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About the Counties
Bradford County is located along 
the New York border in northeast 
Pennsylvania. The U.S. Census esti-
mated its population at 60,384 resi-
dents in 2009, with approximately 
28,855 of these residents being of 
working age. It is a predominantly 
rural county with significant for-
ests and farmland. Its agriculture is 
an important part of the local and 
state economy, and in 2007 it was 
ranked as the tenth largest farm 
county (measured by sales) in Penn-
sylvania. In 2008, 1,345 businesses 
were located in the county. Bradford 
County has seen the most Marcel-
lus drilling activity of any Penn-
sylvania county through the end of 
2010. The Commonwealth reports 
that 482 wells have been drilled 
since 2008, with 355 in 2010 alone. 
Drilling activity, traffic, and work-
ers are very evident in the county, 
particularly because of its relatively 
low population. 
 Washington County is in south-
west Pennsylvania, just south of 
Pittsburgh. It is a much larger, more 
urban county than Bradford, with 
an estimated 200,505 residents in 
2009, with 102,829 being of work-
ing age. The county includes farms 
and forestland but has many more 
urban and suburban areas. Washing-
ton County had 5,082 businesses in 
2008. A total of 305 Marcellus wells 
have been drilled in the county 

Many have speculated about 
how the development of 
Marcellus shale is affecting 

local economies and businesses in 
Pennsylvania communities. Some 
recent data from the Common-
wealth indicate that such counties 
are typically experiencing faster 
employment growth and lower un-
employment rates, but little objec-
tive information is available about 
the direct impacts on businesses 
themselves. 
 Marcellus shale–related gas 
development clearly has the abil-
ity to significantly affect locally 
owned and operated businesses 
across Pennsylvania. Anecdotes 
suggest that some businesses are 
enjoying increases in sales and 
expansion while others are expe-
riencing hardships such as loss of 
employees to the new industry, 
but the representativeness and ac-
curacy of these anecdotes have not 
been clear. 
 This fact sheet uses results 
from a fall 2010 survey of local 
businesses in Bradford and Wash-
ington Counties to examine how 
local businesses are being affected 
by Marcellus shale development. 
The survey results provide insights 
into what occurred in two of Penn-
sylvania’s most active Marcellus 
shale counties during 2010 and 
what other counties could experi-
ence as drilling activity increases. 

In cooperation with the Marcellus Shale 
Education and Training Center



since 2008 (135 in 2010), the third 
largest number of any Pennsylvania 
county. Drilling is evident, but the 
larger population and greater num-
ber of businesses mean the activity 
is generally less obvious than in 
Bradford County. 

Methods
One thousand businesses were 
randomly selected from both Wash-
ington and Bradford County using a 
commercially available list of active 
businesses having an office or loca-
tion physically within the county. 
The sample included all tourism-
related businesses identified by Stan-
dard Industrial Classification (SIC) 
codes to allow for examining impacts 
on tourism. This included 27 busi-
nesses from Bradford County and 98 
from Washington County. The pos-
sible bias of this oversampling was 
considered during the analysis.
 The paper survey was mailed 
to business owners or local branch 
managers during October 2010, and 
two follow-up reminders were sent 
to nonresponders. Responses were 
received from 619 businesses, for a 
response rate of 31 percent. This in-
cluded 360 responses from Bradford 
County (36 percent) and 259 from 
Washington County (26 percent). 
Surveys were returned from 82 
people who said they did not own or 
manage the business; their answers 
were dropped from the analysis. Even 
with the oversampling of tourism-re-
lated businesses, the overall respons-
es were generally consistent with the 
actual business composition of each 
county’s economy, so they are repre-
sentative of actual conditions.

Business Effects of Natural Gas  
Activity
About 9 percent of the businesses 
said their activities were directly 
related to natural gas drilling or de-
velopment in Pennsylvania (Table 
1). The majority of these firms 
were newer (in operation less than 
10 years) and larger (grossing over 
$250,000 in 2010) than the typical 
businesses in the county. About 22 
percent of Bradford County and 9 
percent of Washington County busi-
nesses reported change due to natu-
ral gas drilling. 

