officials work another full-time job3.  

These Board members appoint a Town Administrator, who oversees day-to-day 

operations of the local government, a Town Attorney, and additional legal counsel for specific 

topics including water law and, as of 2015, oil and gas. The Erie community elects the Board of 

Trustees on a rotating basis; Trustees and the Mayor Pro Tem serve staggered 4-year terms and 

the Mayor serves a 2-year term. Additional elections are held when Board members step down or 

move out of Erie4. During regular elections, held in April of even numbered years, Erie residents 

who are registered to vote elect a Mayor and three Trustees; however, in the spring of 2014, four 

Trustees were elected due to an additional Trustee moving out of Erie. (Town of Erie n.d.) 

The Planning Commission is the first board of elected officials to see new oil and gas 

permits; however, once a proposed well meets all state and local standards, the Planning 

Commission presents the permit to the Board of Trustees for final approval.  

The Board of Trustees holds several different types of meetings; the period of study 

included regular meetings, study sessions, and public hearings. All types of these Town Hall 

meetings related to oil and gas were included in this study. This research examined seventeen 

                                                           
3 For example, the Board of Trustees from April 2014-April 2016 consists of a Mayor, who 
works full time as a middle school social studies teacher; the Mayor Pro Tem, who is a retired 
businessman; and five trustees: one businessman, two engineers, one physical therapist, and one 
“stay-at-home dad.”  
4 The April 2014 election, discussed in greater detail below, had five of the seven seats open. In 
addition to the regularly-scheduled three seats open for election (for the positions of Mayor and 
two Trustees), the previous Mayor Pro Tem and an additional Trustee moved out of Erie, 
creating two additional vacancies on the Board. 
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Town Hall meetings. Regular Meetings are the most common and typically address a variety of 

topics. Notably, they include Public Comment sections, which comprise a major part of this 

study. Public Comment is typically capped at an hour, and is open to anyone who signs up on a 

sheet available 15 minutes before the start of the meeting. Each person has 3 minutes of speaking 

time; the Mayor enforces this rule more strictly during crowded meetings. During Regular 

Meetings, the Board may also hold an Executive Session, in which they meet behind closed 

doors to discuss matters privately. This can be either for legal reasons or as a strategic method of 

meeting without tipping their hand to the other parties in a negotiation. 

Study Sessions often consist of a representative from an industry or other legal or 

scientific expert giving a presentation and answering questions from the Board. However, the 

Board also holds Study Sessions that consist solely of discussion and planning amongst Trustees. 

The Board of Trustees also holds Public Hearings on specific topics, allowing 

stakeholders to voice wishes and concerns to the Board. At these Public Hearings, the Board may 

also call stakeholders up to ask questions and to further discuss the issue at hand. 

3.4  The Erie Community 

As discussed in the Introduction, Erie’s population is overwhelmingly white, well-

educated, and well-off. The education levels—56% of all adults in Erie have a bachelor’s degree, 

compared to a statewide average of 37%—and the high median household income—$107,246, 

over twice the statewide average—combine to create a population with both the skills and the 

resources to engage in technoscientific discourse and local political debates. Kleinman et al. 

documented the impact of time as a barrier to civic engagement, as well as the effect of 

incentives on participation (Kleinman, Delborne and Anderson 2009). In a privileged community 

such as Erie, a large proportion of residents are able to use their resources to create time for 
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political discourse in their daily lives (e.g., through hiring babysitters or having only one spouse 

working); at the same time, the potential of immediate impacts on health and quality of life 

provide ample incentives for civic participation.  

These factors, in combination with the mix of political affiliations, have created a fertile 

atmosphere for engagement with technoscientific ideas and fruitful political discourse. While 

voter registration data, as shown in the Introduction, reflects a nearly even split between 

registered Democrat and Republican voters, the importance of that data is that there is a variety 

of political views present in Erie. To assume that attitudes about hydraulic fracturing in Erie 

merely fall along party lines would fail to take into account the immense complexity of 

stakeholders in oil and gas operations in general. Patricia Limerick notes that the political 

landscape around oil and gas is far more complicated than the “’two sides’ model”. Her analysis 

points to several potential categories of stakeholders on both “sides”, all of whom are present in 

Erie. Residents concerned about oil and gas development in their hometowns may be concerned 

purely about quality of life issues related to a specific well in their immediate future; they may 

also be environmental activists, or they may work for oil and gas companies—or both. 

Moreover, the history of oil and gas—especially in Front Range communities—creates further 

complexity in the discussion.  “The residents of Colorado’s Front Range towns and suburbs, 

meanwhile, move through the present with an awkward historical legacy of their own. A number 

of these communities originated as coal-mining towns or came into being with an extractive 

economy….To view Front Range suburbs before the arrival of rigs and wells as places of 

pastoral calm, healthful living and environmental responsibility is historically naïve.” (Limerick 

2016, 18) 
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The primary organizations and actors that have dominated discourse about hydraulic 

fracturing in Erie reflect this complexity. Three primary community organizations have 

contributed publicly to discussion in the community: Erie Rising, Erie Forward!, and the Vista 

Ridge neighborhood residents. However, it is important to note that, in addition to these groups, 

individuals have also stepped forward to express their own unique views on the impacts of oil 

and gas development in their town.  

Erie Rising, which formed in response to the Canyon Creek well proposal (Denver CBS 4 

2012), dominated discourse on oil and gas in Erie from 2011-2012. The group, which was 

staunchly opposed to hydraulic fracturing, was founded by Jenn Palazollo, a conservative who, 

according to Trustees on the Board at the time, formed the group by appealing to concerned 

parents regardless of political affiliation. Erie Rising was a self-described “grassroots, mom 

powered organization, dedicated to protecting our children, our health, our environment and our 

community, as well as those beyond our reach.” (Erie Rising n.d.) Angie Nordstrom, member of 

Erie Rising and parent of child at Red Hawk Elementary, stated at a Board of Trustees meeting 

on March 7, 2012, “My family has lived in Erie since 2003. Over the last 8 years, our family has 

experienced a laundry list of health issues…our children’s health is of utmost concern to me…..It 

appears that there could be a causal relationship between mining using hydraulic fracturing and 

adverse effects on our health and environment. Upon learning about the short- and long-term 

health effects of hydraulic fracturing processes, I cannot stand by and allow preventable health-

risks to occur next to pre-schools, a child-care center, and our homes.“ (Town of Erie Board of 

Trustees Special Meeting 2012) Her concerns, focused on health impacts on children, were 

typical of Erie Rising throughout the 2011-2012 period. Her focus on the negative impacts of oil 

and gas activity reflects the emphatic and unbending nature of the opposition narrative during 
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this period. Members of Erie Rising spoke out against not only the proposed wells but against 

hydraulic fracturing as a whole. April Beach, who self-identified as a member of Erie Rising, had 

argued for months the Board of Trustees to enact a full ban. “Until the oil and gas industry 

provides third party verification that their practices are safe, the ideal solution would be an 

ordinance to put in place a complete ban.” (Aguilar 2012) Despite the intense political activism, 

Erie Rising did not last; nearly all of its active members moved away from Erie (many due to 

severe health problems), and it was entirely inactive during public discourse around the Pratt 

well in 2014-2015. 

On the other end of the spectrum, Erie Forward! is a pro-energy group “dedicated to 

engaging and educating our fellow citizens about responsible energy development and the 

benefits of a strong energy economy.”  This group emerged in 2015 and engaged in the Pratt well 

discussion, though its turnout at Town Hall meetings was far less visible and numerous than Erie 

Rising was in 2011-2012—both in terms of those contributing official comments and in terms of 

audience members.  Its founder, DeAndrea Arndt, focused her public commentary on the 

benefits of oil and gas development and expressed concern for the fiscal impacts that MOU 

terms might have on Erie.  

These two opposing groups have both leveled accusations at each other of being tied to 

outside interests, rather than being genuine grassroots efforts based in Erie. Erie Forward! 

activists argued in an interview that Erie Rising was both founded and funded by “East Coast 

socialists” with deep pockets; in a subsequent interview, a former member of Erie Rising 

dismissed the claims, noting that the organization had suffered from a lack of funds and 

organization that belied the lack of outside resources. We have been able to find no indication 

that Erie Rising was anything other than a grassroots organization with its roots firmly in Erie. 
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Meanwhile, counter-accusations that Erie Forward! has corporate ties are welcomed by Erie 

Forward!. They openly acknowledge the support they receive from Anadarko for holding 

educational open houses—Anadarko supplies funds for food and has sent employees to provide 

technical expertise. However, there is, again, no evidence that the members of Erie Forward! are 

in any way bribed by industry. One notable sign of this is their mixed opinion of industry 

actors—while they happily receive support from Anadarko, they expressed disgust for Encana’s 

actions in Erie and indicated that they had no interest in even communicating with Encana. This 

complexity of opinion illustrates the non-monolithic nature of pro-industry actors; “pro-energy” 

groups may not support companies that they feel have damaged the image of oil and gas or have 

acted improperly.  

The primary organization during the 2014-2015 Pratt era was far less polarized than 

either Erie Forward! or Erie Rising; it also lacked a name, a website, or any formal structure. 

Vista Ridge residents, who were most directly impacted by the Pratt well, worked together to 

produce a formal document proposing MOU terms to the Board of Trustees. Tom Ventker, who 

was an unofficial leader and organizer for the neighborhood, presented this proposal to the Board 

in a formal speech at the January 20th, 2015 Board of Trustees meeting. This document was the 

primary focus of this loose organization, and, unlike Erie Rising and Erie Forward!, there was no 

evidence of either a common identity or a common overarching goal (e.g., ban hydraulic 

fracturing, or protect oil and gas activity) outside of a solution to the problems raised by the Pratt 

well.  

These different community organizations show not only the political diversity in Erie, but 

also the different ways organizations can operate and the disparate interests of their members. 

These different community organizations show not only the political diversity in Erie, but also 



41 
 

the different ways organizations can operate and the disparate interests of their members. These 

organizations—and their relationship to Erie’s government—do not exist in a static or simple 

state. Rather, their influence on each other and on the democratic processes in Erie reflects a 

participatory co-production in which Erie’s local government, these organizations, and the 

community at large all work, over time, to form an overall political process to address 

unconventional oil and gas development. We describe this co-production, which echoes that 

described by Chilvers and Kearnes, in the following sections (Chilvers and Kearnes 2016). The 

evolving relationships in Erie ultimately provide a new example of how publics and governments 

interact with science and with each other to form novel policy solutions. 

3.5  Science, Oil and Gas, and Public Discourse in Erie 

During both the Canyon Creek well era, from 2011-2012, and the Pratt well era, from 

2014-2015, town officials and Erie residents alike framed their discussion of unconventional oil 

and gas development in terms of scientific forms of knowledge. During the Canyon Creek era, 

the Board of Trustees called upon scientific experts to discuss the mechanisms of horizontal 

drilling and hydraulic fracturing, and its potential impacts upon air and water quality. These 

experts—including environmental engineers and scientists, geologists, and petroleum 

engineers—frequently came from organizations with an explicit pro- or anti- stance on hydraulic 

fracturing, and the facts they presented often contradicted those presented by their opponents. 

For example, in the January 10th, 2012 Town Hall meeting, which was the first of many meetings 

held to discuss the potential impacts of hydraulic fracturing in Erie, the Mayor called four 

speakers: Wes Wilson and Shane Davis from the Sierra Club, Tisha Schuller from the Colorado 

Oil and Gas Conservation Association (COGA), Dave Neslin from the Colorado Oil and Gas 

Conservation Commission (COGCC).  
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The two speakers from the Sierra Club spoke passionately about the documented dangers 

of hydraulic fracturing, seeking to dispel, “some of these myths that the industry is fond of 

telling our TV sets.” They brought data from EPA reports on groundwater contamination in 

Pavilion, WY, and used satellite data to challenge claims from Encana that their remediation 

efforts are effective in restoring well pads to original conditions. Both Sierra Club speakers 

repeatedly cited their credentials—Wilson worked as an oil and gas regulator in the EPA for 35 

years, and Davis is a research biologist—to stress their expertise and authority on the subject.  

Tisha Schuller and Dave Neslin used very similar rhetorical strategies in their 

presentations. Tisha Schuller, then-president of COGA, repeatedly cited her expertise as an 

environmental scientist and geologist; she then launched into a presentation that closely mirrored 

that of Wes Wilson, the first Sierra Club Speaker, stating, “What I’ll do tonight is just run 

through some of the most common misperceptions that I’ve run into in these kind of 

conversations.” Both Schuller and Neslin stressed the amount of scientific data and engineering 

expertise brought to bear during the design, implementation, and regulation of each well pad. 

Moreover, both pro- and anti- oil and gas speakers used three key tactics to frame their 

presentations:  1) establishing themselves as an expert whose authoritative opinion holds weight; 

2) acknowledging the presence of conflicting information—and then presenting themselves as 

possessing the truth to dispel these “myths” and “misperceptions”; and 3) reliance on scientific 

data to support their claims.  

This reliance on scientific expertise continued throughout the Canyon Creek period. A 

little over a month later, on February 21, in response to continued concerns from community 

members about air quality impacts from hydraulic fracturing, the Board of Trustees held a Study 

Session to address air pollution. This meeting included speakers from the Colorado Department 
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of Public Health and Environment (CDPHE); the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administration (NOAA); Encana and Anadarko representatives; Quality Environmental 

Professional Associates (QEPA), an environmental analysis firm employed by COGA; Sierra 

Club; and Waste Connections, the local landfill which could potentially also be a source of air 

and water pollution.   

Ultimately, the concerns brought up by community groups and NOAA sparked further 

scientific inquiry. CDPHE conducted air quality testing in that area during July and August 2012. 

Their examination tested for benzene, toluene, and methane concentrations in the air near the two 

elementary schools. CDPHE published a report in December of 2012 stating that the risk of 

negative health impacts from the Canyon Creek Well was very low (Colorado Department of 

Public Health and Environment / Air Pollution Control Division 2012); however, the Board 

signed the MOUs before CDPHE was able to analyze their data and make their findings public. 

(Town of Erie Board of Trustees Special Meeting 2012) 

These technical concerns and the reliance on scientific expertise informed the negotiation 

process Erie undertook during both eras. In the Board of Trustees’ Study Session on February 

17th, 2015, Town Administrator AJ Krieger described the negotiation process for the first MOU. 

According to Krieger, the Board of Trustees at the time compiled a list of Erie residents’ 

concerns and the desired outcomes related to those concerns—so for example, Erie residents 

expressed concerns about air quality, and so the Board sought to curb harmful emissions from oil 

and gas operations. The Board then brought those desired outcomes to industry negotiators, and 

the industry would provide a technical solution or indicate that it was unfeasible. Krieger urged 

the Board to act similarly for negotiating the 2015 agreement, rather than try to determine for 

themselves the technically feasible solutions. 
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In addition to requesting scientific expertise to inform policy decisions in public 

meetings, Erie’s Board of Trustees also frequently discussed oil and gas issues in scientific terms 

in private conversations.  One Trustee, who served on the Board during the Canyon Creek 

period, noted, “[W]hen Encana was involved with drilling the Red Hawk wells, Red Hawk 

Elementary School wells, and Erie Rising was rising in the town as a public interest group, I 

obviously got very involved in the gas and oil issue because I wanted to learn everything I could 

to make sure we were doing the right thing. Visited every Federal Government laboratory in the 

state, whether it was U. S. Geological Survey or the University of Colorado Artic Atmospheric 

Laboratory or NOAA….I talked to everybody and I learned everything that I could learn about 

initial use and atmospheric impacts.” Notably, in his search to “learn everything I could to make 

sure we were doing the right thing,” he exclusively lists scientific experts as his sources of 

knowledge for making policy decisions, and frames his concerns purely in terms of air quality 

issues.  The residents of Erie show a similar reliance on a scientific framing (Figure 3.1) for 

Figure 3.1 Topics Addressed During Public Comment Sections of Town Hall Meetings, during 
both Canyon Creek and Pratt eras. 
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discussing oil and gas operations. The focus on scientific framing is clear in their commentary in 

Town Hall meetings, both in terms of what they talk about and how they talk about it. During 

both the Canyon Creek and Pratt eras, the most commonly mentioned topics were noise, air and 

water pollution, and health impacts.   

