Minutes of the Oil and Gas Technical Advisory Board Meeting

Rachel Carson State Office Building

Harrisburg, PA

October 28, 2004

A meeting of the Oil and Gas Technical Advisory Board (TAB) was held on October 28 in the tenth floor conference room of the Rachel Carson State Office Building in Harrisburg.  TAB members present were Chairman Robert Watson, Burt Waite, Robert Holman, David Lind and Gary Slagel.  David Hogeman, Ron Gilius, Dave English, Carl Morgeneier, and Scott Perry attended from DEP.  Steve Rhoads (POGAM) and Bruce Snyder (IOGA) also attended.  Chairman Watson called the meeting to order at 10:00 a.m.

Agenda Item No. 1 – Approval of draft June 19, 2003 Minutes – Attachment A

The minutes from June 19, 2003, Oil & Gas Technical Advisory Board (TAB) meeting were approved as written.

Agenda Item No. 2 – Approval of draft April 22, 2004 Minutes – Attachment B

The minutes from April 22, 2004, Oil & Gas Technical Advisory Board (TAB) meeting were approved as written.

Agenda Item No. 3 – Program Updates


3a.
Well Plugging Program
Carl said that several contracts are completed with 128 wells plugged.  There are more than one well on each contract.  The key well is a problem and surrounding wells are plugged at the same time.  Wells are on both private and public land.  He gave a PowerPoint presentation of wells plugged in 2004.  The plugging costs in the northwest region run approximately $3,500 per well.  In the southwest region the wells are deeper and run $30,000 to $40,000 per well.  It was suggested that old photos be looked at to locate wells.  Carl said that had been tried with mixed success; problem wells were not identified, and that the Oil and Gas Inspectors need to field verify wells.  There were 300 to 400 wells plugged this year for $2.5 million to $3 million.  The abandoned, orphan and Growing Greener funded wells were combined in the contracts.  The Growing Greener grants are overseen by Oil and Gas Inspectors.

3b.
Well Adoption Incentives – Attachment C

An added incentive to the oil and gas industry and other organizations could be the adoption and plugging of orphan and abandoned oil and gas wells.  The Commonwealth has no legal responsibility for these wells, and this adoption should reduce the Commonwealth’s potential liability for plugging the wells.  Steve Rhoads said that the operators do not believe the incentives will work.  There was a discussion on ownership of the land, as to whether the surface owner or mineral owner would own the land, agreements and assigning responsibility, and the inability of property owners to acquire mineral rights.  TAB discussed giving up mineral rights, how to determine the number of acres involved, quiet titles where the owner is not known, mineral owner, and escrowing portions of mineral ownership. The wells don’t have to produce, just get plugged.  Owners could plug the wells and the Commonwealth could reimburse them for a percentage of the plugging cost.  It is more expensive for the Commonwealth to plug wells than an owner.  There are about 8,700 abandoned wells.  The incentive would be done through policy directly without legislation or regulation.  Legislation could force the formal abandonment of wells.  It was felt that the regulations we have are sufficient, but need to be enforced.

3c.
Coalbed Methane Permitting Program

Ron passed around a handout showing options for drilling, and expressed the need that  something needs to be done about coalbed methane.  There are 300 wells and all issues need examined to get a proposal started.  The wells could be plugged under alternate methods.  If TAB knew anyone involved with coalbed methane wells, they were to have them contact Ron Gilius.  The PA Geological Survey did an evaluation in the Indiana area.  The wells are spread out over the region.  Ron will talk with other states about coalbed methane wells and mines, as gas comes from both, and he will start working on a proposal. 

3d.
E&S Stormwater Evaluation Report – Attachment D 


Ron presented a PowerPoint presentation on last year’s stormwater NPDES policy changes.  The Interim Policy incorporated EPA’s new concepts for “common plan of development” and “final stabilization,” and also recognized plans certified by a professional engineer.  The goals were to process general permit applications within 45 days, and individual permit applications within 60 days.  This was based on receiving a quality application.  He talked about what is working and not working, and what changes are needed.  He said it is too early for a professional engineer to certify as there are technical deficiencies.  In the compliance summary, it listed that 2331 wells were drilled in 2003, and that 6.2% (144) had E&S related violations.  There were 247 violations mostly for failure to implement or maintain bmps, and eleven significant enforcement cases.  The information on permits, inspections, and enforcement were obtained from eFACTS.  The information on wells drilled was obtained from the rig report.


Two training sessions were held at staff meetings.  POGAM sponsored a well-attended workshop on Stormwater/Erosion and Sediment During Oil and Gas Development.  The Annual 102/105 Meeting for Conservation Districts included a presentation by Oil and Gas Staff.  


The Stormwater Management Manual Committee is currently developing a Stormwater Management Manual for the Department.  It should be completed by the end of 2004.  The Oil and Gas Manual needs to be updated to include bmps appropriate for use at oil and gas wells.

It is recommended that a one-half day training session for contractors should be developed for use in training and in compliance assistance efforts by field staff.  Individual training sessions for contractors need done using a PowerPoint presentation or video presentation from Ron.  It should be posted on the DEP web site.  The feasibility of a training session by the Dirt and Gravel Road Center needs to be investigated.  McKean County needs more staff.  The steep slope and dirt road issues need further investigation.  TAB was asked if they could support this approach to E&S and stormwater issues.  TAB supported it and approved the recommendations.  EPA will contract for an economic analysis by the end of the year. 

Agenda Item No. 4 – Bonding Program – Attachment E.
At the last TAB meeting, TAB was informed that the Program was evaluating the adequacy of permit bonds, and that TAB’s input was requested to provide an industry plugging cost.  It was suggested that TAB form a workgroup to set up a new bonding framework.  The rates, established by the Oil and Gas Act, have not changed since 1984.  There was a discussion on penal bonds vs. performance bonds, how the cost varies according to the depth of the wells, and coal or non-coal wells.  It was asked what the plugging costs have been on post 1984 wells.  TAB needs specific guidance.  It costs DEP a lot more to plug wells than an operator.  It can vary from $5,000 for the operator to $30,000 for DEP for plugging the same well.  Dave English will check on insurance surety bond risk factors.  The factors that the TAB Workgroup are to provide to DEP are listed on the second page of the bonding letter sent to TAB members on August 10.  Two alternative ideas to consider are well operators getting plugging insurance, and how the underground storage tank program is run.  What are attainable bond and a reasonable effort to achieve attainable bond.  Any new alternative ideas would be considered.  David Hogeman asked that the TAB Workgroup develop recommendations and submit them to DEP by March.  The Workgroup meetings need to be Sunshined.  

Agenda Item No. 5 – Other Business


Meeting dates for 2005 were discussed.  Dates will be sent to TAB to check for availability for Workgroup and 2005 meetings.  

Agenda Item No. 6 – Public Comment


There were no comments.

Agenda Item No. 7 – Adjournment


The meeting was adjourned at 1:35 p.m.
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