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The same technology used to put man in space may soon be used to fracture oil and natural gas wells.

Alliant Techsystems Operations LLC (ATK), a Washington D.C.-based defense and aerospace contractor and the world's largest producer of solid rocket propulsion systems, has supplied down-hole propellants for the oilfield for the past 50 years. Now, the company has combined its work in the energy field with its propulsion technology to provide an alternative to hydraulic fracturing. 

Despite its six decades of proven history, hydraulic fracturing is at the center of a fierce debate over the environmental and public health impacts of shale drilling and has been the point of blame for everything from contaminated water wells to earthquakes. In 2010, the EPA began a study with the U.S. Geological Survey and the Department of Energy to "assess questions regarding hydraulic fracturing." The EPA is still conducting its study and hopes to have parts of the impact study published this year. 

In the meantime, oil and natural gas operators have worked to ease concerns about the environmental impact of hydraulic fracturing by voluntarily disclosing the chemicals used in the process and by reclaiming and recycling water used the fracturing process. Both chemicals and water needs can be eliminated with the use of ATK's propellant-based fracturing technology, said Bill Berl, an ATK's director of congressional relations. 

ATK's process sends a sealed system down the wellbore using a wireline. Using an environmentally-sealed ignition, the propellant solution is detonated, creating pressure to fracture the rock in 360 degrees up to 100 feet from the wellbore. The blast from the propellant also destroys and moves part of the rock, creating its own proppant and eliminating the need to pump sand into the well to hold the fractures open. 

Berl said the propulsion technology has been used on wells in 11 states and data has been collected from 50 wells, including oil and natural gas wells, injection wells and geothermal wells. Of those 50 wells, the fracturing process showed a 100 percent increase in old well production and a 225 percent increase in production of wells that had been previously completed with hydraulic fracturing. 

"This is an alternative," said Berl, who added that the cost of using propulsion technology is significantly less than hydraulic fracturing because of the elimination of water and chemical needs. "It's been successfully used. This isn't just theoretical. We've been out in the field."
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