While these topics are not entirely quantitative or scientific in their nature or in their 

impacts on Erie residents, they do lend themselves to scientific analysis in ways that less popular 

topics, such as jurisdictional issues or the issue of property rights in a split estate system, do not.  

This reliance on quantifiable evidence may have been motivated by a desire to embrace more 

tangible—and therefore winnable—arguments, similar to the tactics of environmental groups 

working against mine development in the US Pacific Northwest (Rolston 2015). In this case, Erie 

Rising’s choice to focus on tangible, quantifiable objectives, rather than quality-of-life issues 

ultimately results from engaging in political discourse in a combative environment in which 

leaders must embrace the most defensible arguments at the cost of a more holistic discussion. 

However, Erie residents did not merely focus on more quantifiable topics. In discussing 

these topics, they engaged in what Endres identifies as the three major categories of public 

scientific argument: “(1) using scientific data produced by credentialed scientists to support a 

claim….; (2) identifying flaws in the scientific method in order to challenge particular scientific 

findings; and (3) using one’s own scientific data to make a claim.”  (Endres 2009, 55)  During 

the Canyon Creek period, members of Erie Rising participated in a Bucket Brigade5  to gather air 

                                                           
5 Bucket Brigades are community environmental monitoring tools created by the Global 
Community Monitor organization (founded by Attorney Ed Masry of Erin Brockovich fame). 
The “Buckets” are affordable devices, similar to canisters, designed to allow community 
members to take air samples. Their use has grown in community environmental groups, 
including the Louisiana Bucket Brigade, which Gwen Ottinger documented in Refining 
Expertise. (Global Community Monitor 2016) (Ottinger 2013) 
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quality data; their findings indicated elevated hydrogen sulfide and silica dust levels.  Erie Rising 

founder Jenn Palazollo, in a  Town Hall meeting on August 14th, 2012, noted, “The operators 

repeatedly mark on their permits that they will not encounter H2S, yet the levels we found were 

300 times that typically found at a background reference site….H2S can have harmful and fatal 

effects if inhaled….what protection are we giving our children, playing at nearby schools and 

playgrounds, from this dangerous gas?” She then cited a World Health Organization study 

describing the negative impacts of exposure to hydrogen sulfide on children.  Similarly, citizens 

critiqued the design and implementation of the CDPHE air quality study performed to assess 

potential health impacts from the Canyon Creek well. Andrea Roy noted, “While I appreciate 

that there was some air testing done at the Canyon Creek site, we still do not know those results, 

and a 30-day period will not allow us to get the whole picture.”  These comments fall into all 

three of Endres’ categories for public scientific argument, indicating both the sophistication and 

depth of analysis present in Erie as well as their potential to impact policymaking.  

This use of civic technoscience closely parallels the logic of environmental policing 

documented by Kinchy et al. in water monitoring groups in the Marcellus (Kinchy, Jalbert and 

Lyons 2014). However, Erie Rising’s synthesis of their own research results with critiques of 

governmental scientific inquiries produces a new form of scientific civic participation: Erie 

Rising not only sought to ensure compliance, but also critiqued the methods of determining 

compliance and definitions of compliance provided by the state government. 

Appeals to scientific data and reasoning were not limited to “fracktivists” in the Canyon 

Creek era.  During Public Commentary after the Pratt well was drilled, Erie residents again 

brought forth scientific and technically-focused ideas for solutions to their concerns. In a January 

20th, 2015 Town Hall Meeting, community members brought forth ideas for a new agreement. 
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These ideas, which resulted from an organized community group from the Vista Ridge 

neighborhood, included: detailed suggestions for baseline and ongoing monitoring for air quality, 

noise, and water quality and specific BMPs including VRUs, closed-loop drilling, and preventing 

the use of specific chemicals in fracking fluid. Another community member living in that 

neighborhood also brought his own scientific expertise—he has a PhD. in physics—to bear on an 

acoustic analysis of the noise issues faced by the Pratt well, noting “You can have sound, and I 

agree that at night you need a lower sound decibel, but more than sound….it’s more 

acoustic…..Besides having a seismic expert on the MOU, we need an acoustic expert. What 

happens when you have houses reflecting noise? What happens when you have sound going up 

between houses and reverberating?” His analysis in other meetings at the same time provided 

further support for the idea that reverberation between houses creates “beat frequencies” that can 

produce sudden peaks in noise and vibration within the neighborhood that are much larger than 

those measured by COGCC officials. Public Comment at Town Hall meetings throughout the 

Pratt period focused on largely technical solutions to the problems faced by the community, 

indicating that both the community and the local government used scientific reasoning to frame 

oil and gas issues.  

As might be expected, the agreements that arose from such a science-focused discourse 

are similarly focused on technical solutions. The 2012 Memorandum of Understanding requires 

operators to attach a set of Best Management Practices (BMPs) to all newly submitted well 

permits, effectively making those BMPs required operating conditions for those wells. The 2015 

Operator Agreement uses a fundamentally similar structure, although it also contains specific 

language allowing for litigation in case of violations. Both agreements require BMPs that are 

primarily of a technical nature. 
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The 2012 MOU contains the following BMPs, produced verbatim: 

1. Maximize equipment and wellhead setbacks from occupied buildings 
and residences to the extent feasible and practicable, as determined 
by [the operator]. 

2. Prior to commencement of any new drilling or completion operations, 
provide notification to landowners within one-half (1/2) mile of the 
wellsite. 

3. Prior to commencement of any new drilling or completion operations, 
provide to an Erie designated staff member the following for the 
wellsite for informational purposes only, which [the operator] may 
revise from time to time during operations: 

4. A summary of planned operations, including identified access points 
and operational timeline, for posting to a local community 
information web-page; 

5. A site plan for site preparation, mobilization, and demobilization; 
6. A plan for interim reclamation and revegetation of the site and final 

reclamation of the site; 
7. A plan for noise, light and dust mitigation, to the extent feasible; 
8. A traffic management plan; and 
9. Updates of this information if any plans change during operations. 
10. Utilize steel-rim berms around tanks and separators instead of sand 

or soil berms. 
11. Utilize closed-loop systems for drilling and completion operations 

to minimize the need for earthen pits. 
12. Utilize a high-low pressure vessel (HLP) and vapor recovery unit 

(VRU) for new wells drilled. [The operator] may remove the VRU 
system at such time [the operator] determines that the VRU system 
is no longer necessary due to reduced emission recoveries and/or 
efficiencies, but no earlier than one (1) year after the new well is 
drilled. 

Of the six BMPs listed, the last three are exclusively technical solutions to expressed 

concerns from Erie residents about impacts on air and water quality. The third BMP focuses largely 

on the operator communicating its plans for technical solutions to the town. The technical focus 

of the agreement, as a whole, reflects the scientific framing of oil and gas in Erie’s discourse. 

The 2015 OA contains BMPs similar to the 2012 MOU, but includes additional terms 

addressing noise levels associated with oil and gas production. The language of these BMPs is, in 

general, more explicit, detailed, and binding than those in the 2012 MOU. The OA also includes 
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required setbacks for eight well pads Encana plans to drill during the 5-year term of the agreement. 

The following summarizes each of the BMPs included in the 2015 OA (Town of Erie 2015): 

1. For eight Identified Well Pads, the setback must be greater than 1,000 
feet. The document specifies the minimum setback distance for each 
of eight wells, which varies from 1,010 feet to 8,990 feet.  

2. Encana must ensure that the noise level does not exceed 60 db(A) 
3. Encana will not install storage tanks on site, instead constructing 

pipelines to conduct hydrocarbons to a central processing facility. 
4. Encana will perform “audio, visual, and olfactory inspections on a 

monthly basis” at all wells, as well as a monthly inspections with an 
infra-red camera, and initiate any necessary repairs. Encana reports 
these inspection results to Erie within a month, and Erie government 
officials make the information publicly available.  

5. Encana will provide contact information in both mailed and posted 
notices.  

6. Encana will use steel rim berms “or some other state of the art 
technology” instead of sand or soil berms 

7. Encana will use closed-loop systems 
8. Encana will install down cast lighting whenever possible 
9. Encana will not develop new underground injection wells in Erie 
10. Encana will recycle and reuse water to the extent technically and 

economically feasible 
11. A specific Traffic Management Plan is implemented 
12. Encana will pay for any road damage repairs that occur as a result 

of truck traffic 
13. Access roads will be improved to be within Erie municipal code for 

200 feet along the road past the point of connection 
14. Above-ground oil and gas facilities will be fenced according to Erie 

municipal code 
15. Encana will operate in accordance with plans discussed in the 

Conceptual Review Process 

In addition to these BMPs, which Encana attaches to all well permits it submits during 

the 5-year term of the agreement, the OA also implements major changes to the existing 

permitting process.  The agreement requires Encana to hold a Conceptual Review Meeting with 

Erie government officials to “review the proposed development in a manner that ensures 

compliance with this Agreement….and allow Encana and the staff to explore site-specific 

concerns[.]” This meeting must occur 90 days before Encana submits the well permit 
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application. As part of the review process with local government, Encana must also provide Erie 

government staff with detailed planning documents for site construction and operations. 

In addition to this Conceptual Review Meeting, Encana must also hold neighborhood 

meetings before submitting a permit application to encourage input from Erie residents. The OA 

directs that  

Encana shall provide 3 x 5 cards for the public to make written 
comments. Erie shall provide a lockbox for purposes of collecting 
written comments from meeting attendees. The Local Government 
Designee….will attend the meeting and collect the lockbox 
containing any written comments from meeting attendees. The LGD 
will transmit the written comments to the COGCC with any 
comments he submits on behalf of Erie regarding the [well permit 
application] (Town of Erie 2015).  
 

In addition to explicitly directing Encana to interact with government officials and Erie 

residents prior to applying to drill a well, the OA requires Encana to provide advance notice of 

drilling and to post signage on well sites describing their operations and providing contact 

information for the company.  

The 2015 OA also constitutes final approval from Erie for the Identified Pad Sites that 

Encana plans to drill during the 5-year term of the agreement, so long as operations at these sites 

abide by the terms of the OA. This precludes any public Town Hall meetings to discuss or vote 

on each well site.  

Finally, the OA gives Erie the right to conduct inspections of Encana’s operations with 

24 hours advance notice. This term, combined with language outlining that in the case of a 

violation of the agreement, either “party may, at its discretion, institute a legal proceeding in a 

court of proper jurisdiction to seek appropriate remedies. Such remedies may include, without 

limitation, an injunction to stop an alleged violation or an order requiring the performance of all 

acts and things required by the agreement.” (Town of Erie 2015)   
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While the 2015 Operator Agreement relies on technical knowledge—and improves upon 

the 2012 MOU’s technical terms in both breadth and specificity—it also goes beyond the 

technical scope of the first agreement to include changes to the permitting process. This broader 

scope in the new agreement may be due to changes in public discourse over the time period 

between the two agreements. Figure 3.2 illustrates the topics addressed in Town Hall meetings 

during the Canyon Creek and Pratt eras.While, as discussed above, quantifiable and technical 

concerns dominate the discourse during both the Pratt and Canyon Creek periods, another trend 

is also visible here: the increase in non-technical topics. While the first four topics—noise, air 

pollution, water pollution, and health—are topics frequently cast in scientific terms, and 

considered “technical” for the purposes of this analysis, the remaining seven topics—amenities, 

growth, setbacks, visual impacts, jurisdiction, mineral rights, surface rights—are considered 

“non-technical” topics. These non-technical topics encompass non-quantitative quality of life 

issues and legal questions regarding oil and gas operations. Among these non-technical topics, 
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Figure 3.2 Topics Addressed During Public Comment Sections of Town Hall Meetings, during 
both Canyon Creek and Pratt eras. 

 



52 
 

two—amenities and growth—experience statistically significant declines between the two 

periods. Meanwhile, five others—setbacks, visual impacts, jurisdiction, mineral rights, and 

surface rights—all experience statistically significant increases. While the overall conversation 

in both periods is dominated by scientific framing of oil and gas issues, the Pratt period does see 

greater inclusion of non-technical issues in public discourse.  

This shift in discourse to include non-technical issues is also clear in quotes from the 

community leaders during both eras. While Jenn Palazzolo did frequently urge the Board to 

protect the community and enact a ban or moratorium on hydraulic fracturing during the Canyon 

Creek period, she and her followers consistently focused on peer-reviewed literature and their 

own scientific evidence to illustrate their concerns about oil and gas activity. Tom Ventker, who 

organized and represented Vista Ridge residents in the aftermath of the Pratt well, introduced a 

formal document with suggestions for the 2015 agreement with the following speech, reproduced 

in whole from a copy of his notes: 

We come before you today, not as the so called “unfortunate few”, 
but as the residents of the Town of Erie. We are presenting these 
recommendations for inclusion to the MOU to protect our 
inalienable rights. These recommendations are to protecting our 
"right of enjoying and defending” our "lives and liberties; of 
acquiring, possessing and protecting property; and of seeking and 
obtaining" our "safety and happiness.” (refer to the Colorado 
Constitution, Bill of Rights, Article II. Section 3. INALIENABLE 
RIGHTS). Nobody has the right to take these rights away, not the 
O&G industry, not the Town of Erie, or the State of Colorado. 
Therefore, we must act accordingly to protect the rights of the 
residents and the Town of Erie. We request that you take in 
consideration each and every one of these requests with the utmost 
criticalness. We believe that these are excellent starting points to 
reach a mutually agreed upon MOU with the O&G industry. 
Furthermore, we would request that any negotiations performed in 
regards to these MOUs, be performed with legal council (sic) to 
represent the Town of Erie that specializes in the O&G industry. 
(Ventker 2015, 1) 
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His recourse to rights outlined in the Colorado State Constitution, and his focus on the 

importance of the legal context of these agreements, reflects the broadening of topics present in 

public discussion during the Pratt period. The MOU recommendations contained in his speech 

are a mix of technical and non-technical practices; while the group first and foremost suggests 

monitoring and operational practices to prevent air, water, and noise pollution, they also include 

many suggestions for how oil and gas companies should interact with the community and with 

the Erie government. 

While scientific framing of the issue does reflect public concerns, it can fail to address 

greater philosophical or value-based concerns. The shift away from a purely scientific framing of 

oil and gas, reflected in both public discourse and in the agreements as a whole, may allow for 

greater appreciation—among the public, the government, and the oil and gas industry—of the 

full complexity of these issues. In the atmosphere of mutual respect that Erie enjoyed during the 

Pratt period, which we will examine in the next section, there was more room at the table for 

these larger concerns, rather than just those issues that can be backed up by numbers and hard 

evidence. 

3.6 Evolving Relationships at a Local Level 

The Town of Erie has, on its website, video recordings of all of its Town Hall meetings 

going back to early 2011. This has proved to be an invaluable resource for research, as it gave us 

the opportunity to look back to meetings held before we began our research and observe how 

people spoke to each other. This is of particular interest and use because of how relationships to 

local government—and how relationships within the government—have changed over the last 

five years. This is one of the few points on which all of our interview subjects agreed—and the 

public record supports their collective memory of a time when the local government had 
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entrenched, antagonistic factions and open verbal conflict with Erie residents. The entire Canyon 

Creek era, including the negotiations and signing of the 2012 MOU, occurred in an atmosphere 

of intense political antagonism. In the following section, we will describe this conflict, its 

impacts on discourse, and the remarkable changes wrought by an election.  

