Return to the Bakken

Spills, Spills
and More Spills

L

“As the oil
industry
continues to
grow, spills are
becoming more
common.”

Story and photos

by Mike McEnroe and Al Sapa

ast June, members
of the North Dakota
Chapter of The Wildlife Society embarked
on its fourth annual
Energy Tour of western North Dakota,
meeting with public land managers and private landowners to view
impacts of oil development and
spills on their lands.
As the oil industry continues
to grow, spills are becoming more
common. Efforts by the state
to do a better job of reporting
spills have improved. However,
tracking and follow-up to agencies
and landowners still needs
improvement.
Here’s a recap of our most
recent trip to western North
Dakota oil country.
Tracy Mountain
The first stop was Shade
Ranch on the south side of Tracy
Mountain, south of Custer’s
Initial Rock and just north of
the Kendley Plateau. The area is
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home to the Moody Plateau/Tracy
Mountain bighorn sheep herd, as
well as mule deer and antelope.
Last March 11, a saltwater
spill occurred at an injection well
on the privately-owned ranch
just up the slope from ranch
headquarters and calving pasture.
A number of old underground
pipelines bring the saltwater to
this no-longer producing oil well
for injection and disposal deep
underground.
There was a break, or leak, in a
pipeline, and saltwater overflowed
the protective berm around the
well pad. The spill occurred in a
steep draw and killed junipers,
grass, and brush as it flowed into
Merrifield Creek and ultimately,
the Little Missouri River.
Approximately 100 barrels
of the 560 barrels of saltwater
spilled were recovered. The rest
soaked into soil, and authorities
determined it would do more
damage trying to recover the
saltwater than leaving it there.
The oil company eventually used
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two tanker loads of fresh water to
dilute and flush the unrecovered
saltwater downstream.
When the ranch owner saw
the activity at the spill site and
went up to see what was being
done, the oil company workers
would get in their pickups and
leave. When he asked state Health
Department officials if it was safe
to leave his cattle in the pasture,
their answer was, “We don’t
know”.
He lost 10 new calves and one
cow in the spill area.
After the spill, the remainder of
the cattle seemed lethargic.
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Opposite page, Intense oil well development north of Watford City. This is the future
of North Dakota’s prairie landscape.
This page, clockwise upper left:
• Oil rings remain on trees on private land
oil spill along the Yellowstone River.
• Energy tour folks inspecting the Big
Oxbow WMA along the Yellowstone River
where the oil spill covered the shoreline.
• Rehabilitated saltwater spill site on Forest
Service National Grasslands in McKenzie
County. Native grasses have been reseeded.
Test wells for collecting and monitoring salt
water are visible on the reclaimed site.
• Dead juniper trees, grass and brush along
the spill channel from the abandoned oil well
pad at the Tracy Mountain saltwater spill.

When we met with
the rancher, he said
we probably knew as
much about the spill
from the newspapers
as he did talking to oil
company workers and the Health
Department. The oil company
hasn’t give the rancher or his
attorney any answers about what
was in the water, or whether they
will pay for his dead cattle.
In addition, over the past 20
years the rancher has had over
$20,000 worth of livestock killed
by oil semi-trucks. This is new
impact on the open range of the

West.
On the ranch there are 15
oil wells. Four are active, 11 are
“abandoned” and have been nonproducing for 5-10 years.
While photographing the dead
cow at one inactive well site, an
oil company truck pulled up to
see what we were doing. When
we asked why the well was shut
down he answered. “ ’cause the
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casing is leaking”.
The abandoned wells
on the Shade Ranch are
used as dump sites for
old oil well equipment.
The abandoned wells
still have plastic tanks
half full of chemicals on
site.
Tanks at the spill site
were leaking red, yellow,
and blues liquids.
The final entry in the
state Health Department
website (Reference No.
20140411215354) dated
June 24, 2014, indicated
that the required cleanup plan has still not
been produced by the
oil company. No one has
looked for any wildlife
impacts or long-term
impacts of the saltwater
spill.
Big Oxbow Wildlife
Management Area
The Big Oxbow is
a 947-acre Wildlife
Management Area (WMA)

managed by the North
Dakota Game and Fish
Department along the
Yellowstone River at
the confluence with the
Missouri River about 15
miles west of Williston.
It’s a great place for
white-tailed deer, an
estimated 100 moose,
wild turkeys, beaver,
pheasant, waterfowl and
water birds, eagles, and
has been used in the fall
by migrating whooping
cranes. In addition, it’s
located across the river
from the Fort Union
historic site and was a
significant location for
the Lewis and Clark
expedition.
In early March, 2014,
with expected flooding on
the Yellowstone because
of ice jams, the State
Oil and Gas Division
issued a warning to oil
companies with wells
on the flood plain. Some
companies, unfamiliar

A CUT ABOVE

with the river and spring
flows in North Dakota,
disregarded the warning
to shut in their wells
down.
On March 14, the
Franzen well on private
land was flooded.
Health Department
records show a 30barrel spill of oil. Later
information indicated
that approximately 300
barrels of oil and an
undetermined quantity
of saltwater were spilled.
The oil flowed overland
into the flood across
the Yellowstone onto
the shoreline of the Big
Oxbow WMA and a small
BLM tract on the south
side of the WMA.
Ultimately about
6,100 feet of shoreline,
cattails, and trees were
covered with oil.
Fortunately, the oil
was from a Madison
formation well, not a
lighter Bakken well. It
was thick and heavy and
stayed in clumps when it
floated onto vegetation.

