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	Texas challenges EPA on air pollution permit program


Publication: The Associated Press | Article Date: 7/27/2010 | Author: Staff

AUSTIN, Texas — Texas officials on Monday appealed the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency's decision to overturn a 16-year-old state air permitting program.

Texas Attorney General Greg Abbott filed the petition for reconsideration with the U.S. 5th Circuit Court of Appeals in New Orleans.

The EPA ruled last month that the state's so-called flexible permit program violated the Clean Air Act, which requires state-issued permits to set limits on each of the dozens of individual production units inside a plant. The state's program set a general limit on how much air pollutants an entire facility can release.

The EPA's decision will force some 125 refineries and petrochemical plants to invest millions of dollars to get new permits. Many plants may also have to invest in updates to comply with federal regulations.

In his appeal, Abbott wrote that the flexible permit program "improves air quality while helping regulators and regulated entities operate more efficiently."

The EPA did not immediately returned a message seeking comment on the appeal.

Gov. Rick Perry praised the appeal in a statement Monday, saying "the EPA's overreach is as potentially devastating as it is unnecessary."

The EPA's move came after years of bickering and negotiations between the federal agency and Texas. The argument recently escalated from a battle over environmental issues into a heated political dispute over states' rights.

Perry has been using the issue to drive home his contention that President Barack Obama's administration is overreaching.

"This legal action is the next step in our ongoing commitment to fight back against the Obama Administration's ever-widening effort to undermine our air quality initiatives and force a heavy-handed federal agenda on the people of Texas," he said. "The EPA's actions would likely result in significantly higher prices for energy and just about everything else, a frightening prospect during a time so many Americans are struggling to make ends meet."

State officials have insisted that the state's permitting program complies with the federal law and has improved air quality in Texas.

The EPA says Texas' system masks pollution and makes it impossible to regulate emissions and protect public health.

Texas has been issuing the permits since 1994 even though it never received the required federal approval. The EPA made clear at least five years ago it believed the permits violated federal air laws, warning Texas and the refinery and petrochemical industry it would take action. The industry, uncomfortable with the uncertainty, sued the EPA in 2008, demanding the agency take action on this and several other programs that remained in limbo.

	Natural gas drilling coming to North Carolina?


Publication: Bruce Henderson | Article Date: 7/27/2010 | Author: The Charlotte Observer

Worlds away from the drilling debacle in the Gulf of Mexico, a natural gas boomlet is underway in a little N.C. county near Raleigh.

Exploration companies are snapping up mineral rights among the tobacco fields and chicken houses of Lee County. They're drawn by the possibility of enough natural gas to meet demand for decades. But drilling would also carry environmental risks, as it does in the Gulf.

The method that would be used, called hydraulic fracturing or "fracking," injects water and chemicals underground at high pressure to crack open shale. It can contaminate groundwater and deplete water supplies, and it currently is illegal in North Carolina, which produces no gas or oil.

Even so, shale gas is the nation's hot new energy star.

Natural gas releases fewer pollutants and about half the greenhouse gases of burning coal. Drilling in shale could help double the share of natural gas in the U.S. energy market, from 20 percent to 40 percent, a recent Massachusetts Institute of Technology study estimated.

Fracking has opened up previously untouched shale-gas deposits across the country. Drilling the massive Marcellus Shale under Ohio, West Virginia, Pennsylvania and New York in the past two years has spawned both instant millionaires and worries that water supplies will be ruined.

North Carolina's prospects are more modest. The deposits of keenest interest lie in a layer of shale on 25,000 acres in Lee and Chatham counties. They're part of the Deep River Basin, a formation that cuts across the state's midsection from north of Raleigh to Montgomery and Anson counties east of Charlotte. The area was mined for coal in the 1930s.

At least four exploration companies are buying oil and gas leases, state geologists say.

WhitMar Exploration Co. alone has filed 59 oil and gas leases covering 5,800 acres in Lee County since mid-May, records show. The Denver, Colo., company didn't return calls.

Companies are also said to be buying leases in Chatham and Durham counties.

Retired Navy veteran G.W. Godfrey said he got an unsolicited lease contract - and a check - in the mail from one company before he signed with WhitMar in June.

"I'm not going to get real excited about it until they hit something and start sending me (royalty) checks," said Godfrey, who lives near Sanford. "I could use a couple million dollar windfall."

No one knew until recently

After 200 million years underground, the N.C. deposits are drawing interest now because companies have only lately found out about them.

In 2008 the N.C. Geological Survey published data on the Deep River Basin that had been collected over many years. Six of the 28 holes drilled in Lee and neighboring Chatham counties have found gas, oil or both.

State geologists, working with the U.S. Geological Survey, are now plugging their data into models that will estimate how much gas is recoverable. The work could be finished next year.

Initial reports of a potential 40-year supply of gas could be wrong "by orders of magnitude," said state geologist Jim Simons. Gas surely lies underground, he said, but how much can be recovered, and for how long, is unknown.

"It's not a matter of what we think," Simons added. "The companies that are down there leasing land, that's the biggest thing that tells me this is not a wild scheme."