3.6.1 The Canyon Creek Era: Contempt, Antagonism, and Compromise 

The Canyon Creek well period, from June 2011 to August 2012, occurred in the middle 

of a longer era: an era of conflict and antagonism in Erie’s Board of Trustees. Both before and 

after the debate about the Canyon Creek well occurred, the Board exhibited intense animosity 

and open conflict both between Board members and with Erie residents who came to speak at 

meetings. Every interview we conducted in which we discussed the previous Board followed a 

similar pattern. Interviewees on the current Board described the previous Board as, 

“contemptuous,” “nasty, insulting, yelling at each other in public and just being really 

disrespectful,” and “at each others’ throats.” By all accounts, it was “a very split board. People 

on that board…hated each other. Literally screaming matches, back and forth.”  This sentiment 

was also echoed in an interview with a previous Trustee who served on the Board during the 

Canyon Creek era. The previous Trustee described the entrenched factions and the behind-the-

scenes manipulations and in-fighting, saying that it took over his life “for six years when I served 

on that board, this kind of bullshit all the time. Incredibly frustrating.” Of one former Trustee, he 

vented, “I just don’t like that guy. What a manipulative bastard. I just don't like him at all.” 

One outgrowth of the negative atmosphere were ethics allegations leveled against two 

Trustees; the political majority on the Board accused two Trustees of meeting privately to 

manipulate a vote unrelated to oil and gas activities, in violation of state sunshine laws. The 

accusations of unlawful behavior ultimately fell through. One Trustee on the Board at the time 



55 
 

responded to the events by saying, “I think people are allowed to be assholes to each other. 

That’s legal.” At the same time, others accused the Mayor at the time of unethical behavior—

using his political position to promote projects in which he had a financial stake—which created 

further enmity on the Board. As one current Trustee noted, “Some people were going after the 

mayor for things, not Tina but the mayor at the time, for things that were questionable that he 

did. He in turn was going after some of the people on the board and it got very political and very 

childish. It blew up, there were investigations and it was totally stupid.” 

Negative and antagonistic interactions did not occur solely within the Board- frequently, 

the Board had hostile interactions with Erie residents at meetings, as well. Mayor Wilson, during 

Town Hall meetings in the Canyon Creek era, received rebukes from residents for rolling his 

eyes and in other ways indicating non-verbal disdain for their ideas. When, at a March 7th, 2012 

Town Hall meeting, a Trustee began to answer questions raised in a Public Comment section, 

Mayor Wilson cut the Trustee off, saying, “Don’t engage them.” In conjunction with this explicit 

directive to not effectively engage with citizens, the Board also did not consider the data 

collected by the citizens in their deliberations about oil and gas impacts. While citizens presented 

data from their Bucket Brigade efforts, and repeatedly asked the Board to respond to their 

concerns based on their findings of elevated levels of H2S and silica dust, the Board ultimately 

used very little of this evidence in their deliberations, preferring to rely upon peer-reviewed data 

and reports from CDPHE investigations. While this reliance on expertly gathered and analyzed 

data, in a situation with conflicting evidence, is understandable, the way in which it was done—

in an atmosphere already strained by expressions of mistrust and disdain—further damaged 

relationships in Erie.  
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This expressed and implied disdain for Erie residents and their concerns also resulted in 

high levels of explicit criticism and mistrust from Erie residents during Town Hall meetings, as 

shown in Figure 3.3 below. These negative relationships are particularly notable given how 

different they are to the relationships present during the Pratt well. 

 

Figure 3.3 Expressions of criticism, praise, and mistrust from Erie residents during Public 
Comment at Town Hall meetings in both the Canyon Creek and Pratt eras 

 

3.6.2  The Pratt Era: Voting Matters! 

This major change in relationships occurred in the context of a shift in Erie’s politics in 

general. In April of 2014, just before discourse about oil and gas in Erie revived in response to 

the Pratt well, the town held an election for the Board of Trustees. Generally, the Mayor serves a 

2-year term, with a 3-term limit, and Trustees serve 4-year terms; the elections for Trustee seats 

are staggered, with three seats open during each biennial election. In the 2014 election, an 

additional seat was available on the Board due to a Trustee moving out of Erie, and one former 
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Trustee resigned rather than run for reelection. As one current Trustee put it, “a little before half 

way through two prior Trustees’ terms on the last board, they left for different reasons. It could 

be somewhat attributed to the fact that that board was just insane. Instead of having three 

positions and the mayor opening, it was three positions and two spots to basically finish up terms 

of other Trustees that had left.” This created six openings on the Board and the opportunity for 

significant change in the political makeup of the Board.  

In response to this political opening, current Mayor Tina Harris formed a political 

coalition of five people6—with varying political experience in Erie and a broad range of 

professional expertise—who ran together on a joint platform of transparency and cooperation. 

This campaign was successful, with all five members gaining a seat on the Board. One current 

Board member related their experience in running for their position: 

[Tina] had been toying with the idea of running because there were 
a fair amount of people requesting that she do so, because they 
weren't happy with the current mayor and some of the other people 
on the board were afraid of what would happen going forward. It 
was pretty much expected that that mayor wasn't going to run again 
although he could have. He did two, could have done three terms. 
The mayor pro tem at the time ended up being Tina's opponent. Just 
to sum it up very briefly, she was much more aligned with that 
current mayor and there was concern about that. The things that 
were happening over the past few years that had been crazy would 
just continue, because the mayor pro tem would just step up into 
mayor.  
We campaigned very heavily. We never had an official slate but you 
kind of view it as: There was Tina running, [and the five of us] were 
basically all running together I guess you can say. It was not an 
official thing but we all had very similar views, wanted some 
progression, wanted to move forward on the board, wanted some 
fresh ideas, all that mumbo jumbo….Anyway, we kind of ran 

                                                           
6 One current Trustee, who was not part of this “unofficial” coalition, also gained a seat on the 
Board; however, in both private interviews and in public interactions, there have been no major 
divides between the ‘Coalition of 5’ and the additional Trustee. 
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together, I guess you could say again, unofficially, that being said 
we all got voted in.  

Notably, the election lacked any major discussions of oil and gas issues. Other specific 

issues, including  construction of a new police station, a dog park, and continued suburban 

growth—in addition to general concerns about fiscal responsibility, ethics, transparency and 

governance—dominated the election. In the absence of a problematic well for citizens and 

activists to rally around, the issues at hand changed to those common to any small town seeking 

sustainable growth and a functional political system. The scientific authoritarianism evident 

during the Canyon Creek era—which was never critiqued directly, even during that time 

period—was entirely absent from the election process. If citizens were consciously and explicitly 

unhappy with the former Board’s reliance on science to inform policy and dismiss dissent, they 

did not voice their dissent during the election. 

 The new Board of Trustees has launched several conspicuous transparency and 

engagement initiatives; perhaps one of the most obvious has been an overhaul of the town 

website7, though less tangible efforts—including citizen engagement—also feature prominently 

in public perception of increased transparency. One Erie resident, in response to a question about 

local government transparency in the two eras, noted, 

There was very little information on there [the website] at all back 
then. If there was, it was so difficult to find, and buried somewhere, 
plus, our trustees now, at least some of them, are way more 
responsive than back then. Back then, I would send emails, and 
nobody would respond for a week, not a single one of the seven. I'd 
send another email, and then one person responds. Now, when you 
send an email to the trustees, there are usually two or three people 
that respond immediately. So that's already also a huge 
improvement…. The ones that respond right away always are, 
Jennifer Carroll, she's probably, if I had to rank them and put them 

                                                           
7 The improvements to the website include easy access to video recordings, agendas, and minutes 
of all official government meetings; this removes barriers to participation among Erie residents 
and benefits academic research. 
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in order, Jennifer Carroll, Scott Charles and Mayor Tina Harris. 
Scott and Tina both are probably a close second. Jennifer really goes 
above and beyond responding, whether via email or if it's reaching 
out to her via Facebook, they've always responded….Those three 
that I mentioned are really the ones that seem to respond on a regular 
basis. 
 

The resident’s unspoken linkage of transparency and engagement reflect the core 

underlying principle of both actions: a respect for citizens and their opinions. The transparency 

initiatives indicate respect for citizens’ right to know about government activity, while the 

Trustees’ responsiveness indicates a respect for citizens’ opinions and inputs. Both of these 

forms of respect fundamentally challenge the public deficit model as described by Welsh and 

Wynne, running directly counter to the imaginary of the public as a passive entity whose proper 

role is to accept the authoritative decisions produced by government in conjunction with 

scientific experts, which had been so prevalent during the Canyon Creek era.  

Those officials receiving the most praise were those making the most overt efforts to 

engage with citizens—including Trustees Carrol and Charles doing home visits to observe noise 

levels, and the Mayor making explicit statements in Town Hall meetings acknowledging the 

validity of Erie residents’ concerns. These improvements in transparency and engagement also 

impacted the process for negotiating agreements with oil and gas companies.  

While the Board, in negotiating the 2012 MOU, did take into account citizen concerns, 

the process by which it did so was non-transparent and deferred to scientific and technical 

experts to determine the best ways to address these concerns. As AJ Krieger, the Town 

Administrator, noted in a Study Session with the Board of Trustees on February 17th, 2015, the 

Board during the Canyon Creek era created a list of what they thought the community wanted, 

and then asked engineers from Encana and Anadarko—the companies with which they were 

negotiating—for solutions. Essentially, the oil and gas negotiators asked, “give us the outcome 
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you want,” and then provided technical solutions. For example, industry engineers introduced 

“the technology of vapor recovery” as a specific technical solution to air quality concerns. Once 

these technical solutions were agreed upon, they became the BMPs detailed in the agreement, as 

discussed above. Several things are notable about this process. First, there is no recourse to 

expertise outside of the negotiating parties to determine that the solution is effective. Second, the 

community in Erie had no opportunity to provide input on whether they thought the technical 

solution adequately addressed their concerns. Finally, this description of the process—which is 

the most thorough description of how these negotiations took place—only occurred publicly 

three years after the agreement was signed.  

One former Trustee defended the transparency of the original MOU process, arguing, 

Everything was transparent. I don't know how they could be more 
transparent. Again, that's a game that's played. We're so great 
because we're more transparent than what happened before. It all 
happened in public. It's them hyping themselves up to the public to 
say, "See what good servants we are? We have an election coming 
up. Vote for me. We're more transparent than before. That's not true. 
Everything happened in public.  
Mark Gruber would ask, "What's going on with MOU?" at almost 
every meeting and we'd get an update. It was as transparent as could 
be. So it's a straw man. It's a political trick. You make a straw man 
and you beat the crap out of it, but the straw man never really 
existed. The bad guy never really existed.  
 

The video recordings of Town Hall meetings provide a complete record of information 

publicly available to Erie residents during the period when Erie negotiated its 2012 MOU. Aside 

from the contentious meetings in early 2012 that sparked the MOU negotiations in the first place, 

the Board had only one meeting related to oil and gas before signing the MOUs; that meeting 

contained an update from an environmental consulting firm regarding air quality impacts.  Aside 

from this discussion of scientific data, only two mentions were made of the MOU process. At an 

April 24th meeting, Trustee Paul Ogg asked AJ Krieger, the Town Administrator, about what 
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legal options were available to Erie with regard to regulating oil and gas. Krieger offered a draft 

document containing a list of what Erie legally is allowed to do with oil and gas; however, the 

list was not made publicly available and no further discussion occurred on the topic. At a June 

26th, 2012 meeting Ogg again asked for information—this time, specifically asking about the 

status of the MOU and requesting that the Board be prepared to lift or extend the moratorium 

depending upon whether a suitable MOU was agreed to before the moratorium expired. Krieger, 

who was the Erie representative at the 2012 MOU negotiations, merely said that he was waiting 

on the oil and gas companies to respond to a redraft of an agreement he had put together. 

However, he did not explicitly discuss any specific terms, goals, or conditions in the MOU draft. 

Citizens attempting to follow the MOU negotiations would have had very sparse information 

until the government officially released and signed the MOUs; public input into the process 

would have been even harder to achieve.  

The new Board fundamentally changed the negotiation process, with the explicit goal of 

increasing public participation and bringing greater transparency to the process. The Board held 

a Town Hall meeting exclusively dedicated to hearing stakeholder input on the new agreement, 

and also held a public Study Session in which the Board discussed their goals for the negotiation 

after having received this input from Erie residents. While the negotiations themselves remained 

behind closed doors, the Board also changed who was negotiating for Erie. AJ Krieger, the Town 

Administrator during both the Canyon Creek and Pratt eras, had negotiated the first MOU and 

initially began proposing the second agreement. However, amid concerns from residents that AJ 

was biased toward oil and gas industry-friendly positions, the Board elected instead to use 

outside legal counsel and chose two Board members to accompany these lawyers into 

negotiations. All of these changes to the process indicate a change in imaginaries of the public 



62 
 

away from the public deficit model to one indicative of a fundamental respect of the thoughts, 

knowledge, and experience of Erie residents.  

In one interview, a Board member cited a desire to change these interactions as a 

fundamental motivation for running for office. “When I started paying attention to what was 

happening in the town and the way that the board was interacting with the citizens, I wasn't 

happy. I didn't feel like the citizens were being heard and not enough citizen input was being 

taken into account when making decisions. So, that's what kind of motivated me to run. So, it's a 

great segue into the whole oil and gas thing because I wanted to represent our citizens in that 

debate.” The Board member went on to describe the frustration of trying to fulfill these goals in 

the context of the oil and gas debate, noting “So, so many residents were up in arms about that. 

We were doing everything we could. But everything we could wasn't enough because we don't 

regulate it. We can't enforce the rules of the state. It was sort of a painful time to be a 

representative of people because it's very difficult to say that you're the governing body of 

somebody, but yet you can't help them solve a problem.” 

Balancing the disparate interests of community members, mineral rights owners, and 

workers in the oil and gas industry (noting, of course, that many stakeholders fall into more than 

one of these categories), while having only limited power to act was, during both the Pratt and 

Canyon Creek eras, a difficult tightrope to walk. However, the new Board arguably did so more 

successfully, and more gracefully, than did the former Board. One indicator of this is a speech 

from the newly-elected Mayor Tina Harris, which opened a Town Hall meeting devoted to 

stakeholder input on a new agreement: 

I would briefly like to define what a stakeholder is. A stakeholder is 
a party directly affected by oil and gas operations in Erie, like: Erie 
residents, the Board of Trustees, Town staff, industry 
representatives, and state oil and gas agencies. Tonight we will be 
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hearing from those parties and those parties only. If you are a 
resident from a surrounding community, or another agency, we 
welcome you to Erie and hope that you gain much from witnessing 
the meeting tonight. I would like to remind all stakeholders that the 
purpose of this meeting is to discuss the pending update to the MOU. 
All other outstanding oil and gas issues—like the Pratt site and a 
moratorium—will be dealt with at future meetings. All stakeholders 
will be given around 3 minutes to state their concerns and ask 
questions, unless they have previously come to an agreement with 
me. We will be discussing the MOU for two hours this evening, 
giving each stakeholder ample times to ask their questions and 
discuss their concerns. We will hear from Erie residents first, 
followed by industry representatives, the Board and Staff, and then 
residents again if need be. (Town of Erie 2015) 
 

Her speech not only acknowledged the validity and need for input from all parties 

directly impacted by oil and gas—but also provided notable concessions to both sides of the 

issue. By limiting outside activists and agencies to the sidelines of the conversation, the Mayor 

ensured that pro-industry groups which had already inundated local neighborhoods with 

canvassers and which were a very prominent presence in the Town Hall that evening did not 

drown out community members’ voices8. She also provided Erie residents with the assurance 

that they would be allowed to speak again after industry officials had provided input, giving Erie 

residents a more conversational role in the proceedings. At the same time, by attempting to bar 

                                                           
8 Industry advocates from outside of the community flocked to that Town Hall meeting, along 
with others in that time period. Their presence was immediately visible due to differences in 
dress compared to most Erie residents; industry representatives almost invariably wore formal 
business wear, while Erie residents generally wore more casual attire. This visible difference, 
along with the campaigns launched by pro-industry groups that flooded both the town and the 
Board with pro-oil and gas messaging, led Mayor Harris to vent her frustration. “Next time you 
come into a small community who’s trying to protect their residents, don’t bring in 
outsiders…when you send people into our community, maybe make them look like Erie. The 
people that you send into our community don’t represent Erie. They don’t look like Erie, they 
don’t talk like Erie.” (Town of Erie 2015) RevealPolitics, an organization which primarily posts 
negative YouTube videos about liberal politicians, took this quote out of its physical context and 
created a video impugning Mayor Harris as racist and classist. In a public comment in response 
to the video, Mayor Harris, who is a middle school teacher, noted that she used the video as a 
“teachable moment” about cyber-bullying for her students (RevealPolitics 2015).  
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discussion of the Pratt site, the moratorium, and general concerns about fracking, the Mayor 

placated industry actors concerned about the conversation turning to a political soapbox rather 

than a constructive discussion. In comparison to the remarks of the previous Mayor, with which 

we opened this chapter, Mayor Harris’s remarks also very markedly changes the political 

deliberative process. While the previous Mayor proposed a structure focused on scientific 

experts providing facts to a receptive and passive audience in an essentially one-way 

communication, Mayor Harris sought to receive input from all actors—regardless of expertise—

and to foster a more conversational, responsive, engaged process.  