 One-third of all the Bradford 
County businesses said that their 
sales have increased due to drilling 
activity, and only 3 percent reported 
that sales had declined. About 23 
percent of the Washington County 
businesses reported increased 
sales, and only 2 percent reported 
decreased sales. Contrary to some 
anecdotes, more firms reported that 
the number of their nongas cus-
tomers has increased (10 percent of 
businesses in Bradford County and 
3 percent Washington County) than 
decreased (3 percent and 2 percent, 
respectively). 

Effects on Worker Retention and  
Hiring
About 90 percent of the businesses 
reported that natural gas drilling 
activities have not changed their 

number of employees (Table 2). 
The majority of those reporting a 
change said that they have more 
employees due to natural gas devel-
opment. A similar percentage (91 
percent) reported that their ability 
to find and hire qualified employ-
ees has not changed, though this 
varied by county. About 13 percent 
of the Bradford County businesses 
reported issues with finding and hir-
ing employees, compared to only 2 
percent in Washington County. The 
majority of such businesses said 
that finding and hiring employees 
was either “somewhat more diffi-
cult” or “much more difficult” due 
to natural gas development. About 
9 percent of the Bradford County 
businesses reported that employee 
turnover has increased due to Mar-
cellus shale development.

Table 1. Changes in business activity.

Percent (number) responding “yes”
All  

responses
Bradford 

County
Washington 

County
Is your current business activity directly related to 
natural gas drilling or development?

9 (48) 9 (27) 10 (21)

Have your business activities changed due to natural gas 
drilling?

17 (89) 22 (70) 9 (19)

Have your annual sales changed due to natural gas 
drilling?

31 (160) 35 (108) 25 (52)

Sales increased 28 (147) 32 (100) 23 (47)

Sales decreased 3 (13) 3 (8) 2 (5)

Has the number of your regular customers (e.g., nongas 
customers) changed due to natural gas drilling activities?

10 (52) 13 (41) 5 (11)

Number of nongas customers increased 7 (38) 10 (31) 3 (7)

Number of nongas customers decreased 3 (14) 3 (10) 2 (4)

Table 2. Effects on worker retention and hiring.

Percent (number) responding “yes”
All  

responses
Bradford 

County
Washington 

County
Have natural gas drilling activities changed the number 
of employees in your business?

10 (50) 8 (40) 2 (10)

Number of employees increased 8 (39) 6 (32) 1 (7)
Number of employees decreased 2 (11) 2 (8) 1 (3)
Have natural gas drilling activities affected the ability of 
your business to find and hire qualified employees?

9 (44) 13 (39) 2 (5)

Somewhat easier to find 0.4 (2) 1 (2) —
Somewhat more difficult to find 5 (23) 7 (20) 1 (3)
Much more difficult to find 4 (19) 6 (17) 1 (2)
Have natural gas drilling activities affected your ability to 
retain your workforce?

6 (30) 9 (27) 1 (3)

Turnover increased 5 (28) 9 (26) 1 (2)
Turnover decreased 0.4 (2) 0.3 (1) 0.5 (1)



Differences among Types of  
Businesses
As expected, differences existed 
among the types of businesses. 
Eighty percent of the hotels and 
campgrounds in Bradford County 
reported that their business activity 
has changed due to natural gas drill-
ing, and 100 percent reported higher 
sales. Construction (35 percent), 
transportation (30 percent), eating 
and drinking places (29 percent), 
and wholesale trade and financial 
services firms (both 28 percent) in 
Bradford County similarly were 
more likely to report changes in 
business activity than were other 
business types (Table 3). Half of the 
financial businesses in Bradford 
County reported higher sales due 
to natural gas activity, as did 44 
percent of retail trade, 38 percent of 
eating and drinking places, and 33 
percent of wholesale trade and busi-
ness services establishments. Ho-
tels and campgrounds (25 percent), 
wholesale trade (22 percent), and 
construction firms (17 percent) in 
Bradford County were more likely 
to report higher turnover as a result 
of drilling activity than were other 
businesses. The increases in busi-
ness activity, sales, and turnover 
were somewhat lower in Washing-
ton County, likely due to the differ-
ence in the size of its economy. 
 There was little apparent pattern 
to which business types reported de-
clining sales or loss of customers—
with the exception of retail trade and 

