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Air General Permit for Shale Gas Drilling 

 
Introduction 

 
In anticipation of increased shale gas drilling in the 

state’s Utica and Marcellus shale regions, Ohio EPA has 
developed a draft air pollution general permit for shale 
gas industry drilling operations. Ohio EPA’s Division of 
Air Pollution Control (DAPC) has nearly 50 general 
permits for emission units serving a number of business 
sectors across the state. This fact sheet provides basic 
information about the general permit, including: 

 

 what drill-site activities will be covered by the 
permit;  

 

 who is required to apply for the permit; and 
 

 general conditions that apply under the air permit.  
 

What occurs at a shale gas well site? 
 
There are many activities at a well site as part of 

installing, developing and managing a well. The industry 
breaks these activities into three groups: drilling, 
completion and production.  

 
Drilling includes boring the well and installing the 

well casing. Typical equipment used during drilling 
includes drilling rig engines, mud pump engines and 
compressor engines.   

 
Completion involves hydraulically fracturing the 

shale after the well has been drilled, the flowback period 
and preparing the well for production. Equipment and air 
pollution sources include fracturing pump engines, 
natural gas flares and venting of uncombusted natural 
gas.   

 
Production includes operations designed to clean 

the gas of impurities, prepare the gas for shipping via 
pipeline and to manage the various byproducts produced 
by the well (water, oils and gasses). Typical air pollution 
sources include wellhead compressor engines, small 
heaters, gas/water separators, produced-water storage 
tanks, compressor engines and dehydrators.   
 
 

 
 

What air pollution comes from shale gas 
well site activities? 

 
Pollutants emitted include volatile organic 

compounds, nitrogen oxides, sulfur dioxide, carbon 
monoxide and particulate matter. In addition, some small 
quantities of hazardous air pollutants (HAPs) are also 
emitted. However, the HAPs emitted are not expected to 
be significant enough to cause adverse health effects. 

 

Which activities at a shale gas well site 
require air permits? 

 
Upon review of applicable air pollution rules, Ohio 

EPA has determined that activities associated with the 
drilling and completion phases of well development are 
generally exempt from air pollution permitting 
requirements. This is primarily due to the temporary 
nature of these sources and limited duration of 
operation. Other activities are exempt specifically 
through rule or because they are small (or de minimis) 
sources of air pollution.     
 

Many of the activities associated with the production 
phase of a well, however, may require air permits, 
depending on the level of emissions. These include: 
 

 Dehydration systems 

 Natural gas-fired spark-ignition engines 

 Diesel engines 

 Unpaved roadways 

 Petroleum liquids and recovered-water storage 
tanks 

 Natural gas-fired turbine generator sets 

 Combustion devices/flares 

 Equipment/pipeline leaks 
 

If an activity does not require an air permit, 
is that activity unregulated? 

 
No.  Many of these activities are regulated through 

various state and federal air regulations. Drilling 
companies are obligated to comply with all applicable 
rule requirements even if they are not required to get an 
air permit.   
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For example, U.S. EPA’s New Source Performance 
Standards and Maximum Achievable Control 
Technology standards apply to many of the engines 
associated with these activities. U.S. EPA is working to 
promulgate new standards that would also apply to 
many of these activities. For more information, see  
http://www.epa.gov/airquality/oilandgas/  

 
Ohio’s fugitive dust rules also apply. 

 
What is an air general permit? 

 
A site operator that needs an air permit must apply 

for a permit-to-install and operate (PTIO) from Ohio 
EPA. Operators must get the PTIO before using or 
constructing any air pollution sources regulated under 
the permit. The PTIO typically includes emission limits, 
operating restrictions, monitoring/testing and reporting 
requirements.   

 
Over the past several years, Ohio EPA has evaluated 

options to improve its efficiency in processing permit 
applications. The Agency has successfully implemented 
several approaches, including the development of air 
general permits for a wide variety of business sectors, 
including dry cleaners, printers and many others.    

 
A general permit is the same as any PTIO that Ohio 

EPA issues, except all the terms and conditions of the 
permit have been developed in advance. A potential 
applicant can review the general permit qualifying 
criteria, terms and conditions, and then apply to Ohio 
EPA for coverage under the general permit. DAPC will 
review the applicant’s information to confirm they meet 
the qualifications and then issue the general permit.  

 
The biggest advantage of the general permit 

approach is timelier issuance of a permit. By addressing 
the detailed rule/technical analysis and development of 
permit conditions up front, Ohio EPA has been able to 
reduce the approval process to a matter of several 
weeks. Generally, with companies seeking individual 
(non-general) permits, the approval process can take 
between one and six months. 

 
It is important to know that the terms and conditions 

of the general permit are just as stringent and protective 
as they are for an individual permit. The Agency believes 
the general permit provides a good balance between 
efficiency in processing permits for an industry sector 
that will require responsive regulation, while protecting 
our resources and citizens. If a drilling operator requires 
a permit and determines that the site does not meet the 
qualifying criteria for a general permit, the operator will 
be required to apply for and receive an individual air 
PTIO.  

Is an air general permit now available to 
shale gas drilling operators? 

 
No. Ohio EPA has drafted qualifying criteria and 

general permit terms and conditions. These documents 
are available for public comment through Nov. 28, 2011.  
Ohio EPA will review comments received and consider 
any necessary changes to the draft general permit. The 
final general permit is expected to be available for use 
by the end of this year.   

 

How is the public involved in the air general 
permit process? 

 
Interested parties -- including citizens, environmental 

groups and industry -- are encouraged to comment on 
the draft permit. The draft permit is available at 
www.epa.ohio.gov/shale.aspx. Comments should be 
emailed to cheryl.suttman@epa.state.oh.us or mailed to 
Cheryl Suttman, Attn: General Permits, Ohio EPA - 
DAPC, P.O. Box 1049, Columbus, Ohio 43216-1049.  
 

To stay informed of Ohio EPA’s activities related to 
the general permit and opportunities to provide 
comments, see the DAPC website at 
www.epa.ohio.gov/dapc/genpermit/genpermits.aspx. 
 

For additional information regarding the general 
permit, contact Mike Hopkins, Division of Air Pollution 
Control, at (614) 644-3611. 
 

What if I have specific concerns about air 
emissions at a nearby shale gas well site?  

 
Site-specific concerns can be discussed with your 

Ohio EPA district office, the Ohio Department of Natural 
Resources (ODNR) or your local air agency. To find the 
relevant contact for your county, please see 
http://epa.ohio.gov/dapc/general/dolaa.aspx. 
 

Where can I get more information? 
 

General information about shale gas drilling can be 
found on Ohio EPA’s website at 
www.epa.ohio.gov/shale.aspx. 

 
The ODNR Division of Mineral Resources 

Management regulates many aspects of the oil and gas 
industry, including well drilling, construction and 
operation. For more information, visit  
http://www.ohiodnr.com/tabid/10371/default.aspx. 
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