3.6.3  Improving Relationships 

While one former Trustee scoffed at transparency initiatives as political theater, the 

efforts enacted by the current board have at least been effective in improving and repairing 

relationships between the community and its government. 

These changes in both relationships and in processes, while stemming from an election, 

may also reflect a change in the Board’s imaginaries of the public. During the Canyon Creek era, 

the Board dismissed community concerns as ignorant or misinformed, indicating perhaps that the 

Board embraced the “public deficit model,” in which the public is conceived as an ignorant mass 

whose proper role in the realm of science and public policy is passive. The increases in public 

engagement during the Pratt period may indicate a greater respect for Erie residents’ ability to 

engage with scientific ideas in meaningful and useful ways. One current Trustee, in describing 

the 2014 election, noted the technological expertise of Erie voters. The Trustee also argued that 

the importance of scientific analysis to Erie residents was a strength for two of the ‘Coalition of 

5’ who work as engineers. “I think people like the engineering or technical mindset….Erie has a 

lot of technical people and engineers. Our median income is like over $100,000. It’s a lot of tech 
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people. So I think they can relate to engineering mindsets.” This comment also indicates a sense 

of mutual respect and common ground between the Board and Erie residents that may further 

help to create collaborative solutions to policy issues and reduce authoritarian attitudes that 

create negative relationships. 

3.6.4  The Role of Mobilized Publics in Challenging Imaginaries 

As illustrated in the above discussion, the consistent employment of scientific ideals by a 

mobilized public in Erie clearly presents a “challenge” to the imaginaries described by Welsh 

and Wynne. But the impact of this mobilized public on what government officials actually think 

is unclear, given that no major change in attitudes occurs over the course of either the Canyon 

Creek or the Pratt era. During the Canyon Creek period, no change in attitudes among 

government officials is observed—it is consistently authoritarian and antagonistic. Similarly, 

during the Pratt period, government officials consistently maintain a collaborative and open 

attitude to the scientific concerns, data, and analysis presented by Erie residents. The major 

change—in government imaginaries and in government actions—does not seem to occur as a 

result of members of the public engaging in scientific debate. Rather, an election—and an 

election driven largely by issues of transparency and cooperation—created the change. While 

Hess discusses the ability of mobilized publics to “challenge” problematic imaginaries, he 

provides little insight into how they may do so. The example of Erie indicates that democratic 

elections may be of central importance in reducing scientism-fueled authoritarian governance.   

3.7  Conclusion 

Erie’s discourse on unconventional oil and gas development began with a speech that 

strongly privileged scientific expertise and seemed to embrace an imaginary of Erie’s residents 

as ignorant, passive, and incapable of establishing their own expertise based on self-defined 
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concerns. Over the course of several years—and largely as a result of an election—the 

conversation shifted to one focused on democratic inclusion of residents’ voices, empowering 

citizens not only in their pursuit of scientific knowledge but also in their non-technical 

experience of the positive and negative ways fracking impacted their daily lives. The frameworks 

established by academics examining national politics provide a jumping-off point for analysis in 

Erie. However, while the academic literature establishes the potential for the problematic use of 

science as a tool for bolstering authority and dismissing critical publics, the case study of the 

debate about hydraulic fracturing in Erie, Colorado, provides some insight into how these 

ideas—frequently painted with a broad brush—change in the context of a local government. In a 

small, homogenous, privileged community, the social, educational, and political barriers between 

community and government break down. Instead, the potential for another paradigm arises: one 

in which citizens competently engage in all three of Endres’ forms of public scientific argument, 

and the debate about science and public policy becomes richer and more inclusive.  

To answer the questions at the beginning of the chapter, first, we have observed that 

science frames and informs Erie’s discussion of oil and gas to a very large extent. However, as 

relationships become more friendly, open, and collaborative, both the government and the 

community begin to include more value-based ideas into the discussion. This creates a potential 

for policy solutions that not only employ science in a meaningful way, but are also developed 

with an eye toward the greater social, political, and economic complexities involved in the issue.   

The second question sought to determine the extent to which Erie’s behavior matched the 

descriptions of scientism-based authoritarian governance described by Welsh and Wynne. The 

scientism-based authoritarian governance, which was so prevalent in Erie during the Canyon 

Creek period, presented a major obstacle to the potential for more broad-based policy solutions; 
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when an election dramatically shifted attitudes in government officials, a more collaborative and 

open environment invited broader discussion in the Pratt era. 

Finally, the behavior of Erie citizens during both the Canyon Creek and Pratt eras 

indicates a major challenge to the imaginaries of the public as deficient and passive. Erie citizens 

engaged not only in public scientific argument, but also collected their own data to challenge 

official findings. This mobilized public clearly demonstrates the capability of Erie citizens to 

meaningfully participate in scientific debate; however, this challenge to government imaginaries 

of the public was not sufficient to make a change. Rather, an election provided the necessary 

change to fundamentally alter the relationship between Erie’s community and their local 

government representatives.  

This shift toward a broader conversation, capable of including not just technical ‘facts’ 

but also less tangible questions about governance, jurisdiction, and quality of life, illustrates that 

this conflict was not a merely technical debate about technical issues. Rather, the conflict is 

essentially sociotechnical in nature, with technical, social, and political aspects interacting with 

one another. Having observed the political changes that enabled Erie to engage more effectively 

in all aspects of unconventional oil and gas development, the natural question is: to what extent, 

and in what ways, did these changes influence the agreements Erie produced? In a regime of 

openness, collaboration, and a fuller consideration of all issues, was Erie able to produce a more 

effective agreement? 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

WHAT MAKES AN EFFECTIVE AGREEMENT? 

 

In Colorado, the state government has primacy over all oil and gas development, leaving 

local governments with very little jurisdictional power over well placement, industry practices, 

or site reclamation. During the recent hydraulic fracturing boom, this power structure has created 

tensions between state and local governments, leading to several lawsuits over local bans and 

moratoriums on oil and gas development, notably in Fort Collins and Broomfield (Figure 4.1). 

However, several local governments, both at municipal and county levels, have chosen another 

path: Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs) and other supraregulatory agreements. MOUs 

potentially provide a solution to the tension between state and local government by allowing 

local governments to enter into voluntary agreements with individual operators on best 

management practices (BMPs) to adopt in their jurisdictional area. In exchange for agreeing to 

these BMPs, oil and gas operators typically receive an expedited permitting process at the local 

government level and greater social license to operate in these areas. 

Figure 4.1 Map of the Town of Erie. The Town of Erie is 28 miles north of Denver, and lies on 
the boundary of Boulder and Weld counties. 
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4.1  Introduction to Supraregulatory Agreements 

Erie, a town northeast of Boulder along the Front Range, was the first local government 

to adopt MOUs as a way to address local citizens’ concerns about oil and gas development in 

their town. The overwhelmingly white, wealthy, and well-educated town of Erie lies 

geographically along the division between Boulder and Weld Counties, which are, respectively, 

very liberal and very conservative counties. Erie’s political composition reflects this divide: the 

town’s population is a nearly even split between registered Republicans, registered Democrats 

and unaffiliated voters. Because of its diverse political mixture, Erie has previously been treated 

as a political bellwether for both state and national elections (Healy 2014), and may again serve 

as a useful predictor of the strengths, pitfalls, and overall effectiveness of this particular political 

strategy. However, while Erie’s history, geography, politics, and demographics create fertile 

ground for supraregulatory agreements, it is unclear how successful these agreements have been 

in generating a more robust social license to operate for industry. Moreover, public reception of 

the MOUs has been ambivalent, indicating the need for further analysis into the strengths and 

weaknesses of these agreements. 

This chapter analyzes the Erie MOUs within the broader framework of the existing social 

science literature on supraregulatory agreements, with an eye to determining if insights from that 

literature can shed light on the overall ambivalent reception of the MOUs by the public in Erie.  

We have used key-player interviews, observation and coding of town hall meetings, and 

demographic analysis to answer two central research questions:  

1. How successful are MOUs and other agreements at improving relations between 

industry, community, and local government?   
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2. What characteristics are necessary for an agreement that successfully fosters trust 

and prevents conflict?  

Successful supraregulatory agreements could not only provide a solution to local 

governments seeking greater representation in oil and gas operations in their area, but also 

provide a tool to resolve a statewide conflict that has produced bitter debate over the past several 

years. In this chapter, we synthesize the existing academic literature to identify the 

characteristics of successful supraregulatory agreements, and then use these characteristics to 

analyze the effectiveness of two supraregulatory agreements in Erie: the 2012 Memorandum of 

Understanding and the 2015 Operator Agreement. 

4.2  Academic Perspectives on Successful Supraregulatory Agreements 

Several authors have analyzed the effectiveness of supraregulatory agreements at 

addressing community concerns and mitigating conflict for projects in extractive industries 

(Fidler and Hitch 2007) (O'Faircheallaigh 2007) (Rolston 2015). While case studies illustrate that 

these agreements have pitfalls and are not always effective, the literature indicates a consensus 

that successful agreements meaningfully address citizen concerns, are enforceable, and foster 

ongoing community participation. When supraregulatory agreements fulfill these requirements, 

they can provide a proxy for a continuous renewal of the social license to operate. This section 

provides an overview of the literature in order to lay the foundation for examining how the 

requirements for successful agreements apply to oil and gas activity in Erie, Colorado, and help 

understand the public reception of MOUs there. 

One of the most central functions of any Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) strategy 

is listening, and effectively responding, to community concerns about a project. While CSR 

efforts are often successful at addressing quantifiable impacts, particularly environmental 
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impacts (Frynas 2009), the ways citizens are impacted by extractive industries—and therefore 

their concerns about oil and gas operations—can take multiple forms outside of these 

quantifiable issues. Oil and gas activity can affect connections to landscape, community 

structures, local economies, and experiences of risk (Willow, Zak and Vilaplana, The contested 

landscape of unconventioanl energy development: a report from Ohio's shale gas country 2014) 

(Willow and Wylie, Politics, ecology, and the new anthropology of energy: exploring the 

emerging frontiers of hydraulic fracturing 2014). Case studies of agreements with aboriginal 

populations shed light on the importance of understanding value-based concerns and 

incorporating these concerns into agreements (O'Faircheallaigh 2007) (Fidler and Hitch 2007) 

(Armstrong and Baillie 2012). Prno and Slocombe’s examination of the Red Dog Mine in Alaska 

provides an example of a mining company both adopting indigenous cultural practices in their 

operations—to address the needs of indigenous employees—as well as incorporating traditional 

forms of knowledge about the land into monitoring procedures. The success of the Red Dog 

Mine in developing a social license to operate arose because of their ability to genuinely come to 

understand community needs and concerns and integrate them into their business practice.   

While it is important for companies to listen to, and validate, value-based community 

concerns, they must also ensure that the community fully understands the technical and logistical 

aspects of the project; otherwise their concerns may be misinformed, or they may be unaware of 

potential impacts. For example, a community member may be concerned about issues arising 

from truck traffic, when the operator has already planned a pipeline that will dramatically reduce 

traffic volumes; however, the community member may have additional concerns about pipeline 

construction and maintenance. By providing town members with a basic understanding of the 

planned operations for a project, the company may be able to more accurately and efficiently 
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address community concerns while also reducing the number of potentially upsetting surprises 

associated with operations. Davis and Franks (2014) point out that most conflicts arise from 

unanticipated environmental incidents, rather than overall environmental impacts, which 

indicates that negative surprises have a disproportionate impact on community-company 

relations  (Davis and Franks 2014). By improving community understanding of the specific 

logistics and impacts of each well, a company is acting to prevent future conflict.    

 Another major aspect, then, of addressing community complaints is ensuring that the 

community is scientifically literate enough to appreciate potential impacts of a project and 

empowered enough to voice their concerns. This is particularly important for environmental 

management. O’Faircheallaigh notes that discourse regarding management of environmental 

risks “can be obscure to many indigenous people both because they do not understand the 

terminology it employs and, more fundamentally, because they do not comprehend or accept its 

assumptions,” including divisions between physical and human dimensions of the landscape. 

Bridging cultural gaps and meaningfully addressing community concerns therefore depends, 

ultimately, on listening. Listening to a community is not passive; effective listening fosters 

effective and meaningful communication, using processes that do not alienate the community 

(O'Faircheallaigh 2007, 324). Through these processes—education, cross-cultural 

communication, and active listening—a company can create an understanding of a community’s 

concerns.  

An agreement that accurately and meaningfully addresses community concerns may still 

not be successful if it lacks other key features. Enforceability—that is, providing either the 

community or a representative government with the power to limit or alter industry action—must 

also be present to ensure that the agreement has a real impact on industry operations. In an 
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example of an effective and enforceable agreement, the “critical collaboration” present in the 

Pacific Northwest mine allowed the local environmental group to inspect mine operations 

independently, enabling them to monitor and report any water quality violations directly to state 

regulatory agencies (Rolston 2015). While this arrangement may have reduced operational 

efficiencies in some aspects of mining operations, it also created shared interests between the 

mine and the environmental group, ultimately creating a more stable social situation for mining. 

In general, an enforceable agreement indicates a good-faith effort on the part of the company to 

address community concerns in measureable and definite ways, and a willingness to be held 

accountable for failures to reach agreement goals. Enforceability can increase credibility, both 

for the agreement and for the company as a whole. 

However, representation of concerns and enforceability are not sufficient to produce a 

successful agreement. An agreement must also foster ongoing community participation as a way 

to encourage a continuing dialogue about the extractive project and its impacts on the 

community. This final requirement runs counter to the problematic government focus on one-

time permitting rather than on ongoing monitoring. O’Faircheallaigh (2007) notes, “The 

overwhelming emphasis of state institutions on project permitting is…reflected in the fact that it 

is ‘essentially unknown’ for the state to review project impacts after granting project approvals” 

(O'Faircheallaigh 2007, 322). A successful agreement fosters an ongoing collaboration with the 

community, and every stage of the document development must reflect this- from planning, 

through negotiations, to signing.  