financial firms in Bradford County, 
at most only one firm in each busi-
ness category reported declining 
sales or loss of regular customers. 
Only two firms in the retail trade 
and financial sector reported declin-
ing sales (4 percent and 8 percent of 
those firm types, respectively), and 
three financial services firms (12 per-
cent) reported loss of regular custom-
ers. Three manufacturing firms in 
Bradford County (11 percent of man-
ufacturers) reported that the number 
of their employees has decreased due 
to drilling activity. 
 Several types of firms in Brad-
ford County were most likely to re-
port increases in nongas customers, 
including 40 percent of hotels and 
campgrounds, 20 percent of finan-
cial services firms, and 16 percent 
of eating and drinking places. The 
number of employees increased in 
75 percent of the Bradford County 
hotels and campgrounds, 24 percent 
of eating and drinking places, 22 
percent of wholesale firms, and 14 
percent of construction companies.

Tourism Destination Businesses
Much of the concern about possible 
negative impacts of Marcellus shale 
development relates to tourism 
destination businesses, such as tour 
operators, souvenir stores, tourist 
attractions, and related retail stores, 
including bike shops and sporting 
goods (particularly related to hunt-
ing). About 5 percent of all the sur-
vey responses were from such tour-

ism destination businesses. Response 
rates from these types of businesses 
were 33 percent (9 businesses) in 
Bradford County and 22 percent (21 
businesses) in Washington County. 
 About 29 percent of these 
tourism-related businesses said that 
their sales have increased due to 
natural gas drilling activity, while 
the other 71 percent reported that 
their sales had not changed. None 
of the tourism-related businesses 
reported a decrease in sales. Sport-
ing goods and bicycle shops were 
the most likely to report sales in-
creases. Of those tourism-related 
businesses experiencing increased 
annual sales, the majority reported 
that the gas industry sought out the 
goods/services their businesses of-
fer. None of the businesses reported 
difficulties in retaining or finding 
employees.

Implications
The survey results of businesses in 
Bradford and Washington Counties 
are a useful indication of how the 
early stages of Marcellus shale de-
velopment is affecting local econo-
mies in Pennsylvania. Both coun-
ties have had more drilling activity 
than most other counties in the 
Commonwealth and their experi-
ence likely foreshadows what could 
occur in other counties as drilling 
activity increases. 
 The results suggest that activ-
ity related to Marcellus shale is 
having positive impacts, including 

Table 3. Changes by type of business.

Business type Have your business activities  
changed due to natural gas drilling?

Have your annual sales increased  
due to natural gas drilling?

Have natural gas drilling activities 
increased worker turnover?

Percent (number) saying “yes” Percent (number) saying “yes” Percent (number) saying “yes”
Bradford  

County
Washington  

County
Bradford  

County
Washington 

County
Bradford  

County
Washington  

County
Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing 9 (2) 0 9 (2) 23 (3) 5 (1) 0
Mining — 50 (1) — 0 — 0
Construction 35 (8) 16 (3) 27 (6) 15 (3) 17 (4) 0
Manufacturing 11 (3) 8 (1) 25 (7) 33 (4) 12 (3) 0
Transportation, Communications, Utilities 30 (3) 0 22 (2) 0 11 (1) 0
Wholesale Trade 28 (5) 20 (2) 33 (6) 50 (5) 22 (4) 0
Retail Trade 25 (13) 8 (3) 44 (23) 28 (11) 10 (5) 0
Financial, Insurance, Real Estate 28 (7) 10 (1) 50 (12) 40 (4) 0 0
Business Services 20 (10) 6 (3) 33 (16) 16 (8) 4 (2) 0
Professional Services 15 (9) 9 (4) 23 (13) 16 (7) 3 (2) 2 (1)
Eating and Drinking Places 29 (6) 0 38 (8) 33 (1) 14 (3) 33 (1)
Hotels and Campgrounds 80 (4) 50 (1) 100 (5) 50 (1) 25 (1) 0



