
Why it’s Not Just About the Pipeline 
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On its surface, the furor at this week’s meeting of the State College Borough Council over a 
Penn State/Columbia Gas pipeline may have appeared to be just about how to select the best 
route for the pipeline as it snakes its way through the Borough. 

But it’s been about much more than that ever since State College voters adopted a charter 
amendment in 2011 - which recognized the right of Borough residents to a renewable energy 
future by banning both gas fracking and fossil fuel pipelines within the Borough. Those 
provisions were part of the Borough’s new Community Bill of Rights, which was adopted by a 
landslide of over seventy percent (70%) of State College voters. 

Thus, the standing-room only crowd at this week’s meeting wasn’t just concerned about pipeline 
safety.  

They were demanding that their Borough Council assert the community’s collective right to 
force a necessary transition away from the increasing use of fossil fuels. 

After waiting over a decade for action at the state and federal level on climate change, many 
people – like those in State College – have simply abandoned hope that other governmental 
levels are going to do anything to halt the degradation caused by the extraction and use of fossil 
fuels. 

That’s because, although not oft-admitted even to ourselves, energy policies within the 
Pennsylvania legislature and the U.S. Congress have long been written by the very fossil fuel 
corporations that those bodies are ostensibly supposed to control and regulate. 

Waiting for them to do something is akin to waiting for the fox to board up the henhouse. 

And so, people across the United States have begun to understand that if something is going to 
happen to prevent all of us from going up in smoke, that local communities must take the 
initiative to actually force a transition away from increased fossil fuel consumption and towards 
a sane, sustainable energy future. 

State College’s Community Bill of Rights is about recognizing our collective right to transform 
the current, harmful energy system to one that isn’t. That right is dependent upon another – our 
right and political authority to impose new prohibitions on energy corporations that control how 
energy is produced and distributed. 

After all, the Bill of Rights’ right to a renewable energy future is pointless unless we collectively 
impose new rules to enforce it. 

Penn State and Columbia Gas aren’t inherently evil corporations. They’re just making decisions 
as all corporations do, choosing the cheapest way to comply with new federal energy guidelines. 
Their vision of the world, however, is a future in which one fossil fuel is merely swapped for 
another. 



Borough residents have a different vision: one in which increased consumption of fossil fuels is 
stopped in the name of what it is – a choice which edges us a step closer to a future that nobody 
wants. 

Whether it’s Pennsylvania communities fighting gas fracking, Texas communities fighting the 
Keystone XL pipeline, those in Louisiana still dealing with the effects of Deepwater Horizon, or 
Arkansas communities confronted with the latest leaking crude oil, all are beginning to arrive at 
a shared conclusion. 

That our reliance on fossil fuels comes with a hefty price to be paid, with that payment coming 
due not from the corporations benefiting from the extraction and distribution of those fuels, but 
rather from our own communities. 

And that conclusion arrives with another - that “we the people” at the community level must 
become the change that we urgently want to see. Because nobody else is going to do it for us. 

One thing that has historically prevented that change from happening is the power and “rights” 
exercised by corporations in the courts to protect their profit margins. Whether it’s corporations 
as “persons,” or corporations claiming constitutional protections to engage in energy distribution, 
corporations routinely strait-jacket the power of municipalities like State College Borough. 

Borough voters have, however, spoken out on that as well – overwhelmingly voting as part of the 
Bill of Rights to gut those corporate powers, and thus elevate residents’ rights over corporate 
ones. 

And now, while applauding the Borough’s decision to delay the permitting process for the 
pipeline, residents are openly wondering why the Borough continues to refuse to directly enforce 
the Community Bill of Rights against the corporations - to stop the pipeline permanently. It 
seems a perfect opportunity – with the frame having already been set by State College voters – to 
challenge the authority of those corporations as they seek to override residents’ hard-earned right 
to a sustainable energy future. 

Times are slowly catching up to State College voters who supported the Bill of Rights  – two 
weeks ago, a president judge of a county court in Western Pennsylvania denied a request from 
gas corporations to keep the terms of a fracking contamination case secret. She held that the gas 
corporations shouldn’t be protected by the same constitutional provisions that protect real, live 
people. 

In that decision, she declared that corporations are “but grapes, ripe upon the vine of the law, that 
the people of this Commonwealth raise, tend, and prune at their pleasure and need.” 

Penn State and Columbia Gas, as corporations subject to the Borough’s “we the people,” need to 
be pruned. The Borough, a corporation itself of a different kind, may require some pruning as 
well. 
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