Community participation is essential for each issue identified in O’Faircheallaigh’s 

framework: Goals, Decision-making Structures, Resources, Expertise, Processes, and 

Recognition (O'Faircheallaigh 2007). This participation can take multiple forms, including 
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listening to the community, providing the community with resources to participate in technical 

discussions, or acknowledging the validity of community concerns. 9 

One challenge of successful community participation is ensuring that it is not reduced to 

“comfort monitoring”. Noble and Birk use the term to refer to cases in which a community is 

involved in operations, and monitors the impacts it has identified as important, but this 

monitoring does not have a meaningful impact. This can happen for a variety of reasons, 

including, for example, ineffective siting for monitoring, the insignificance of monitored data, or 

the community’s inability to understand the data (Noble and Birk 2011). Moving beyond 

“comfort monitoring” requires all three of the above standards for successful supraregulatory 

agreements: addressing community concerns, being enforceable, and engaging with the 

community throughout the project cycle. If any one of these three standards is missing, the other 

two become meaningless, because the company does not listen to the community, the community 

is powerless, or the community is uninvolved in the process and therefore unaware of 

operations.10 

Both successes and failures in supraregulatory agreements point to the central importance 

of addressing community concerns, enforceability, and community engagement. If these three 

standards are in place, the supraregulatory agreement can increase a company’s credibility and 

                                                           
9 O’Faircheallaigh’s framework focuses on the acknowledgement and inclusion of Aboriginal 
communities. I have slightly altered his framework to make it more general, maintaining the 
guiding principle of ongoing community participation, to create a more general framework 
applicable to any supraregulatory agreement. 
10 Gwen Ottinger’s descriptions of air quality monitoring outside an oil refinery in New Sarpy, 
Louisiana, provide a striking example of the failings of comfort monitoring. A company’s 
ineffective monitoring procedures—which did not capture spikes in pollution and did not 
measure air quality in the most sensitive areas—along with a failure to communicate effectively 
with a community created a long-lasting enmity between the company and New Sarpy residents 
(Ottinger 2013). 
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foster better relationships between the community and the company. These improvements in 

relationships can represent a reduction in financial risk to the company (Davis and Franks 2014), 

while also improving the impacts of industrial activity on the local community—ultimately, a 

win-win scenario.   

4.3 The Unique Context of Erie’s Agreements 

While the academic literature clearly points to the three standards for supraregulatory 

agreements, determining the “success” of Erie’s agreements must take into account how they 

have been received by the public. To assess the extent to which they succeed in their ultimate 

goal of improving community-company relations and mitigating conflict, I analyze public 

opinion of the agreements and then compare the success of each document by academic 

standards to its success in the court of public opinion.  

In order to determine whether the supraregulatory agreements in Erie have been 

successful by these standards, we must also examine how Erie’s unique situation compares with 

the communities that form the backbone of the studies that first identified those standards. This is 

important because the academic literature on supraregulatory agreements focuses primarily on 

mining companies entering into agreements with aboriginal communities. Erie differs from these 

examples primarily in the relative privilege of the Erie community and in the growth of oil and 

gas development instead of mining. The following paragraphs examine how privilege and the 

nature of the extractive industry impact the characteristics of successful supraregulatory 

agreements, and point to the need for a governmental, rather than private, agreement. 

While O’Faircheallaigh (2007), Fidler and Hitch (2007), and Noble and Birk (2011) have 

provided multiple examples of agreements with historically disenfranchised aboriginal 

populations, less is known about agreements in more privileged populations. Erie is a very 
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privileged community in terms of income, education level, race, and language. Erie residents, on 

average, enjoy a lack of barriers to effective communication both with local government and 

with extractive industries, particularly compared to many of the indigenous communities 

described in the supraregulatory agreement literature. This privilege achieves several things. 

First, it removes major cultural barriers between the oil and gas industry and the Erie community 

at large; both groups speak the same language, and share similar cultural roots (e.g., may have 

similar ideas about the distinction between human and physical dimensions of landscape, which 

was lacking in O’Faircheallaigh’s example). Second, this privilege removes educational barriers 

to basic discussions about physical environmental impacts associated with oil and gas activity. 

Third, it removes barriers to a positive relationship with government, allowing for the greater 

possibility that the local government is representative of the needs and interests of the 

community.  Finally, a privileged population, possessing both education and the political and 

social influence to act decisively, may be able to investigate industry claims in more thorough 

and stringent ways. Rolston (2015) provides a clear example of this last aspect of privilege in the 

“critical collaboration” she describes between a mine and a relatively privileged community in 

the Pacific Northwest. In this scenario, an active local environmental group was able to block 

mining activity through legal action, using both scientific and legal expertise; this same expertise 

allowed them to collaborate with a new mine to monitor the mine’s environmental impacts 

(Rolston 2015).  

Additionally, political, economic, social, and cultural privilege in a population can make 

significant changes to the character of a community’s concerns (O'Faircheallaigh 2007) (Fidler 

and Hitch 2007) (Noble and Birk 2011).  Land attachments may be more amenities-based and 

less resource-based, which can alter the fundamental nature of a community’s concerns.  For 
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example, instead of a community being concerned about removal of local resources and that 

impact on their fundamental economic well-being, the community may worry about destruction 

of parks and diminished property values  (Willow, Zak and Vilaplana, The contested landscape 

of unconventioanl energy development: a report from Ohio's shale gas country 2014).  

Economic privilege in a community can also change their relationship to the extracted 

resource. If most people in the community are financially stable and gainfully employed 

elsewhere, they may not stand to benefit materially from the project and may not see any reason 

to develop the resource. Common CSR strategies, such as local employment or community 

donations, may be less effective for building relationships in a privileged community. The 

community may even perceive unwanted—and unnecessary— donations as attempted bribes, 

further damaging the relationship.  Privilege may not improve the relationship a community has 

with the extractive industry, but it can create a better-informed, more self-advocating population 

with a stronger negotiating position. Privilege, moreover, does not remove the community’s 

needs to have their concerns addressed, to be able to enforce agreement violations, and to be able 

to engage with the company throughout the life of the project; a privileged community may 

simply have different concerns, and be more able to enforce and engage meaningfully.  

Similarly, these fundamental attributes of agreements may take on different forms 

depending on the type of extractive industry in question. While all extractive industries raise 

environmental concerns, the character of environmental impacts, and their impacts on local 

communities, vary significantly due to the different temporal and spatial natures of these 

industries. Mining is typically long-term, while oil and gas is transient: specific wells are only 

conspicuous for a few months during drilling and completions, while a mine creates a long-term 

impact on a specific point on the landscape. Moreover, the oil and gas industry is more prone to 
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more rapid boom-bust cycles. Spatially, oil and gas is typically more dispersed over a larger area 

compared to the single-point impact of a mine.  An oil and gas company, developing what it 

considers a single resource, may therefore be interacting with several communities, each with 

different concerns. Agreements must change accordingly- in oil and gas, an agreement may need 

to consider multiple communities, or a company may need to make multiple agreements with 

multiple communities. Moreover, due to the transience and unreliability of oil and gas 

development, employment with oil and gas may be more unreliable and an oil and gas company 

may seek different ways of creating shared value and addressing economic concerns. 

Relative privilege of a community, as well as the nature of the extractive industry, can 

also impact whether an agreement should be negotiated by the government or by private parties. 

In historically non-privileged populations, non-governmental agreements may not only address 

community concerns more directly, but also can provide disenfranchised groups with more direct 

control of industry actions. However, non-governmental agreements ignore the public good and 

instead focus on impacts and benefits of specific signatory groups; as Fidler and Hitch (2007) 

note, non-governmental agreements, “may be problematic in the long term when transparency, 

monitoring, and the interests of the broader public…are absent from the equation.” (Fidler and 

Hitch 2007) These agreements are also frequently confidential, can exclude interested parties 

who may lack negotiating power, and may have limited enforceability based on the negotiating 

power of the community (Fidler and Hitch 2007) (Noble and Birk 2011). A governmental 

agreement that represents community concerns, encourages community engagement, and is 

enforceable—that is, makes the company responsible to the community—bypasses these 

potential weaknesses of non-governmental agreements. At the same time, historically privileged 

populations may have better relations with government at both state and local levels. This may 
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result in more meaningful, frequent, and constructive interactions with government officials, 

leading to better representation of community concerns at a government level. A truly 

representative government, acting in the best interest of its constituents, may avoid many of the 

pitfalls of non-governmental agreements described above.  

Moreover, a governmental agreement can represent the needs and concerns of the entire 

community, rather than just a single group within the community (Figure 4.2). Given the 

transience and widespread physical distribution of oil and gas wells, any long-term agreement 

with an oil and gas company will need to represent the entire community, not just those in the 

Figure 4.2 Home addresses of Erie residents speaking at Town Hall meetings for the Canyon 
Creek  and Pratt  wells. The green circles indicate a 1-mile radius from the well. 73% of 
commenters on the Canyon Creek well lived within a 1-mile radius of the well (N = 23); 66% of 
commenters on the Pratt well lived within a 1-mile radius of the well (N = 38). 
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neighborhood directly adjacent to a current well. This is particularly important in Erie, where a 

NIMBY-like attitude is apparent in the geographic distribution of speakers coming to Town Hall 

meetings to address the Canyon Creek and Pratt wells. Community members living closer to a 

specific well are far more likely to voice concerns for that well. Agreements—which can address 

multiple wells over the lifetime of the agreement—must address concerns from all areas of the 

community. In this case, a governmental agreement may address more universal community 

concerns rather than localized factions. 

Thus the relative privilege of communities (as manifested in their relationship with 

government structures) and the nature of the extractive industry may alter the specific concerns 

an agreement needs to address, who the company needs to negotiate with, and what CSR tools 

the company will use to increase benefits to the community. However, while the specific 

characteristics of an agreement will vary, the core requirements developed by O’Faircheallaigh, 

Noble and Birk, Rolston, and Fidler and Hitch remain the same. A successful agreement, under 

any circumstances, must address community concerns, must be enforceable, and must foster 

ongoing community participation in the project. A fundamental respect for the rights and 

interests of the community must underlie these requirements—and will lead a company toward 

developing a successful supraregulatory agreement. The following sections examine the creation, 

structure, and outcomes of both the 2012 Memorandums of Understanding and the 2015 

Operator Agreement. This analysis seeks to determine whether these agreements meet these 

three primary criteria for successful compromise-based agreement between communities and 

companies in the oil and gas industry. 
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4.4  2012 MOU Analysis 

The success of any agreement is necessarily context-dependent. The 2012 MOU was 

negotiated and signed during a period of great conflict surrounding the Canyon Creek well in 

Erie (Figure 4.3). The following section provides a detailed history of the Canyon Creek well 

and the ensuing social, political, and regulatory actions. This history provides a sense of the 

community’s concerns, as well as the political climate under which the agreement was 

negotiated.   

In June 2011 Encana proposed the Canyon Creek Well, sited approximately 1500 feet 

from two elementary schools. Construction and operation of the well sparked concerns about air 

pollution and health impacts in the community—particularly in light of its proximity to young 

Figure 4.3 Canyon Creek well location, relative to Red Hawk and Erie Elementary Schools, as 
indicated in an air quality monitoring report from Colorado Department of Public Health and 
Environment. (Colorado Department of Public Health & Environment 2012) 
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children. Erie Rising, a “mom-powered” organization, formed in response to these concerns 

(Erie Rising n.d.) (Denver CBS 4 2012). The Board held several meetings in early 2012 to 

address air quality concerns, and ultimately passed a moratorium on oil and gas development in 

March that allowed them to negotiate MOUs with Encana and Anadarko, two of the three major 

oil and gas operators in the Erie area. The Board signed the MOUs, and repealed the moratorium, 

in August of 2012. The Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment (CDPHE) 

conducted air-quality testing adjacent to the well during June-August 2012, and in December of 

2012 reported low health risks associated with oil and gas activity. 

The MOU process in Erie illustrates and reaffirms the need, identified in the academic 

literature, for supraregulatory agreements to reflect community concerns, be enforceable, and 

foster ongoing community engagement. In the Town Hall meetings addressing oil and gas 

development, the citizens of Erie exhibited very low levels of trust in the Board of Trustees and 

in the oil and gas industry. In addition to other statements that may merely imply mistrust, such 

as focusing on prior industry failures to ensure community safety, explicit statements of mistrust 

in industry were present in 19.6% of all Public Comment participants’ speeches (See Figure 4.5). 

One resident identified ongoing safety concerns with industry, arguing, “oil and gas operations 

Figure 4.4 A timeline of events surrounding the Canyon Creek well, 2011-2012. 
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are extremely dangerous….Any other industry would be shut down for this. And please don’t be 

smug with me [responding to a non-verbal reaction among the Board of Trustees]. As long ago 

as 20 years ago, oil operations caused groundwater contamination….this is our water, the water 

our neighbors use to drink, and these operations are very detrimental to this groundwater. (Town 

of Erie- Mar7 2012)” Another commenter noted the discrepancy between industry claims and 

data collected by a grassroots organization, stating, “The operators repeatedly mark on their 

permits that they will not encounter H2S, yet the levels we found were 300 times that typically 

found at a background reference site” (Town of Erie- Aug14 2012). 

Similarly, 16.1% of commenters also explicitly identified a mistrust of the Board of 

Trustees in Erie (Figure 4.5). Patterns of explicit praise and blame corroborate this observed 
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Figure 4.5 Frequency of relationship-focused commentary from Erie residents during Public 
Comment sections of Town Hall meetings in the Canyon Creek well period. Erie residents 
displayed high levels of mistrust and expressed frequent criticism of town officials, particularly 
compared to incidences of praise directed at officials. 
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mistrust: 17.9% of commenters criticized the Board of Trustees, while only 1.8% praised the 

Board.  These comments included allegations of corruption, including, “It should come as no 

surprise that the people telling us to stick our childrens’ heads in a barrel of poison are often the 

same people prepared to accept large sums of money from the people who own the barrel…when 

people tell you it’s safe, I want you to take a long, hard look at them and ask yourself, ‘who is 

buying their lunch?’” (Town of Erie- Aug14 2012) One community member linked the apparent 

antagonism between the mayor and community activists to a fundamental mistrust in the mayor’s 

intentions: 

When Angie Nordstrom came out with the evidence about the silica dust on 
the local playground next to the Red Hawk Elementary school and the 
Canyon Creek well site, you looked at it with disregard. I really felt that this 
was an insult to the people of Erie, and I think the people of Erie should 
consider a recall election and we should re-examine what your intentions 
are and whether it’s for Joe Wilson or for the people of Erie. I really wonder 
where your loyalty lies and whether it’s with the people, or with the heavy 
industrial activity that wants to take over your town. (Town of Erie- Aug28 
2012) 
 
Some community members resorted to outright and angry attacks after repeated 

“disregard” from the Mayor and other Board members. “Mayor Wilson…you are not only telling 

a flat lie, but you are insulting American democracy at its most fundamental level….If you come 

back to us and say that there is nothing you can do, then you are folding up like a feckless 

coward. I hope your children are proud of you. (Town of Erie- Aug28 2012)” 

In an atmosphere where the community is clearly expressing mistrust and unhappiness 

with how both industry and their local government have been operating, an agreement that 

adequately addresses their concerns and is meaningfully enforceable becomes far more important 

as a potential mechanism to mend these broken relations and foster trust. Due to the pre-existing 
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negative relationship, an agreement that reflects community concerns and is enforceable is 

crucial in Erie.  

The need for the third standard, ongoing community engagement, arises due to the 

transient nature of oil and gas operations. While the MOU has a 3-year term, the typical active 

life of an oil and gas well is on the order of months. Over the life of the agreement, the 

distribution and placement of active wells in the community can change drastically, creating a 

need for ongoing community consultation and robust grievance mechanisms that allow for 

meaningful communication between the community and the operator.  

Two MOUs were signed in 2012 between the Town of Erie and Anadarko and Encana, 

respectively, and are nearly identical. Both agreements set out a list of Best Management 

Practices (BMPs) to adopt during oil and gas development, and both agreements had a 3-year 

term. The only difference between the two agreements lies in language identifying the chemicals 

both companies already voluntarily ban in their hydraulic fracturing fluids for all wells they own 

and operate.11 Otherwise, both MOUs propose the same set of BMPs, reproduced below (Town 

of Erie 2012) (Town of Erie 2012). 