Exploration company "land men," who negotiate oil and gas leases, likely swung into action long before the public knew about the deposits, said Roger Shew, a UNC Wilmington geology lecturer who worked 20 years as a Shell Oil development and research geologist.

'Land men' arrive early

The companies typically try to lease as much land as possible because they're unsure where exactly to drill, Shew said. New drilling technology, and demand for gas, makes relatively small deposits economically viable.

"Now you can make money off something that's not a big show," he said.

Before deciding to drill, Shew said, companies sink a test well to analyze pressure readings, hydrocarbons and how far away the deposits are.

Landowners are signing leases for $3 to $4 an acre in Lee County, with royalties of about 12.5 percent of gross revenue if gas is produced. That could mean payments of hundreds or thousands of dollars a month to landowners, depending on how much gas is unearthed and the number of leases, among other factors.

"I think they really should be getting more," said Ted Feitshans, an N.C. State University environmental law expert who's helping educate landowners. "If you look at New York and Pennsylvania, those leases are $2,500 to $3,000 an acre."

Those states are also producing gas, while North Carolina has only potential reserves - and laws that ban drilling. Landowners who hold off on signing leases for now will likely fare better, Feitshans said.

Katie Petty, who leased her 58 acres of tobacco fields near Sanford in Lee County, said she doesn't lose sleep over future riches. Petty, 93, also leased her land a couple of decades ago but nothing ever came of it.

"I have to know that it's real before I would get excited," she said.

Concern over water

Fracking uses lots of water - 2 million to 5 million gallons per well, the Environmental Protection Agency says. Most of the water returns to the surface, where chemicals added to improve the flow of gas have to be removed.

Groundwater can get contaminated if water is pumped underground at too high a pressure, extending fractures beyond shale beds. Water supplies can be hurt by the large amounts needed for drilling.

Thousands of shale wells around the country show that, done right, drilling leaves little impact, said Shew, the UNC Wilmington geologist.

Others aren't reassured.

In Colorado, the Associated Press reports, residents claim the practice tainted their wells. Pennsylvania regulators levied $400,000 in fines after a well blowout spewed gas and toxic fracking water for 16 hours. New York clamped a virtual moratorium on permits out of fear the water supplies for millions were at risk.

EPA, in 2004, had deemed the practice little or no threat to drinking water. But after that analysis was criticized, EPA launched a new study in March, with findings due in 2012. Currently, the agency is in the midst of a tour of some natural-gas sites, gathering comments from residents that might help define the scope of its study.

N.C. would need law change

N.C. laws don't allow fracking, nor the horizontally drilled wells commonly used to extract gas from long shale beds. That's in part because decades-old laws didn't anticipate newer drilling technology. The legislature would have to change that for drilling to begin.

"We have big reservations, but we've expressed our willingness to work with the state to see if there's a means to go forward in an environmentally responsible way," said Molly Diggins, state director of the Sierra Club. "But that's a high bar and nobody has figured out a way to clear that bar."

Simons said the land-resources division he heads is already teaming with counterparts in charge of air and water. It is also consulting with other states, to figure out what rules are needed. "We still have a lot to learn," he said, "but we're on a fast curve." 

Pioneer to ramp up Spraberry multizone work

Jul 28, 2010 

By OGJ editors 
HOUSTON, July 28 -- Pioneer Natural Resources Co., Dallas, expects to be internally providing 30-60% of its own service requirements in West Texas’ giant Spraberry Trend by 2012, when it foresees running 40 rigs and drilling 1,000 wells/year. 

The company expects to have drilled 440 wells in all of 2010, with the present 20 rigs to grow to 25-30 by yearend. It envisions Spraberry production at 34,000 boe/d by the fourth quarter, 10% higher than the 2009 fourth quarter, and doubling by 2013 from 2010. 

The 2010 drilling program is adding incremental production and proved reserves from completions in the Lower Wolfcamp, shale/silt, and the deeper Strawn intervals, Pioneer said 40% of its remaining 2010 wells penetrate the Strawn. Initial production rates from wells drilled to the three intervals have been 20-30% higher than the 60 boe/d average initial production rate of a traditional Spraberry-Dean-Upper Wolfcamp well. 

Pioneer will drill two horizontal wells to Wolfcamp, one later in the third quarter and the other in the fourth quarter. 

Wells and facilities have also been completed for the company’s 7,000-acre waterflood. Injection is to start in the third quarter, and oil response is expected in the first half of 2011. 

One company-owned frac fleet is operating in the field, and one more is to be delivered in each of the next three quarters. Pioneer has contracts in place for sand supply through 2015. Frac tank ownership will rise to 550 from 250 by the end of 2010. Tubular and pumping unit requirements have been contracted through 2011. 

Pioneer is running six company-owned drilling rigs and will field six more by yearend. Six pulling units are being added to bring the fleet to 24 units by mid-2011. The company also owns hot oil units, water transport trucks, reverse units, and fishing tools to support its growing operations.
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EPA reviewing air pollution rules for oil, gas

By CATHERINE TSAI (AP) 7/28/2010
DENVER — Federal air pollution standards for the oil and gas industry are sorely outdated amid ramped up drilling, leaving thousands of emissions sources "under the radar," citizens groups said Wednesday.

