
A group of shale operators, foundations and regulators 
assembled by the University of Pittsburgh’s Institute on 
Politics has quietly been meeting for more than a year to 
craft recommendations for Marcellus Shale exploration.

It’s called the Shale Gas Roundtable, and one of its priori-
ties is the establishment of an independent institute to 
study shale gas and its effects on the environment.

“There’s very little actual research being done in shale 
gas,” said James Roddey, a principal at ParenteBeard who 
co-chairs the group with Carnegie Mellon University’s 
President Jared Cohon.

What little study the subject has received lives under sus-
picion because it was funded either by industry interests 
or environmental groups, he added.

“We feel that there is a need to have somebody that is 
truly viewed as independent,” he said.

The group has been meeting every other month and in-
cludes such industry heavy hitters as Chevron Corp. and 
EQT Corp., foundations such as the Heinz Endowment 
and top officials from state government, including the 
Department of Environmental Protection’s Director, Bu-
reau of Oil and Gas Management Scott Perry and Gov. 
Tom Corbett’s energy executive, Patrick Henderson. It 
is currently drafting its recommendations and hopes to 
release them in the next 90 days, Roddey said.

Roddey also said the group surveyed about three dozen 
universities, and many expressed interest in hosting an in-
stitute such as the one proposed by the Shale Gas Round-
table, but ultimately it was decided that a stand-alone 

entity, such as the Health Effects Institute in Boston, 
might work best. The nonprofit organization has been 
around for more than 30 years, and its funding comes, 
in equal parts, from the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency and automakers. Its mission is to guide, fund and 
oversee research on the health effects of air pollution.

“We have talked to HEI about taking it on as a project 
for them, so they would operate (it) as a division (of the 
original organization),” Roddey said.

Daniel Greenbaum, president of HEI, said the discus-
sions have been very preliminary.

He’s not sure how much funding would be necessary, but 
placed the estimate at between $2 million and $5 million 
a year.

Besides government and industry, Roddey said the group 
would like to see foundations add a layer of funding to 
the shale institute.
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A delegation from Carnegie Mellon University carried a 
nearly identical message this week to Washington, D.C.

“There’s insufficient funding and resources for the ques-
tions that policymakers and the public are interested in,” 
said Deborah Stine, a professor at CMU’s Scott Institute 
for Energy Innovation who, before joining the faculty 
in September, spent three years in the White House as 
executive director of the President’s Council of Advisors 
on Science and Technology.

Research, where it exists, isn’t coordinated under a prior-
ity structure, so universities are trying to answer the same 
questions while competing for scarce resources, she said.

“The main people who work on this area tell me they’re 
doing everything on shoestring budgets, (with) no formal 
strategy,” Stine said.

Stine and her colleagues made the pitch to Senate, House 
and administration officials March 13, and they appeared 
“receptive,” she said.

It’s encouraging that President Barack Obama’s budget 
proposal for fiscal year 2014 includes research for shale 
gas, she said, but that’s not a guarantee legislators will 
approve it.

“There’s still some hesitancy in the federal sector to 
throw a lot of funding at it because it’s a fossil fuel,” said 

Don Shields, executive director of the Center for Energy 
at the University of Pittsburgh. And “the state is not 
funding any sort of activity like this, like they have in the 
past. Even industry people are under pressure.”

Shields said Pitt researchers are interested in working 
with shale gas companies on research, but they too are 
more reluctant to invest in such pursuits with the price of 
gas languishing.

He worries that professors currently working on impor-
tant shale issues will move on to more secure areas of 
research. It’s also a challenge for graduate students, who 
typically work in three- to five-year cycles.

“When you have these sort of episodic blasts of funding 
that makes it more difficult,” Shields said. “In our case, we 
don’t even have that.”

Another initiative focused on independent verifica-
tion, The Center for Sustainable Gas Development, was 
launched just days ago. Headquartered at EQT Plaza 
where two of its members, EQT Corp. and the Heinz 
Endowments, are based, the center will offer third-party 
verified certifications for shale gas operators based on 
standards approved by both industry and nonprofit 
organizations.
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