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ENVIRONMENT

Residential developers of oil
fields face environmental issues

ne of the physical con-
O sequences of the popu-
lation growth in the

Denver metropolitan area is
the surge in homebuilding in
northwestern Adams County,

discovered during excavation
for a new bank and the bank
building had to be relocated
several feet. The design of sub-
divisions in inactive oil fields
have taken the precautionary

wellhead protection area, prox-
imity to domestic water supply
and depth/quality of ground-
water. Also, those changes will
contribute to improved envi-
ronmental protection in the

especially in Thornton and step to not locate proposed  vicinity of the active well.
Winmnst);r As land develop-  structures over closed wells. One type of change
ers and home builders pur- addresses protection to
chase agricultural land in e —— preverl\t relli;:;es. n::r
those areas, they face some example, unl earthen
unique environmental 8Y GARy Beers Pmﬂ-:; ?ot :n ;«i;:neptable
i me or han ro-
nce of handreds of naive. O of duced water. Other equip-
and active oil and gas wells, ZNvironmental ment — such as above-
The Wattenberg field is one /0Py Assessments ground tanks and under-
f g ic.. an aavesamentsy | ound leakproof vessels
of the ma;corbpe;roleum consulting company gr -~ adequafe e
resources in Colorado. in Louisvii -
Regulatory Context - - earthen pit may be used.
There is a special regula- Disposal of produced

tory context for addressing
environmental issues in an oil
field.

First, under the Resource
Conservation and Recovery Act
(RCRA), exploration and pro-
duction (E&P) wastes are
exempt from federal and state
hazardous-waste regulations
whether or not the chemical
analyses indicate the waste
would be characteristically haz-
ardous. This exemption is lost if
other materiais are brought to
the weilhead area and mixed
with the E&P wastes or the
E&P wastes are transferred off-
site. Further, if E&P wastes are
a solurce of groundwater or sur-
face water c ination, then

With time, microbial and
chemucal processes in the soil
shouid degrade the E&P wastes
in the vicinity of the inactive
well. Unfortunately, there are
instances where underground
vesseis were not removed
and/or residual E&P wastes are
contributing to a water pollu-
ton problem. The Environ-men-
tal Response Fund, established
with the COGCC, has monies
for use in mitigating environ-
mental problems associated
with abandoned wells.

Active Wells

Recently, the COGCC
amended the E&P Waste
Man regulations (900

they are subject to Colorado
Water Quality Control Com-
mussion regulations. "

Second, the Colorado Oil and
Gas Conservation Com-mission
(COGCQ) is the state agency that
provides reguiatory oversight of
oil field activities, including how
E&P wastes are handled and dis-
posed, how wells are closed and
how wellhead areas are environ-
mentally restored.
Inactive Wells

Historically, the guidance
for well closure has been pro-
vided under the genera

p that the d

ing land use will continue to be
agricultural. Examples of such
closure efforts include cutting
the casing off below the normal
plow depth and discing the
E&P wastes and soils from the
wellhead area into the sur-
rounding surface soil matrix.
The former caused a recent
problem in Louisville, Colo.,
where a capped gas well was

Series of Rules), which establish
permuting, operating and clo-
sure requirements for all pit
methods of E&P waste manage-
ment; and procedures for spill
response, reporting and remedi-
ation. A new addition to those
regulations is the companion
COGCC Environmental Guid-
ance Document. Many of the
revisions reflect an underlying
concern to protect nearby water
resources from possible poilu-
tion by E&P wastes. Interim
guidance is provided for the
two-vear penod that began July
1 until the revisions become
fully effective on july 1, 1997.

To ensure the protection of
groundwater resources, changes
will be made in active weil
operations that are in or near
Sensitive Areas, which are
defined using the following cri-
teria: quality of produced water,

p fnad I
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or recharge area, hydraulic con-
ductivity of soils, presence of

water by percolation is not
appropriate. Acceptable dispos-
al methods are evaporation,
hauling water to permitted
injection wells and reuse on
agricultural lands.

A second type of change
addresses remediation of spiils
or releases of oily wastes that
exceed five barrels. Hydro-car-
bon cl p will be considered
complete when the residual oil
concentration in the soil is less
than 1,000 mg/kg Total
Petroleum Hydrocarbon (TPH).
For active wells outside SAs,
the cleanup level is 10,000
mg/kg TPH. For general com-
parison, the state’s cleanup
guidelines for contaminated
soil associated with leaking
underground storage tanks
address leveis of 100, 250 and
500 mg/kg TPH, depending on
the potential for groundwater
poilution and beneficial uses of
groundwater. The two cleanup
levels are not strictly compara-
bie since the COGCC addresses
unrefined petroleum released
to surface soil and the state’s
UST regulations address
refined product released to sub-
surface soil, which is nearer to
groundwater.

Initial Environmental Issues

The process of environmen-
tal due diligence for potential
purchasers of land with inac-
fve or active oil and gas weils
should address, at a munimum,
the following initial environ-
mental issues:

* The records and staff of
COGCC should be consulted to
identify the possibility of any

closed wells on the land parcei
The history of a closed well
should be reviewed for infor-
mation on depth to top of cas-
ing and installation of any
un, vessels at the site.
If a potential envirc i
problem exists as a resuit of the
historic oil field operations,
then the COGCC should be
contacted about whether or not
the operator’s bond has beer.
released and about the oi.
field’s eligibility for remedia-
tion money under the
Environmental Response Fund.

« If there are active wells on
the land parcel, then a determi-
nation should be made using
COGCC guidelines on whether
or not the weils are m a Sensitive
Area. The operator should be
interviewed about plans for
compliance with the amended
900 Series of Rules, inciuding the
interim period, and about the
well’s environmental history.

Ins , documentation
of the environmental due-dili-
gence process should include
the findings of the above activi-
ties. Additionaily, the statements
should be included on the
exemption of E&P wastes under
RCRA along with the possibility
that petroleum-contaminated
soils may exist in the area of the
well after ciosure, even with
strict adherence to COGCC reg-
ulations. Thus, further environ-
mental restoration would be the
responsibility of the new owner
of the land parcel. A




