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LITTLE ROCK - Some good economic news for Arkansas just got even better. About 35 percent better.
Last year a study of the natural gas potential of the Fayetteville Shale Play, which is in central and eastern Arkansas, estimated a total economic impact of $5.5 billion. The study was done by the Sam Walton College of Business at the University of Arkansas.

During a recent symposium at the University of Central Arkansas at Conway, a research director from the Walton College of Business said that the initial study was too conservative. Although she could not say exactly how much greater the economic benefits would be, she did make an educated guess that they would be at least 35 percent more than originally predicted.

The symposium was put on by UCA and the Arkansas Business Publishing Group, and sponsored by a group that includes exploration and production companies, a bank and a financial management company.

The Fayetteville Shale is a natural gas reservoir in tight and finely grained rock. To extract the gas profitably, companies use a new technology called hydraulic fracture stimulation, which requires large amounts of water. 
To date, 732 permits for new wells have been issued and 286 wells are actually producing. It is expected that many more wells will soon be in production.
Conway County has the most producing wells in the Fayetteville Shale, with 103. Van Buren County has 80, Faulkner County has 47 and White County has 45 wells.
Permits for wells have been issued in eastern Arkansas too. They are in Phillips, Prairie, St. Francis, Monroe, Lee and Woodruff Counties. Oddly enough, the Fayetteville Shale is not near the city of Fayetteville in northwest Arkansas; it is further south in a band that extends across the middle of the state.
The Walton College of Business at UAF estimates that production from the Fayetteville Shale will create 9,683 jobs. Those jobs are in various sectors besides extraction of natural resources, including jobs in transportation, construction, business and manufacturing.

In areas where wells have been permitted and drilling has taken place, there are reports of dramatic increases in property values and increases in local tax revenue.
New College Grant Program

The legislature approved $18.4 million this year for grants to college students whose family income is below $25,000 a year. The income threshold goes up $5,000 for each sibling in the household. The student must have a 2.0 grade point average. 
The new grants are called GO! Opportunities Grants. For full time students they are worth $1,000 a year, and for part time students they are for $500 a year.
Most other college grants and scholarship programs require students to get much higher grades. The GO! Opportunities grants are for students who don't have outstanding grades, or who have trouble taking tests. Some students don't get serious about academics until relatively late in their college careers, and their grades reflect it.
State government is continuously trying to make college more affordable. One reason is the economic benefit. College graduates earn higher salaries, and they also are much more likely to start their own businesses and create jobs for others.