1. Maximize equipment and wellhead setbacks12 from occupied 
buildings and residences to the extent feasible and practicable, as 
determined by [the company] 

2. Prior to commencement of any new drilling or completion operations, 
provide notification to landowners within one-half (1/2) mile of the 
wellsite 

3. Prior to commencement of any new drilling or completion operations, 
provide to an Erie designated staff member the following for the 

                                                           
11The chemicals identified are benzene, diesel, and, for Encana, 2-BE. The FracFocus database 
includes only 2 documented uses of benzene nationwide from 1/1/2011 to 2/28/2013, both in 
Dimmit, Texas. Diesel is similarly scarce; it is identified in only 4 wells in the entire FracFocus 
database, all in Texas and Oklahoma. 2-BE is more common, with 12.2% of wells in Weld 
County using it as an ingredient in hydraulic fracturing fluid. However, overall, these chemicals 
are uncommon and it appears to be industry standard to avoid their use.  
12 A setback is the minimum distance between a well and the nearest existing building. 
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wellsite for informational purposes only, which [the company] may 
revise from time to time during operations: 

4. A summary of planned operations, including identified access points 
and operational timeline, for posting to a local community 
information web-page; 

5. A site plan for site preparation, mobilization, and demobilization; 
6. A plan for interim reclamation and revegetation of the site and final 

reclamation of the site; 
7. A plan for noise, light and dust mitigation, to the extent feasible; 
8. A traffic management plan; and 
9. Updates of this information if any plans change during operations 
10. Utilize steel-rim berms around tanks and separators instead of sand 

or soil berms13 
11. Utilize closed-loop systems for drilling and completion operations 

to minimize the need for earthen pits14 
12. Utilize a high-low pressure vessel (HLP) and vapor recovery unit 

(VRU) for new wells drilled. [The company] may remove the VRU 
system at such time [the company] determines that the VRU system 
is no longer necessary due to reduced emission recoveries and/or 
efficiencies, but no earlier than one (1) year after the new well is 
drilled15 

The agreement also includes a separate term for water supply for hydraulic fracturing, 

which states,  

In an effort to reduce truck traffic, Erie and [the operator] will 
continue their discussions to identify a water resource close to the 
wellsite location to be utilized by [the operator] and its suppliers, 
which may include Erie municipal water, when determined feasible 
by [the operator]. (Town of Erie 2012) 
 

In exchange to agreeing to these BMPs, the operators receive the guarantee of expedited 

approval of, “all permits, licenses, applications, and other approval requests” by Erie (Town of 

Erie 2012). Moreover, the agreement prevents Erie from including extra conditions for approval 

for any well including the BMPs in its application.  

                                                           
13 Steel-rim berms are more effective at preventing groundwater contamination in the event of a 
spill. 
14 Closed-loop systems reduce air emissions during drilling and completion compared to earthen 
pits. 
15 HLPs and VRUs recover air emissions. This reduces air pollution from drilling, while also 
increasing the yield of the well by capturing fugitive methane.  
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The 2012 MOU represented landmark legislation that could potentially resolve the 

regulatory conflict between state and local governments. However, the success of the agreement 

depends upon its ability to mitigate conflict and foster better community-industry relations. This 

success, then, depends upon the MOU’s ability to address community concerns, be enforceable, 

and meaningfully engage the community. In the following sections, we evaluate the effectiveness 

of the 2012 MOU in each of these three standards.  

4.4.1  Inclusion of Community Concerns 

From coding the Town Hall meetings, we determined the primary concerns voiced by 

Erie residents at meetings leading up to the 2012 MOU. Figure 4.6, below, illustrates the most 

common topics discussed during these meetings. Potential negative health impacts was the 

greatest concern among those attending the Town Hall meetings, with 73% of speakers during 

public comment mentioning their worries related to health. Air and water pollution concerns 
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Figure 4.6 Frequency of oil and gas-related topics mentioned by Erie residents during Public 
Comment sections of Town Hall meetings during the Canyon Creek well era. Residents 
expressed concern primarily about air and water pollution and their associated health impacts. 
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were also common (63% and 36%, respectively). Frequently, these concerns were interrelated. 

Erie Rising members voiced concerns that air pollutants, including silica dust, could be 

hazardous to their children’s health; several of these members formed a “bucket brigade,”16 

taking air quality samples that indicated silica dust levels were above EPA MCL limits.  

The 2012 MOU does include BMPs to reduce air and water pollution, which would in 

turn mitigate negative health impacts. The closed-loop systems, VRUs, and steel berms all 

reduce either air or water pollution. The first BMP, which directs the operator to maximize 

setbacks to the extent feasible, would further address air and water pollution concerns by moving 

the potential pollutant source further away from sensitive areas.  The other terms of the 

agreement, which aim to reduce truck traffic and mitigate the noise and visual impacts of 

drilling, address less prevalent concerns within the community. 

Based on the coding analysis, the terms of the 2012 MOU do address the primary 

concerns of the community: air and water pollution, and the accompanying potential health 

impacts. Further research into the effectiveness of these practices, and whether or not they 

represent a significant departure from standard industry practice at the time, would shed more 

light on the impact of these BMPs, but the agreement does succeed in including terms that 

address community concerns. However, we must continue our analysis to determine whether the 

agreement also succeeds with both enforceability and community engagement throughout the life 

of the agreement.  

                                                           
16 Gwen Ottinger describes a similar Bucket Brigade at work in a community near an industrial 
area in New Sarpy, Louisiana. In both cases, citizens skeptical of industry- or government-
sponsored air quality testing performed their own testing, often in their own backyards, in 
playgrounds, and other sensitive areas. These buckets allowed residents to “fill special plastic 
bags with the air that they breathed and to learn, through laboratory analysis, the levels of toxic 
chemicals that were in that air” (Ottinger 2013). 
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4.4.2  Enforceability 

An enforceable agreement must include effective monitoring to determine if violations 

are occurring, and clear penalties or other recourse available to the injured party if a violation 

occurs. The 2012 MOU does not include any specific language addressing monitoring or 

penalties.   

A monitoring mechanism does technically exist: because the MOU directs the operators 

to attach the BMPs to all permits submitted to the Colorado Oil and Gas Conservation 

Commission (COGCC), the state regulatory body for oil and gas activity, the BMPs do become 

conditions with which wells must comply. However, the COGCC typically does not conduct 

inspections unless it receives complaints about a well. Given that most of the BMPs address 

operations are not visible to the public (and that use equipment unfamiliar to those outside of the 

oil and gas industry), complaints on suspected violations are very unlikely to occur.  Moreover, 

the extent to which the COGCC enforces these BMPs is another question; in an interview, a 

COGCC official indicated a distinction between terms being part of the language of the permit 

itself as opposed to being attached as an additional document. While the COGCC treats terms in 

the body of a document as inflexible requirements, “attached” terms are considered merely as 

recommendations.  

Moreover, the MOUs leave several terms to the operators’ discretion. The first BMP 

listed requires maximum setbacks, but only “to the extent feasible and practicable, as determined 

by [the operator]” (Town of Erie 2012). While the town requires information about the 

operators’ plans for site management, the MOU does not place any specific requirements on 

what an operator plans to do for reclamation and revegetation, noise/light/dust mitigation, or 

traffic management. Finally, the MOUs allow for the removal of VRUs, “at such time [the 

operator] determines that the VRU system is no longer necessary due to reduced emission 
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recoveries and/or efficiencies, but no earlier than one (1) year after the new well is drilled (Town 

of Erie 2012).” By leaving these terms to the discretion of the operator, the MOU is toothless and 

unenforceable on these topics. While the MOU’s terms are enforceable to the extent that the 

COGCC inspects and addresses violations, there are logistical barriers preventing the Erie 

community from detecting and reporting violations. These barriers to enforceability led to sharp 

criticism from activists in the Erie community.  

In terms of the overall goals of an agreement—to improve community-industry relations 

and create a social license to operate—enforceability serves to increase trust in the company. The 

2012 MOU lacked a way to make the agreement meaningfully enforceable, which ultimately led 

to continued mistrust in the community. While the MOU did succeed in addressing community 

concerns, it failed to provide a way to reassure Erie residents that their community was actually 

cleaner and safer because of the agreement. Enforceability, which could have greatly improved 

community-industry relations, was lacking in the 2012 MOU.  

4.4.3  Community Engagement 

O’Faircheallaigh’s framework for evaluating supraregulatory agreements aims to 

“identify key issues that [agreements] must address if they are to make a significant contribution 

to ensuring…substantial and meaningful indigenous involvement in environmental 

management.” While O’Faircheallaigh focused his framework on agreements with indigenous 

peoples—and so aimed to address issues arising from cultural differences—Erie’s agreements 

have no such associated difficulties, as discussed above.  
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We have therefore slightly altered his categories to reflect the lack of cultural difference 

between the Erie community and the oil and gas industry17. The altered framework identifies six 

issues which successful agreements must address: 

1. Goals, purposes, and mandates: The stated goals of the agreement 
focus on encouraging and enhancing community participation. 

2. Structures and decision-making: The structures created for decision-
making and management support effective participation. 

3. Resources: The agreement provides resources (financial or 
otherwise) to foster community involvement. 

4. Expertise and knowledge: The agreement creates structures and 
programs assisting community members in gaining access to the 
scientific knowledge needed to understand and challenge industry 
actions. 

5. Processes: The agreement establishes processes that foster 
community involvement. 

6. Recognition and standing: The agreement recognizes the validity of 
the town’s interests and concerns. 

The 2012 MOU’s stated goal is to achieve “a balanced approach to oil and gas 

development that is protective of human health, safety and welfare, as well as the environment 

and wildlife.” (Town of Erie 2012) While this goal is laudable, it does not mention community 

participation, and so fails Standard 1.  

Similarly, the MOU does not outline any decision-making structures or procedures that 

foster community involvement; if anything, the expedited permitting process limits the 

community’s ability to express concerns even to their government officials. The agreement 

therefore also fails Standards 2 and 5.  

The 2012 MOU does have some terms that require the operator to notify landowners 

within a half mile of a well, “prior to commencement of any new drilling or completion 

                                                           
17 Issues 4-6 in O’Faircheallaigh’s framework aim to bridging the cultural gap and respecting 
Aboriginal knowledge, processes, and values. I have altered these terms to simply aim for 
education, procedural involvement, and explicit recognition- which are still necessary even 
without cultural barriers.  
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operations”, and requires the operator to provide information to the Erie government of planned 

operations for every well site (Town of Erie 2012). However, the MOU contains no language 

discussing how Erie residents can communicate their concerns with the operator, or any specified 

grievance mechanisms by which specific or ongoing issues can be addressed and resolved. The 

agreement also does not delineate the creation of any resources, such as grievance mechanisms 

or educational outreach, that might encourage community participation. Therefore, despite 

improved notification procedures, the agreement also fails Standards 3 and 4.  

By its very existence—and its inclusion of terms that address the community’s primary 

concerns, as discussed above—the agreement indicates a basic recognition of the community’s 

concerns, and so meets Standard 6. Ultimately, the 2012 MOU only engages the community in 

the most basic way—by attempting to address its concerns—but fails to foster any ongoing 

community involvement. By O’Faircheallaigh’s standards, this agreement fails to meaningfully 

engage the community.  

Overall, while the 2012 MOU contains terms that address Erie residents’ concerns about 

oil and gas activity in the town, the agreement fails to be meaningfully enforceable or to foster 

ongoing engagement with the community. These key weaknesses in the agreement may be 

responsible for its negative reception in the Erie community.  

In both Town Hall meetings and in the press, the community took a dim view of the 

MOUs. Jenn Palazzolo, then leader of Erie Rising, called the MOUs a “smokescreen” consisting 

primarily of practices the industry already performs (Aguilar 2012). Several speakers during 

Public Comment sections in 2012 Town Hall meetings complained that the MOUs did not 

represent a major departure from industry standards, calling the MOUs, “a sweetheart deal” 

(Town of Erie- Mar7 2012). The majority of these speakers also criticized the MOUs as 
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unenforceable; one man went so far as to say they were “not worth the toilet paper they were 

written on.” (Town of Erie- Mar7 2012) .  

The 2012 MOUs were negotiated and signed in an atmosphere of conflict and mistrust, 

and the agreements did little to foster better relationships, as shown by the negative comments 

from community members. Another indicator of the MOUs’ shortcomings was the conflict 

arising from the Pratt well just two years later. The Pratt well, which is the focus of the following 

section, included all the terms and conditions laid out in the 2012 MOU, yet still sparked 

considerable public outrage. If the goal of a supraregulatory agreement is to mitigate and prevent 

conflict, the 2012 MOU has failed. 

4.5 2015 OA Analysis 

In August 2014, Encana proposed a well 800 feet from residences in the Vista Ridge 

neighborhood in Erie (Figure 4.7). At the August 12th Town Hall meeting to discuss the well 

permit, residents of Vista Ridge turned out to express their fears of noise, air pollution, health 

issues, and impacts on property values. Multiple issues with drilling at the site in late 2014 

unfortunately confirmed many of these fears. Initial excavation to install a pipeline uncovered 

trash from an abandoned landfill, which had been a receptacle for hazardous chemical and 

industrial waste (Buckingham 1990). Encana failed to cover the trash promptly, resulting in this 

potentially contaminated trash blowing through nearby streets (Rubino 2014).  

A month later, when drilling began, Encana encountered unexpected gas in the well. 

They flared this gas, which is a standard industry response, and the COGCC has since released 
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evidence indicating that the flaring safely destroyed any potential air pollutants. Residents in 

Figure 4.7 Laidlaw North, Laidlaw South, and the Old Erie Landfill are three abandoned landfills 
adjacent to the Pratt site. The pipeline from the Pratt well pad passed through the Old Erie 
Landfill. (Town of Erie Planning Commission 2014) 
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Vista Ridge, however, could see large flames from their backyards (see Figure 4.8), and received 

no explanation or reassurance from Encana.  

Yet ultimately, both of these events paled in the public eye compared to the noise issues 

at the Pratt site. During drilling, the Pratt well consistently exceeded the acceptable noise limits 

defined by the COGCC; these noise issues, so close to a residential area, resulted in nearby 

residents filing 39 noise complaints with the COGCC in the span of a month (see Figure 4.9). 

The COGCC inspected on multiple occasions, observed consistent violations, and ordered 

Encana to stop development of the well until they could reduce noise levels. Unfortunately, 

Encana needed to continue drilling operations for another two weeks in order to pull out from the 

well safely, so the negative experience continued for a full month.  

Because the existing MOUs were set to expire in August 2015, the Town Administrator 

had re-negotiated the MOUs at the same time as the Pratt incident was unfolding. In January 

2015, two weeks after the Pratt incident, the Board held three meetings to address public concern 

Figure 4.8 Flaring in Mid-December, 2014 at the Pratt site led to visible flames above the 30-foot 
sound barrier. This image is a still-frame from video shot from the backyard of a Vista Ridge 
resident (Following Fracking in Erie, CO: Documenting life next to drilling and fracking 
operations 2014). 
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about oil and gas development. In the January 13th meeting, the Board rejected the previously-

negotiated MOUs, and debated a moratorium on oil and gas activity. In the January 27th meeting, 

the Board narrowly rejected the moratorium. In an interim meeting on January 20th, the Board 

held a stakeholder hearing devoted to engaging Erie residents in MOU negotiations. In February 

2015, the Board held a study session—which was open to the public but included no public 

comment section—to discuss their goals for the new agreement. They decided, as a group, upon 

noise reduction and setbacks as their primary focus in negotiations. They also overhauled the 

Figure 4.9 COGCC noise complaints for Pratt Well, December 2014. Yellow markers denote 
individual noise complaints; the green marker top and center shows the location of the Pratt well. 
Complaints are clustered closest to the well, with some adjacent households issuing multiple 
complaints over the course of the month. (COGIS- Inspection/Incident Inquiry 2015) 
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negotiation process, hiring independent legal counsel to ensure enforceability and including two 

members of the Board of Trustees in the negotiations.18 

After several months of negotiations, the Board of Trustees approved a new agreement, 

the 2015 Operator Agreement (OA), with Encana in August 2015. Anadarko, the other active 

operator in Erie, expressed a desire to engage in negotiations as well, but ultimately did not take 

part.  

