








Split	Estate,	 a	film	produced	by	Red	Rock	
Pictures and distributed by Bullfrog Films, 
explores the social and environmental conse-
quences of natural gas drilling in the Rocky 
Mountain West.  Showcasing sweeping land-
scapes and thorough interviews of colorful 
residents,	 the	 film’s	 directors	 examine	 the	
rural, community-level impacts of hydraulic 
fracturing	 (fracking)	 in	 the	 Western	 United	
States.		The	film	expertly	intertwines	these	per-
sonal and community-level observations with 
more macro-level concerns, unpacking vari-
ous regulations and policies that contribute to 
fracking’s controversial environmental health 
outcomes.  

The	 filmmakers	 analyze	 these	 issues	 to	
expose the concept of the split estate, a fairly 
common land ownership and use arrange-
ment	 in	 the	 public	 land-rich	western	US.	 	 In	
a split estate scenario, residents own the sur-
face of their land but not the natural resources 
– such as oil and gas or minerals – under it.  
Thus, despite having deep roots on their land, 
long-term histories in their communities, and 
sometimes ranching or other agricultural en-
terprises, landowners in communities such as 
Rifle,	 Colorado,	 witness	 gas	 extraction	 wells	
erected in their yards to extract the natural gas 
far	below	its	surface.		The	film	highlights	resi-
dents’ indignation and powerlessness as gas 
companies erect fracking machinery on their 
land, sometimes right next to their homes and 
children’s play areas.  As viewers, we stand 
next to them and feel their indignation as their 
homes, land, and health are impacted. 

Split Estate vividly captures quality of life 
impacts that affect residents proximate to hy-
draulic	fracking	sites,	one	of	the	film’s	strongest	

aspects.  Moving in-depth interviews create 
an emotional connection between the viewer 
and documentary subjects, as we witness the 
heartbreak and powerlessness of living in the 
middle	of	a	 fracking	field.	 	The	film	presents	
compelling stories of fracking’s health effects, 
taking us inside people’s homes as families 
struggle with mysterious physical ailments 
they connect to exposure to chemicals used in 
the fracking process.  We witness rural Colo-
rado residents struggle with strange lesions 
on their brains, nervous system abnormalities, 
skin diseases and rashes, respiratory problems, 
and	many	serious	afflictions	showcased	by	the	
filmmakers	but	denied	or	undiagnosed	by	doc-
tors.  These glimpses into suffering and uncer-
tainty brought about by the split estate give the 
film	its	unique	character,	putting	a	human	face	
on policies like the Energy Act of 2005, which 
largely deregulated industries such as natural 
gas extraction. 
 

The	film’s	sweeping	cinematography,	which	
captures fracking’s ecological footprint, and its 
mix of interviews and policy analysis further 
fortify its message that the split estate model 
may	work	well	 for	gas	firms	and	not	 so	well	
for people living on affected tracts of land.  Im-
portantly, however, Split Estate is not a one-di-
mensional	film.		In	particular,	the	film	weighs	
economic development created by the fracking 
industry and the local economic stimulus this 
has created as compared to health and other 
negative quality of life consequences outlined 
above.  

As	with	any	film,	 there	are	weaknesses	as	
well, though they certainly do not detract from 
the	film’s	core	message	or	strength	in	present-
ing the human side of hydraulic fracking.  

Benefits and consequences of drilling in the Rocky Mountain West. 
Health, land, and homes are impacted as gas companies erect fracking 
machinery.
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While	the	topic	matter	is	somber,	the	entire	film	
is	rather	slow	and	quiet.		The	film	would	ben-
efit	from	an	injection	of	humor	along	the	way,	
despite its serious and compelling subject mat-
ter.  While humor scattered among fracking’s 
serious repercussions might seem impossible 
to execute, other documentaries like Gas Lands 
create a balance in an exemplary manner, set-
ting	the	bar	high	for	films	such	as	Split	Estate.		
The	 film	 would	 move	 along	 more	 smoothly	
and a little less heavily with more levity.  

Otherwise, Split Estate represents a thor-
ough, engaging, and important peek into hy-
draulic fracturing and natural gas extraction.  
As we sit on the precipice of this type of energy 
development,	 the	 film	 offers	 a	 vital	 glimpse	
into policy’s impacts on the ground, in rural 
western communities.  Environmental health 
and social impacts are presented with vivid 
compassion for those living in the middle of 
a split estate.  Recording their experiences cre-
ates a compelling case against hydraulic frack-
ing in its current, deregulated form.
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To learn more about the 
events discussed in 

SPLIT ESTATE, visit 
Bullfrog Films at: 
bullfrogfilms.com.
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and technology adoption -- visit each Center’s 
website.



Regional Rural 
Development Centers

Building New Economic Opportunities 
Increasing economic development success is more likely to be realized 
when rural counties work in partnership to assess, chart, and implement 
an action plan that builds on their regional comparative economic 
strengths and advantages. 

The RRDC’s Stronger Economies Together (SET) Initiative does this 
by delivering 30-plus hours of face-to-face training, and statistical data 
and technical assistance in partnership with USDA Rural Development 
and Cooperative Extension. Currently underway in 22 multi-county rural 
regions located in eight states. SET is expanding to 42 more regions 
and 20-plus states over the next two years (2011 and 2012).

Providing Entrepreneurs with On-Demand Information and 
Education
About one in five persons in today’s rural labor force is self-employed 
and the numbers are continuing to increase. Thanks to the efforts of 
the Regional Rural Development Centers and a team of Extension 
Specialists from around the country, entrepreneurs and local leaders 
have entrepreneurship-related information available 24/7 at: extension.
org/entrepreneurship. 
  

Regional Focus - national impact

Visit us on the Web to learn more: RRDc.inFo




