Onshore Oil & Gas Order # 1

An Overview of the Application for Permit to Drill Process

Reclamation

>> T. Spisak: 

As you know, reclamation is an important part of drilling operations. As Jennifer introduced in our earlier segment, the reclamation plan is Part J of the SUPO. To give us the details now let's go to another briefing that Bryce has prepared.

>> B. Barlan: 

This presentation we'll be covering reclamation of disturbed areas associated with oil and gas operations for federal and Indian leases.

My goal is to provide you information on what the BLM is looking for in a good reclamation plan and what new requirements have been established specific to reclamation.

In this segment, I'll be covering how to develop a reclamation plan acceptable to the BLM with certain goals to keep in mind. Remember that new time frames have been established in the order for completion of earthwork and for interim and final reclamation.

The primary goal of reclamation is to return all disturbed areas as near to its pre‑disturbed condition as reasonably practical, this being at the interim and the final phase of development.

A good reclamation plan will cover all aspects of your reclamation operations at the interim phase while the well is producing and at the final phase when the well is depleted and finally plugged. It must be designed to return all disturbed areas to a productive use and meet the objectives of the land and resource management plan. Item J of the 12‑point Surface Use Plan of Operations provides guidance as to what the BLM is looking for in a good reclamation plan. Some key questions to ask yourself when developing your reclamation plan are: How do I intend to preserve the topsoil while the well is being drilled, after well is put in production and after the well is plugged. This is where you’d discuss the segregation of topsoil from spoil piles during construction and redistribution of that topsoil at the interim and final phase of development.

How much of an area do I need for production purposes? And what types of efforts can I do to ensure all those areas not needed for production purposes are properly reclaimed? And after I plug the well, how can I return all disturbed areas to a state would that ensure stability and restore all disturbed areas to a productive use? This is where you would address your configuration of reshaped topography at the interim and final phase of development, backfill requirements to achieve reclamation success, identification of surface disturbances that will be reclaimed at the interim and final phase of development, and proposals for pit and some closures after the well is plugged.

What types of erosional constraints exist on site that may hinder the success of my reclamation efforts? And how should I mitigate the impacts of those constraints? This is where you would address erosional controls needed to avoid unsuccessful reclamation efforts.

What is the existing condition of the soils in the area? And are there opportunities for amendments would that increase the likelihood of reclamation success? This is the opportunity for you to share any ideas on soil treatments, if there is a need. 
What is the desired condition the BLM or the Forest Service has established for the area, so the seed mix I use for revegetation would most likely meet that condition? This is where you’d define what type of seed mix and seeding method you will be using for reclamation efforts. In some field offices they already have a prescribed seed mix in which the operator must use.

How do I address the potential chances of weed infestation? This is where you’d describe what your future plans are to prevent weed infestation or how weed infestations would be treated if it did occur.

After I plug the well, what do I intend to do with the road and the pipeline? This is where you’d address what practices you intend to use to reclaim the road and the pipeline. These are basic questions you should ask yourself when developing a reclamation plan. If you've covered all these points in your plan, you've essentially covered all aspects of your reclamation the BLM is looking for. The BLM and Forest Service highly encourage operators to work with their local field offices to see what local standards need to be met with regards to interim and final reclamation. Please keep in mind, if an agreement has been made between the operator and the surface owner or surface managing agencies as to how reclamation should be completed, that should be included in the reclamation plan as well.

Earthwork for interim and final reclamation must be completed within six months of well completion or well plugging, if the weather allows for such activities to take place. Completion of earthwork includes the closing of pits, any applicable COAs, and whatever information outlined in the reclamation plan of the approved surface use plan of operations. Please keep in mind that even though earthwork must be completed within six months of well completion or well plugging, seeding or other activities to reestablish vegetation must be completed within the specific time period approved by the BLM or the Forest Service, which may not necessarily be when earthwork has been completed. In situations where reclamation work would extend or is anticipated to take longer to complete than the six months allotted after well completion or well plugging, the BLM or the Forest Service approval would be required. In this case the operator must request for a variance from this requirement. In situations where the operator proposes to close the pit with some type of chemical additive or allow the pit to air dry prior to closure, prior approval from the BLM or Forest Service would be required.

Remember, a good reclamation plan will cover all aspects of your reclamation operations at the interim phase, while the well is producing, and at the final phase, when the well is depleted and finally plugged. Chapter 6 of the gold book provides good information and proper guidance on BLM's and Forest Service's reclamation standards. From a general standpoint, the gold book is a great source of information with regards to BLM's fluid minerals program. It provides guidance as to what procedures the operator should follow and what things the BLM and the Forest Service are looking for during the permitting, production and final abandonment process of a well. This document is available either at your local BLM or Forest Service Field Office or on BLM's national BMP website.

>> T. Spisak: 

Bryce, you mentioned that earthwork reclamation must be completed within six months after completion or plugging of a well. Does that require approved variances for each well on a multiple well pad?

>> B. Barlan: 

Yes, Tim, the operator would need a variance for each well. But the best way to handle this potential problem would be to include in the reclamation plan of the SUPO a time frame as to when earthwork would be completed considering other wells would still be drilled on the pad. Then approval of the APD would serve as the approval of the operator's request. Keep in mind, though, that there potentially may be a condition of approval associated with the variance attached to the APD and this would all be site specific, of course. But the bottom line is the operator's got an approved APD along with granted variance.

>> T. Spisak:

Very good. Thanks.