The 2015 OA contains BMPs similar to the 2012 MOU, but includes additional terms 

addressing noise levels associated with oil and gas production. The language of these BMPs is, 

in general, more explicit, detailed, and binding than those in the 2012 MOU. The OA also 

includes required setbacks for eight well pads Encana plans to drill during the 5-year term of the 

agreement. The following summarizes each of the BMPs included in the 2015 OA (Town of Erie 

2015): 

1. For eight Identified Well Pads, the setback must be greater than 
1,000 feet. The document specifies the minimum setback distance 
for each of eight wells, which varies from 1,010 feet to 8,990 feet.  

2. Encana must ensure that the noise level does not exceed 60 db(A) 
3. Encana will not install storage tanks on site, instead constructing 

pipelines to conduct hydrocarbons to a central processing facility. 
4. Encana will perform “audio, visual, and olfactory inspections on a 

monthly basis” at all wells, as well as a monthly inspections with an 
infra-red camera, and initiate any necessary repairs. Encana reports 
these inspection results to Erie within a month, and Erie government 
officials make the information publicly available.  

5. Encana will provide contact information in both mailed and posted 
notices.  

6. Encana will use steel rim berms “or some other state of the art 
technology” instead of sand or soil berms 

                                                           
18 The Town Administrator negotiated the 2012 MOUs; however, Erie community members and 
members of the Board of Trustees expressed concerns that he was too pro-industry. However, in 
an interview, he expressed frustration with his inability to halt oil and gas development in Erie. 
“Erie’s brand is young families,” and he saw oil and gas development as antithetical to that 
image. However, he considered himself unable to block oil and gas while still acting within the 
bounds of the law.  
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7. Encana will use closed-loop systems 
8. Encana will install down cast lighting whenever possible 
9. Encana will not develop new underground injection wells in Erie 
10. Encana will recycle and reuse water to the extent technically and 

economically feasible 
11. A specific Traffic Management Plan is implemented 
12. Encana will pay for any road damage repairs that occur as a result 

of truck traffic 
13. Access roads will be improved to be within Erie municipal code for 

200 feet along the road past the point of connection 
14. Above-ground oil and gas facilities will be fenced according to Erie 

municipal code 
15. Encana will operate in accordance with plans discussed in the 

Conceptual Review Process 

In addition to these BMPs, which Encana attaches to all well permits it submits during 

the 5-year term of the agreement, the OA also implements major changes to the existing 

permitting process.  The agreement requires Encana to hold a Conceptual Review Meeting with 

Erie government officials to “review the proposed development in a manner that ensures 

compliance with this Agreement….and allow Encana and the staff to explore site-specific 

concerns[.]” This meeting must occur 90 days before Encana submits the well permit 

application. As part of the review process with local government, Encana must also provide Erie 

government staff with detailed planning documents for site construction and operations. 

In addition to this Conceptual Review Meeting, Encana must also hold neighborhood 

meetings before submitting a permit application to encourage input from Erie residents. The OA 

directs that  

Encana shall provide 3 x 5 cards for the public to make written 
comments. Erie shall provide a lockbox for purposes of collecting 
written comments from meeting attendees. The Local Government 
Designee….will attend the meeting and collect the lockbox 
containing any written comments from meeting attendees. The LGD 
will transmit the written comments to the COGCC with any 
comments he submits on behalf of Erie regarding the [well permit 
application] (Town of Erie 2015).  
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In addition to explicitly directing Encana to interact with government officials and Erie 

residents prior to applying to drill a well, the OA requires Encana to provide advance notice of 

drilling and to post signage on well sites describing their operations and providing contact 

information for the company.  

The 2015 OA also constitutes final approval from Erie for the Identified Pad Sites that 

Encana plans to drill during the 5-year term of the agreement, so long as operations at these sites 

abide by the terms of the OA. This precludes any public Town Hall meetings to discuss or vote 

on each well site.  

Finally, the OA gives Erie the right to conduct inspections of Encana’s operations with 

24 hours advance notice. This term, combined with language outlining that in the case of a 

violation of the agreement, either “party may, at its discretion, institute a legal proceeding in a 

court of proper jurisdiction to seek appropriate remedies. Such remedies may include, without 

limitation, an injunction to stop an alleged violation or an order requiring the performance of all 

acts and things required by the agreement.” (Town of Erie 2015)  

Ultimately, the 2015 OA represents a major expansion upon the framework provided by 

the 2012 MOU. In addition to creating a greater number of BMPs outlined in greater detail, the 

OA also overhauls the public input process and includes language detailing the enforceability of 

the agreement. These changes may represent an improvement over the initial agreement. The 

following sections explore in greater detail the 2015 OA’s success in addressing community 

concerns, being enforceable, and fostering meaningful engagement with the community. 
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4.5.1  Inclusion of Community Concerns 

We can see a major shift in the primary topics of concern voiced by community members during 

the Canyon Creek well period compared to the Pratt well period (Figure 4.10). Public Comment 

participants at Town Hall meetings during the Canyon Creek event focused primarily on health 

impacts related to air and water pollution, while discussion during the Pratt event shifted to 

concerns about noise and visual impacts. Tables 4.1 and 4.2 summarize those concerns that 

decreased and increased over the two periods.  

Of the 12 primary concerns tracked in coding, only two did not show significant change 

between the two events: climate change (p = 0.35) and traffic (p = 0.20)19. Both of these topics 

                                                           
19 All p-values are based on a binomial distribution test with the null hypothesis that there is no 
change between public opinion during Canyon Creek and Pratt time periods. Given the number 
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were low-frequency during both time intervals, which may indicate low community concern for 

global rather than local impacts and minimal community impacts from traffic. 

Table 4.1 Topics mentioned less frequently during Pratt compared to Canyon Creek 

Topic Percent Decrease P-value 

Air Pollution 28.7% 4 x 10-7 
Health 17.8% 0.00042 
Water Pollution 15.4% 0.0017 
Water Use 9.36% 0.0002 
Growth 8.83% 0.018 
Environmental Concerns 8.83% 0.018 
Amenities 6.08% 0.054 

 

Table 4.2 Topics mentioned more frequently during Pratt compared to Canyon Creek 

 
These changes in community concerns reflect fundamental alterations in the public’s 

imaginaries related to hydraulic fracturing. Imaginaries, the set of ideas, images, values, and 

symbols attached to an object or process, can provide insight into the core values in a social 

group. While the imaginaries about oil and gas activity expressed in Erie’s Town Hall meetings 

are primarily negative, this change in topics indicates that residents have shifted from seeing 

hydraulic fracturing as primarily a health threat to a nuisance and intrusion on everyday life. 

Closer examination of when these changes occurred sheds greater light on what may have caused 

these shifts. The Board held one Town Hall meeting in 2014 before Encana drilled the Pratt well, 

while all others in the 2014-2015 period occurred after the Pratt well. A comparison of the Public 

                                                           

of people speaking during the Pratt time period, the p-value reported is the probability that there 
are at most the percent counted where the percent is expected to equal that of the Canyon Creek 
time period. 

Topic Percent Increase P-value 
Noise/Vibration 42.4% 2 x 10-29 
Setbacks 14.5% 0.0004 
Visual Impacts 9.5% 0.001 



102 
 

Comment section of the meeting prior to the Pratt well to the commentary from the Canyon 

Creek period provides insight into the impact of the actual drilling on public opinion (Figure 

4.11). 

Even before the Pratt site was developed, discussion of noise, setbacks, and visual 

impacts of oil and gas increased significantly (p = 0.0002, p = 0.0004, and p = 0.0014 

respectively). A significant decrease (p = 0.004) was also observed in discussion of air pollution. 

These trends indicate that well siting alone, regardless of actual impacts on a community from 

drilling, may affect the imaginaries attached to oil and gas development. Because the Pratt well 

is much closer to residences than the Canyon Creek well was, residents foresaw quality of life 

impacts and identified the importance of setbacks. Due to the small sample size, only one other 

trend was significant for the commentary just prior to Encana drilling the Pratt well: concern 

over property values. Residents expressed significantly more concern (p = 0.011) about property 

values compared to during the Canyon Creek period, which again indicates the impact of well 
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siting on public imaginaries. This concern, however, was not long-lasting. After the drilling at 

the Pratt site, citizens mentioned property values far less frequently (35.3% - 5.3%, p = 0.00045); 

the other trends continued as observed above. The quality of life impacts associated with the 

noise and vibrations of drilling, which became a major focus of meetings during the Pratt period, 

reinforced the concerns residents had previously based solely on well-siting information. 

Based on this analysis, the 2015 OA must be able to address noise and visual issues in 

addition to air and water pollution. Ideally, the terms of the agreement focus on not just the 

potential negative health impacts of oil and gas activity, but also the immediate quality of life 

impacts. The BMPs, which address setbacks, noise levels, monthly “audio, visual, and olfactory 

inspections”, and downcast lighting, in addition to terms similar to the 2012 MOU that address 

air and water pollution, do effectively reflect the community concerns expressed during Town 

Hall meetings. 

The 2015 OA does succeed with the first standard- it accurately reflects the expressed 

concerns of Erie residents. However, as the 2012 MOU illustrated, if the agreement meets only 

this first standard but fails to be enforceable or engage the community, the agreement can fail to 

mitigate conflict in the community or foster better community-industry relations. 

4.5.2  Enforceability 

The 2015 OA, by including language that explicitly allows either signatory of the 

agreement to bring the other to court over perceived violations, goes far beyond the 2012 MOU 

in terms of enforceability. This term, combined with the inclusion of third-party monitoring and 

inspections, provides the town of Erie with the ability to not only ascertain whether or not 

Encana’s operations abide by the BMPs and other terms of the document, but also to force 

Encana to alter its operations if it is in violation.  
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While this represents a major step forward, the agreement indicates no punitive response 

for failing to meet the agreement’s operating standards. Instead, the concluding section of the 

agreement states that, if a party is found in violation of the agreement, a court can order, 

“without limitation, an injunction to stop an alleged violation or an order requiring the 

performance of all acts and things required by the agreement.” The agreement guarantees that a 

court can order Encana to start acting in accordance with the agreement, but there is no language 

describing any punishment for confirmed violations. Effectively, this could mean that Encana 

could violate one of the BMPs, and the only repercussion—if Erie finds out and decides to go to 

court over it, incurring legal fees—would be a court order requiring them to change their 

behavior, with no other negative financial or operational impacts. These minimal repercussions 

may not be enough to deter either party from violating the agreement.  

The 2015 OA does include more language defining the enforceability of the document; 

however, this enforceability is limited and may not be enough either to ensure conformity with 

the agreement or to instill trust in the community. 

4.5.3  Community Engagement 

The terms altering the format of public interaction, on initial inspection, seem quite 

promising. The OA does seem more focused on actually engaging the community throughout the 

life of the agreement by providing a forum for public input directly to Encana prior to permitting 

and drilling. The Neighborhood Meetings for Erie residents, combined with the Conceptual 

Review Meetings with Erie government officials, could potentially offer both residents and 

government officials with an ongoing voice in oil and gas operations in Erie. However, this 

arrangement also has shortcomings and, in some ways, creates new problems and obstacles for 

community involvement. 
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Without an agreement, the public process is less than ideal, but Erie residents do have a 

forum for publicly expressing their concerns about oil and gas development to their elected 

officials: Town Hall meetings. At meetings where the Board of Trustees votes to approve a well 

permit, Erie residents have repeatedly shown their enthusiasm for public participation and 

voicing their opinions, despite the fact that the Board typically has no legal power to deny the 

permit application. These meetings provide a forum for the community to come together and 

clearly communicate their ideas to their elected officials, even if no immediate action comes 

from it. The new agreement automatically approves Encana’s planned well pads, bypassing this 

public forum for discussion. Instead, Encana meets with Erie government officials privately, and 

with Erie residents at Neighborhood Meetings, but there is no longer a devoted forum for 

residents to speak with their officials. This may negatively impact how effectively government 

officials can represent the views and concerns of their community.  

In addition to the problematic removal of a devoted public forum for government 

officials to listen and respond to community concerns, the agreement’s arrangement of 

Neighborhood Meetings fails to ensure adequate engagement and company accountability. The 

language describing the Neighborhood Meeting, reproduced below in full, is sparse and leaves 

many things to Encana’s discretion. 

Prior to Encana’s submission of a Form 2A, Oil and Gas Location 
Assessment to the COGCC, Encana shall hold a neighborhood 
meeting at the Erie Community Center or a similarly convenient 
location approved by Encana and Erie. Encana shall provide 3 x 5 
cards for the public to make written comments. Erie shall provide a 
lockbox for purposes of collecting written comments from meeting 
attendees. The Local Government Designee (“LGD”) or his 
appointee will attend the meeting and collect the lockbox containing 
any written comments from meeting attendees. The LGD will 
transmit the written comments to the COGCC with any comments 
he submits on behalf of Erie regarding the Form 2A. (Town of Erie 
2015) 
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Under this description, Encana has near-complete freedom in how it chooses to arrange 

these Neighborhood Meetings, in terms of length, timing, and structure. While its choice of 

meeting scheduling and length—two hours on weekday evenings—is convenient and reasonable, 

Encana’s choice of meeting format is problematic. We attended a Neighborhood Meeting held 

the day after the 2015 OA was signed, and the layout of the room provided a very clearly guided 

route by which participants could individually navigate the meeting. Encana chose to use a 

common format, used by other companies in the industry for open houses, in which several 

tables are arranged in a horseshoe shape. At each table, company representatives who work on a 

particular aspect of the oil and gas project (permitting, siting, drilling, completions, 

environmental assessment, remediation, etc.) are available to provide information on that specific 

topic. While this format is very effective at providing individuals with detailed information on 

the hydraulic fracturing process, it also prevents any individual from speaking to more than a few 

others at any time. When we spoke to Encana representatives at the Neighborhood Meeting, they 

stated that this was a conscious choice to prevent what they referred to as “soapboxing,” and 

instead foster one-on-one company-mediated interactions. The Encana representatives further 

stated that they planned to use this structure for all subsequent meetings, effectively precluding 

any formal meeting with public commentary where residents can speak to one another. While 

there are strengths and weaknesses associated with any meeting format, by allowing Encana to 

determine the format, the agreement gives Encana power to fundamentally control the content 

and create an environment that serves their needs rather than the joint needs of the company and 

the community. 

Similarly, the format for commentary from community members at these Neighborhood 

Meetings prevents public voicing of concerns and criticisms. By having Erie residents write their 
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comments on notecards that are immediately placed in a locked box, the agreement physically 

constrains the length of commentary while also discouraging critical discussion in any public 

format. Encana representatives insisted that, once received by the COGCC, the comments would 

be attached to the well’s permit application, and so become part of the public record. However, 

an interview with COGCC officials indicated not only that the COGCC had never heard about or 

been consulted on this aspect of the agreement, but also that the COGCC would use their own 

discretion in which comments—if any—would be attached to the permit application.  

Even if the COGCC does attach all Erie residents’ comments to the well’s permit 

application, a central issue remains: at no point does the agreement require Encana to respond in 

any way to residents’ concerns. This is particularly problematic given that, in an interview, an 

Encana employee expressed doubt that any of the commentary provided during these 

Neighborhood Meetings would have any impact on the physical operation of any well.  In 

response to a question about whether the comments would alter Encana’s action, the interviewee 

responded, “Well, I don’t know if it will change our operations. If there are things that we’re 

doing that people really have an issue with…what it changes is it makes it part of the record, so 

it’s something that’s not an afterthought. It’s right there and [the COGCC] can go, ‘Okay. What 

about these issues these folks have brought up? How are you addressing this or what are you 

going to do?’” Given the COGCC’s expressed reluctance to take an active role with this 

commentary, the mechanism the Encana employee describes is unlikely. Moreover, even in this 

idealized situation, Encana avoids a direct conversation with the community in which it responds 

directly or chooses voluntarily to change its operations in response to community concerns. 