The Environmental Protection Agency is reconsidering air pollution rules for oil and gas operations as part of a settlement with WildEarth Guardians and the San Juan Citizens Alliance. The groups say existing rules aren't enough to handle increased drilling and don't account for advances in technology that could reduce emissions.

The EPA is getting the public involved in its review by holding meetings in Arlington, Texas, on Aug. 2 and in Denver on Aug. 3 for government, industry and citizens to weigh in.

The EPA has agreed to finalize updates to three sets of rules under the Clean Air Act by Nov. 30, 2011.

The oil and gas industry continues to be one of the heaviest regulated industries, said Kathleen Sgamma, the Western Energy Alliance's director of government affairs. The group's members already are working with the Western Regional Air Partnership — an effort of tribal and state governments and federal agencies — in voluntarily providing detailed emissions data to state regulators.

"We want to make sure to reduce emissions from oil and gas production," she said.

Mike Eisenfeld of the San Juan Citizens Alliance said loopholes in existing rules have allowed thousands of air pollution sources to operate without permits. He said inventories are needed along with studies on public health.

The Four Corners area has thousands of wells that are "major contributors" to ozone levels that are edging close to federal limits, Eisenfeld said.

Sgamma said the industry accounts for only a small percentage of emissions of specific pollutants.

Artisanal cheesemaker Deborah Rogers operates a goat dairy in the Fort Worth, Texas, area, where residents have been concerned about health effects of drilling on the Barnett Shale. She is hoping the EPA decides to ban flaring, in which excess vapors are burned off from wells. She called it an antiquated process and said technology is available today to help capture emissions.

Other environmental groups said they hope for more monitoring, studies of cumulative effects of toxins, and limiting the use of open waste pits in favor of closed-loop systems.

Sgamma said there is no one-size-fits-all solution, since conditions can vary for exploratory wells and production wells and from basin to basin.

"A lot of variables go into deciding what controls and technologies can be used," she said.

Factbox: Overview of House, Senate energy bills

WASHINGTON | Tue Jul 27, 2010 5:47pm EDT 

WASHINGTON 

(Reuters) - Senate Democrats unveiled their narrowed-down energy bill on Tuesday, focusing on offshore drilling reform and promoting alternative-fuel vehicles.

The draft Senate legislation effectively mirrors the House version of the oil spill bill, but adds energy efficiency provisions, a spokesman for the Pew Environment Group said.

Before Congress breaks for the August recess, House lawmakers are expected to vote on their version of the legislation. Congress may have to reconcile the two before passage.

Following are highlights of the Senate and House energy bills.

SENATE:

Clean Energy Jobs and Oil Company Accountability Act

SPONSOR

Harry Reid, Democrat from Nevada, Senate majority leader

STATUS

Draft legislation

KEY PROVISIONS

* Removes the $75 million liability cap on companies owning or operating offshore oil rigs, making them responsible for all cleanup costs and damages associated with an oil spill.

* Requires federal regulations on oil spill response plans.

* Puts increased focus on federal and private sector research and development of oil spill removal and response technologies.

* Amends the Outer Continental Shelf Lands Act to strengthen planning and safety requirements, tighten oversight.

* Amends the Death on the High Seas Act to better deal with wrongful deaths, and corrects other outdated maritime and admiralty laws.

* Creates programs to support the infrastructure and deployment of plug-in electric vehicles and alternative fuel vehicles that use natural gas.

* Provides $3.8 billion for a rebate program for buyers of alternative fuel vehicles by 2013.

* Invests $5 billion in Home Star, an energy efficiency program.

* Authorizes a $900 million annual budget for the Land and Water Conservation Fund over the next five years.

* Increases the $1 billion liability cap of the Oil Spill Liability Trust Fund to $5 billion, and raises the amount oil companies must pay to the fund.

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES

H.R. 3534

Consolidated Land, Energy and Aquatic Resources (CLEAR) Act of 2010

SPONSOR

Nick Rahall, Democrat from Virginia, chairman of the House Natural Resources Committee

STATUS

Approved by Committee on Natural Resources

KEY PROVISIONS

* Removes the $75 million liability cap on oil companies for damages incurred by their offshore drilling activities.

* Increases liability cap for vessels and onshore facilities.

* Prohibits oil companies with poor safety records from bidding for new offshore drilling leases, effectively barring BP Plc from starting new U.S. offshore operations.

* Permits or leases would be denied for more than 10 worker deaths or fines greater than $10 million as a result of violating federal or state health, safety or environmental laws in previous seven years.

* Amends the Outer Continental Shelf Lands Act to adapt new guidelines to leases and use of oil and gas royalty fees.

* Reforms oil and gas royalty rules to double fines for violation of payment guidelines and allow for federal compliance reviews.

* Reorganizes federal regulation of oil and natural gas operations by creating three agencies that are appointed by the president and approved by the Senate.

* The three agencies split the responsibilities on issuing onshore and offshore leases, policing operations and collecting royalty fees.

(Compiled by Alina Selyukh and Jasmin Melvin; Editing by Marguerita Choy)