increased sales, new customers, and 
higher employment, on many busi-
nesses within the counties where 
drilling is occurring. At the same 
time, some businesses are report-
ing more difficulties in retaining 
their workforce and finding new 
employees. Although the number 
of responses was relatively small, 
the data also suggest that tourism 
destination businesses so far are not 
suffering negative effects from Mar-
cellus shale development.
 Of particular interest are dif-
ferences between Bradford and 
Washington Counties. Businesses 
in Bradford County were more 
likely to report impacts related to 
Marcellus shale development than 
were the businesses in Washington 
County. Drilling activity in Brad-
ford County has been more inten-
sive than in Washington County 
(482 wells since 2008, compared to 
305 wells in Washington County), 
which probably explains some of 
this difference. Likely of greater 
importance is the relative size and 
resulting local economies of the 
two counties—Bradford County’s 
population is only 30 percent that 
of Washington County and has 74 
percent fewer businesses. The dif-
ferent results suggest that the size 
of the “host” county is an impor-
tant factor affecting the scope and 
visibility of the impact on busi-
nesses due to natural gas drilling. 
The relative impacts will likely be 
greater in smaller counties, yet this 
also means greater risk of a “bust” 
when drilling activity slows.
 Because of the relatively small 
number of responses from some 
types of businesses, the differences 
among business types should be 
viewed with caution. A larger num-
ber of responses in each category 
would give stronger results, yet the 
numbers from this survey are con-
sistent with most of the anecdotes 
about business activity and should 
be useful as a general indication of 
the types of businesses requiring 
more careful study.
 It is important to recognize 
that this survey was done relatively 
early in the development process of 
natural gas and that the impacts on 
businesses may change over time 

due to the cumulative effects of 
drilling. The long-term impact on 
tourism, for example, is unknown 
from these responses since ad-
ditional new well pads, pipelines, 
and access roads have the potential 
to change the community enough 
to affect tourism. But in the short 
run, the survey results suggest that 
sales by tourism businesses have 
remained steady or increased. It is 
also important to recognize that 
higher local business sales do not 
directly affect local tax collections 
by counties, most municipalities, 
or school districts. As with other 
aspects of Marcellus shale develop-
ment, this study does not change 
the need for continuous, long-term 
monitoring of how natural gas de-
velopment is affecting businesses, 
residents, communities and the 
environment, and for proactive poli-
cies to nurture the benefits while 
minimizing risks and costs.
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Put Our Experience to Work for Your 
Community
The Penn State Cooperative Extension Mar-
cellus Education Team strives to bring you 
accurate, up-to-date information on natural 
gas exploration and drilling in Pennsylva-
nia. Learn about your rights and choices 
as a landowner, a businessperson, a local 
official, or a concerned citizen. Discover the 
resources available to you. 

Visit naturalgas.psu.edu.

Penn State Cooperative Extension
Penn State Cooperative Extension has a special 
mission—to enable individuals, families, commu-
nities, agriculture, businesses, industries, and or-
ganizations to make informed decisions. Through 
a system of county-based offices, we extend 
technical expertise and practical, how-to educa-
tion based on land-grant university research to 
help Pennsylvanians address important issues, 
solve problems, and create a better quality of life. 
From improving agriculture and building stronger 
communities, to developing skills with today’s 
youth, we are dedicated to giving Pennsylvanians 
the means to grow, achieve, compete, go farther, 
and do more. Learn what extension can do for 
you. Contact your county cooperative extension 
office or visit www.extension.psu.edu.

The Agricultural Law Resource and Reference 
Center
The Agricultural Law Resource and Reference 
Center is a collaboration between Penn State’s 
Dickinson School of Law and Penn State’s Col-
lege of Agricultural Sciences. Located at both 
the University Park and Carlisle facilities and 
funded in part by the Pennsylvania Department of 
Agriculture, the center is designed to provide the 
highest-quality educational programs, informa-
tion, and materials to those involved or interested 
in agricultural law and policy.

 