Overall, the Neighborhood Meetings described in the 2015 OA, while a step forward, still 

represent major problems in terms of fostering a genuine interaction between Encana and the 
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Erie community in which Encana is accountable and responsive to community concerns. The 

apparent strengths and weaknesses present in this type of community engagement provide fertile 

ground for analysis under O’Faircheallaigh’s framework.  The OA, in the preamble introducing 

the agreement, names as one of its goals, “to create a process of regular meetings between Erie 

and Encana to improve communication and cooperation.” This stated aim to encourage 

conversation, in conjunction with its inclusion of a community outreach framework, meets 

O’Faircheallaigh’s first standard (Standard 1: Goals, Purposes, and Mandates). Similarly, by 

providing resources to foster involvement and by using Neighborhood Meetings to provide 

educational outreach to the community, the agreement satisfies O’Faircheallaigh’s third and 

fourth standards (Standard 3: Resources; Standard 4: Expertise and knowledge). Finally, by its 

overhaul of public commentary in an effort to encourage public participation, the agreement 

meets Standard 6: Recognition and Standing. 

However, despite this ambitious overhaul of public process, the agreement still fails two 

of O’Faircheallaigh’s standards for promoting effective engagement. Standard 2 requires that the 

structures created for decision-making and management support effective participation. By 

removing the public forum for residents to speak with elected officials, and by introducing 

Neighborhood Meetings that do not allow community members to meaningfully affect company 

operations, the agreement has actually created a less-effective environment for community 

participation in decision-making. For similar reasons, the agreement fails to meet Standard 5, 

which requires that the agreement established processes that foster community involvement.  

Table 4.3 summarizes the effectiveness of both agreements in community engagement, 

according to O’Faircheallaigh’s framework. 
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Table 4.3 MOU and OA success with community engagement under O’Faircheallaigh’s 
framework 

 

 While the 2015 OA clearly represents a major improvement from the 2012 MOU in 

terms of community engagement, it also creates critical obstacles to a meaningful dialogue in 

which the company is accountable to the community and responds, in word and action, to 

community concerns. The new agreement is a step forward, not just with community 

engagement, but also with enforceability, compared to the 2012 MOU. The frameworks for 

enforcement and engagement are, in their own ways, imperfect. The failings of the 2015 OA, 

despite efforts to improve in all aspects, emphasize the difficulty of creating a successful 

agreement. 

The relative success of the OA is also reflected in the tempered response from Erie 

residents. While no one—either in the press or in Town Hall meetings—expressed unreserved 

support for the agreement, most commentary indicated that residents saw both benefits and 

drawbacks to the 2015 Operator Agreement. Most criticism focused on issues of enforceability 

and the changes to the public process (Bryen 2015) (Town of Erie Aug25 2015). The most 

strongly-worded comment, during the Town Hall meeting where the agreement was approved, 

emphasized the key role public input had played in driving both prior agreements and technical 

solutions to community concerns. “I contend some of [these advances] would not have been 

Standard 2012 MOU 2015 OA 
Goals, Purposes, and 
Mandates 

Yes Yes 

Structures and Decision-
making 

No No 

Resources No Yes 
Expertise and Knowledge No Yes 
Processes No No 
Recognition and Standing No Yes 
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realized if it had not been for public inputs….I personally am not opposed to fracking. However, 

I am opposed to thwarting or eliminating the opportunity for public inputs. No best agreement 

possible should eliminate or curtail basic democratic principles.” (Town of Erie Aug25 2015) 

However, the commenter paired this strong criticism with constructive commentary on how to 

improve the agreement, asking the board “not to throw the baby out with the bathwater”. (Town 

of Erie Aug25 2015). Moreover, all commentary at the Town Hall meeting at which the Board 

approved the 2015 OA included language expressing appreciation for the time and effort the 

Board had put into developing the agreement and responding to community concerns, indicating 

a far more collaborative and cordial relationship between the community and its local 

government..  

While the 2015 OA was not received as a perfect document by any community members, 

the improvements in enforceability—as well as the improvements in the relationship between the 

community and its local government representatives—resulted in a better reception by the public 

than the 2012 MOU. By both academic and community standards, the 2015 OA appears to be a 

stronger agreement. 

4.6  Conclusion 

Erie, with its political diversity, high education levels, and geographic location, provides 

in many ways a nearly ideal situation for analyzing how effective supraregulatory agreements 

can be in fostering better relationships and preventing conflict related to oil and gas 

development. From academic literature, we have an answer to our second question from the 

beginning of this chapter: What characteristics are necessary for an agreement that successfully 

fosters trust and prevents conflict? In their analyses of supraregulatory agreements, scholars 

indicate that an agreement must address community concerns, be enforceable, and foster ongoing 
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community engagement in order to be successful in creating better relationships and preventing 

conflict. 

However, the answer to our first question—how effective have Erie’s agreements 

actually been in improving relationships and preventing conflict—is more complex. In Erie, the 

2012 MOU succeeded in addressing community concerns, but its lack of enforceability and its 

failure to engage the community ultimately made it unable to prevent the conflict over the Pratt 

well. Moreover, its dim reception from community members reflected its inability to create trust 

and better relationships. The 2015 OA, which addresses community concerns, is enforceable, and 

fosters community engagement (although its fulfillment of these last two standards is imperfect), 

holds greater promise as a supraregulatory agreement capable of improving relationships and 

preventing future conflict in Erie. The relative strengths of the 2015 OA may have also led to its 

improved reception among Erie residents. From the standpoint both of scholarly analysis and of 

public reception the 2015 agreement is a marked improvement over the 2012 MOUs; however, 

the weaknesses in the agreement indicate the need for continual improvement and analysis in 

future agreements.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RECOMMENDED RESEARCH 

 

The boom in unconventional oil and gas development has ignited a nationwide debate—

one facet of which is how local governments can attempt to address their communities’ concerns 

while living in a jurisdictional structure that frequently gives regulatory power to the state. 

Academic research into these local policies is limited, as is our understanding of how 

relationships within these communities can influence—and are influenced by—local policies.  

The case study of supraregulatory agreements in Erie provides one example of how communities 

can find a way past the conflict and can work together to possibly broker effective solutions.  

Erie’s science-fueled debate over unconventional oil and gas production provides a new 

paradigm that breaks radically from the broad, rigid, and monolithic authoritarian relationships 

described by Welsh and Wynne. In the context of a homogeneous, relatively privileged 

population in a small town, lines between the government and the governed break down, with no 

major distinctions in terms of education level or class, and with elected officials just as 

concerned about the immediate impacts of oil and gas activity on their quality of life. In Erie, at 

all points in time, both the governing officials and the public are able to engage in sophisticated 

forms of scientific reasoning, including gathering their own data and critiquing the scientific 

methods used in official government monitoring. However, this privileged, mobilized, active 

public was insufficient to effectively challenge and change the authoritarian dynamics present 

during the Canyon Creek period. 
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Instead, an election—on unrelated issues—provided the town with the opportunity to 

shift relationships and dynamics. The attempts to increase fiscal responsibility, transparency, and 

cooperation, all of which occurred in the context of other ‘growing pains’ experienced by a small 

town, ultimately lead to increased effectiveness of government responses to unrelated topics—

like fracking.  

One way to measure the increased effectiveness of governance is to look at the 

agreements themselves. While both agreements address in a basic way the topics of concern 

raised by Erie residents, the agreement brokered by the new Board of Trustees goes beyond the 

technical solutions in the first agreement to make steps toward sociopolitical solutions—both in 

terms of enforcement and in terms of community engagement. While their changes to the 

political process are not without their problems, the growth to include greater issues than 

technical ones not only produced a stronger agreement but also echoes the growth observed in 

the discourse as a whole. The ability to broaden discourse to incorporate not just technical, but 

also social and political aspects of unconventional oil and gas production, lead in this case to a 

more effective policy solution.  

However, this thesis also opens many new lines of inquiry. While the analysis of the 

effectiveness of the agreements is limited to the metrics produced by academic studies of similar 

agreements between communities and mining companies. Another—and perhaps more 

thorough—way to study the impact and effectiveness of these agreements would be to observe, 

over the term of the new agreement, community perceptions of oil and gas activity. Ultimately, 

the goal of these agreements is to mitigate and prevent conflict, and one indicator of a successful 

agreement would be a lack of future conflict. A long-term study of Erie’s relationship with oil 

and gas would provide greater insight than this initial analysis can provide. 
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Furthermore, these agreements are not unique to Erie. Several Front Range communities 

have embraced MOUs and other supraregulatory agreements as a path forward in the face of 

jurisdictional conflict between the state and local governments. A broad study of all the 

agreements put together by Front Range communities could indicate common areas of concern, 

unique solutions, or systematic weaknesses. Moreover, such a study could produce a framework 

for analyzing the effectiveness of MOUs in the oil and gas industry, similar to O’Faircheallaigh’s 

work for EIAs between indigenous groups and mines. Developing a thorough understanding of 

these agreements is particularly important and timely, given the evolving legal situation in 

Colorado with regard to local governments’ right to regulate oil and gas activity. After several 

communities enacted bans and moratoria, which have been struck down by lower courts, the case 

has moved to the Colorado Supreme Court, which is expected to rule on the matter this summer. 

If these bans and moratoria are ultimately deemed illegal, supraregulatory agreements may 

become an even more important solution to resolving the tensions between state and local 

governments on oil and gas regulation. 

Another question for examining these agreements is how impactful they are in changing 

industry operations. Do the Best Management Practices outlined in these agreements represent a 

major departure from what a company already does? This line of inquiry stands among a host of 

others related to the oil and gas industry as a whole. This analysis has shown that neither 

governments nor communities can be treated as monolithic entities—and surely the same is true 

of industries. Attitudes, operations, and relationships can change not only between companies, 

but within companies, and within a single company over time. A broad analysis of MOUs on the 

Front Range would also be well-served in considering which companies enter into these 

agreements, and for what purposes.  
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Finally, much more time could be spent in analyzing how Erie’s residents use, create, and 

challenge scientific knowledge. While Kinchy, Jalbert, and others have examined how citizen 

science has worked in established environmental organizations in the Northeastern United States, 

another story entirely could be told about Erie’s evolving relationship with citizen science. In the 

past five years, there have been remarkable changes in which community members are involved, 

how they engage with scientific reasoning, and what goals they hope to achieve in doing so. An 

analysis of Erie’s experience with citizens engaging in science would provide a fuller perspective 

on citizen science as a whole. 

  Ultimately, this thesis is a jumping-off point. While literature exists that examines 

citizen science and hydraulic fracturing, it has largely focused on groups in the Marcellus shale. 

Similarly, much of the work on scientism and authoritarian governance has focused on national 

rather than local governments. Finally, supraregulatory agreements, which are common in the 

world of mining, are new to oil and gas—and so require further analysis.  While this work has 

provided a start in each of these areas, we believe it has raised more questions than it has 

answered, with many new lines of inquiry left to examine. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

SUPPLEMENTAL ELECTRONIC FILES 

These supplemental electronic files contain the three supraregulatory agreements produced by 

Erie from 2012-2015. In order, these include: (1) the 2012 Memorandum of Understanding 

signed with Encana, (2) the 2012 Memorandum of Understanding signed with Anadarko (Kerr 

McGee), and (3) the 2015 Operator Agreement signed with Encana. 

 

PDFs of Supraregulatory Agreements  Files containing images of the signed 
supraregulatory agreements between the 
Town of Erie and oil and gas companies. 

Erie MOU Encana.pdf Erie’s 2012 MOU with Encana. 
Erie MOU Anadarko.pdf Erie’s 2012 MOU with Anadarko. 

Aug 2015 Operator Agreement Erie.pdf Erie’s 2015 OA with Encana. 
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APPENDIX B 
 

CODING KEY 

Table B.1 Coding key for Erie Town Hall meetings 

Code Criteria 
Noise/vibration Mention of noise, vibration, or acoustic impacts of 

drilling/fracking/completions 
Air Pollution Mention of air pollution 
Water Pollution Mention of water pollution 
Human Health Mention of any acute or long-term health problems arising from fracking 

activity, including industrial accidents 
Light/Visual Mention of light pollution or other visual impacts from drilling or fracking 

activity 
Property Values Mention of impact of oil and gas activity on property values 
Setbacks Mention of setbacks as a mitigation strategy for oil and gas impacts 
Environment Mention of general environmental issues other than air/water pollution 
Climate Change Mention of climate-change related issues (e.g., "carbon footprint", "CO2 

emissions", "global warming", etc.) 
Mineral Rights Defense of the rights of mineral rights owners to use/develop/benefit from 

mineral rights 
"Surface" Rights Defense of any rights of surface and land owners, or the community at large, 

that are infringed upon by oil and gas activity. Must include the word "right", 
and can include appeals to CO Bill of Rights. 

Water Use Mention of concerns about water use related to oil and gas activity 
Traffic Mention of traffic impacts due to oil and gas activity 
State/Local Mention of jurisdictional tensions between state and local governments, 

including: legality of moratoria, lack of local government power, need to 
overhaul state primacy in oil and gas operations 

Other Amenities Mention of amenities associated with life in Erie, including: parks, trails, 
views/natural beauty, good schools, HOAs, "small town feel", safe place to 
raise children 

Revenue Mention of the revenue associated with oil and gas operations which the 
town of Erie collects 

Growth Mention of impact of oil and gas activity on town growth, either positive or 
negative 

MOUs 
unenforceable 

Mention of the idea that MOUs are unenforceable 

MOUs 
insufficient 

Mention that the terms in an MOU are insufficient; includes comments 
asking for stronger terms included in subsequent MOUs 

MOUs strong Defense of MOUs as effective pieces of legislation 
Strain on town 
resources 

Mention of the idea that oil and gas activity may overwhelm town resources 
including emergency response 
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Table B.1 Continued  

Government 
transparency 

Mention of transparency of local government officials 

Industry 
transparency 

Mention of transparency of oil and gas industry officials: e.g., mention of 
prior notification before drilling, or mention of disclosure of frack fluid 
ingredients 

Critique of 
specific 
government 
official(s) 

Direct criticism of specific government official(s) 

Critique of 
government 

General criticism of government officials as a whole based on past actions 
(rather than proposed legislation) 

Praise of specific 
government 
officials 

Direct praise of specific government official(s) 

Praise of 
government 

General praise of government officials 

Mistrust of 
industry 

Comments indicating industry has been dishonest, not behaving in good 
faith, or otherwise having harmful motivations. Must explicitly state that 
industry cannot be trusted for something. 

Mistrust of 
government 

Comments indicating local government has been dishonest, not behaving in 
good faith, or otherwise deceitful 
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APPENDIX C 
 

TIME VARIATION IN PUBLIC OPINION 

While grouping public commentary into two discrete eras allowed us to construct our primary 

argument, we also found it useful and interesting to observe how public comment changed 

meeting-by-meeting from 2012-2015. The following graphs illustrate the frequency of topics 

addressed at each Town Hall meeting during the study period, as well as how overall opinions of 

oil and gas activity changed over time20.   

 

                                                           
20 We have only included those meetings with 10 or more Erie residents commenting; the Board 
of Trustees held several Town Hall meetings where only a few residents spoke, but we did not 
include these in these graphs due to the small sample number. 
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Figure C.1 Changes in Topic Frequency at Town Hall meetings, 2012-2015. Red, orange, and yellow bars are for meetings during the 
Canyon Creek period, while green, blue, and purple bars are for meetings during the Pratt period. 
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Figure C.2 Canyon Creek-era comments and Pre and Post-Pratt comments. Pratt period comments are broken into two sections: before 
and after Encana began operations at the well pad, helping to indicate the impact of the actual oil and gas operations on public 
opinions. 

 