Eventually, the oil
company had a cleanup
crew of 65 people
working for 6 weeks on
cleanup efforts.
Think of the
Yellowstone River in
flood stage, late March,
ice floes, snow, wind,
temperatures in the 20degree range, accessible
only by airboat.
In all, the cleanup
crew removed 31 tons of
oil-covered grass, trees,
branches, and cattails,
and transported it from
the site by airboat.
All in all, the cleanup, though difficult and
costly (an estimated
$1.5 million) went well.
The Game and Fish
Department is satisfied
that the Big Oxbow is in
good shape.
During our tour,
there were still small
patches of oil on the
ground and rings of oil
around tree trunks. The
spill occurred before
significant migratory bird
movement and before
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paddlefish and pallid
sturgeon spawning.
The point is that none
of it had to happen. The
company was warned
in plenty of time to shut
down in the well.
The Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA)
got involved because
of the Yellowstone and
Missouri rivers and the
Corps of Engineers. They
helped coordinate the
clean-up effort and were
able to provide a lot of
helpful advice on cleanup procedures.
Game and Fish
staff spent most of two
months, March and
April, on the clean-up,
rather than conducting
normal management
activities.
A week after the spill,
a landowner on the east
side of the Yellowstone
across from the Big
Oxbow was checking
fence for ice and flood
damage and noticed oil
on top of the ice.
His land is just across
the road from the well
that spilled, but he was
not notified by the oil
company. He called for
assistance but didn’t
get much help until he

called a toll-free 800number in Washington,
D.C. and got 14 return
phone calls in one day,
mostly from federal
agencies.
In all, about 25-30
acres of a wooded horse
pasture were affected
by the spill. The cleanup crew spent about a
month on his property
cleaning up oiled
vegetation. During our
tour, the clean-up was
complete, although there
were still oil rings 5 feet
up on tree trunks, and
occasional small clumps
of oil on soil and grass in
the pasture.
The landowner had
an earlier spill in 2012
when a blowout on a
heater treater sprayed
oil over 20 acres of sugar
beets.
The landowner
suggested that the
Health Department
or someone study the
long-term impacts of
the spill on his oiled
trees. He said he has
never heard from the
Health Department or
the oil company on the
chemical analysis of the
spilled oil, or any soil
tests on samples taken

from his land.
One interesting point
about the Yellowstone
spill is the oil company’s
disbelief that the area
could flood. After the
Oil and Gas Division
warning and a second
warning by the
landowner that this area
floods, the company did
not shut in or safeguard
the well.
A second well just to
the west (Sedlacek Trust
#33-4) doesn’t have a
complete berm around
the well pad. The flood
waters moved that well’s
oil and saltwater tanks
about 6 inches off their
concrete foundations,

although no leak
occurred.
When we toured
this area in 2011, the
Missouri River was in
flood stage (the big 2011
flood), but that was
the fourth time in 21
years the Missouri and
Yellowstone bottoms
flooded.
The area also flooded
in January 2012 and
again last spring in
March.
The floodplain
along the Missouri
and Yellowstone have
flooded 6 times in the
last 24 years. If the
oil companies are not
going to follow good
advice and warning from
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state agencies and experienced
landowners, stronger penalties
and regulations dealing with
spills must be in order. It may be
time for the North Dakota to quit
permitting wells on the floodplain.
State Health Department
records on this spill (reference #
20140318163256) still show the
spill as the initially reported
30 barrels of oil and makes no
mention of the saltwater spill.
Little Missouri Grasslands
On the last day of the energy
tour, we visited the Charlson Oil
Field on the McKenzie District
of the Little Missouri National
Grasslands managed by the U.S.
Forest Service.
The Charlson Field is one of the
oldest oil fields in the state, dating
back to the early 1950s. The
McKenzie District has 850 miles
of known pipelines on its 500,000
acres of public land.
Much of the pipeline
infrastructure from the past oil
boom is at or has passed its life
expectancy of 25-40 years.
In the last eight years, the
District has had 36 spills that
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affected about 5 miles of streams
and about 8 surface acres of land.
Of the 36 spills, 20 were due to
corrosion of the pipelines, 10 from
mechanical failure, 6 from human
error. The spills have involved oil
and saltwater.
One of the sites (# 63-1) that we
visited was a 2011 saltwater spill
that released several hundred
barrels of saltwater per day until
discovered.
The saltwater reached
the ground water above an
impermeable clay layer.
Rehabilitation of the spill site
included removal of about 20,000
cubic yards of soil, re-contouring
with new soil brought in from offsite, and installation of a gravel
catchment pit 20 feet under the
surface to catch and hold the
saltwater.
Nine monitoring wells were
installed around the site and
the saltwater will be collected
and disposed of until the salt
contamination is gone.
The surface area, about 1-1/2
acres, has been reseeded in 2014
to native grasses.
Another saltwater spill

occurred in 2003 about a mile to
the west of site 63-1. This area
was also rehabilitated in 2014.
The last site visited was a
junction of several old oil and
saltwater pipelines that crossed a
draw about a mile upstream from
Lake Sakakawea. There have been
five spills from these old lines
since 2008. The Forest Service
is working with the oil company
to rehabilitate, replace, or reline
these old pipelines.
The Forest Service, EPA, and
the State Health Department are
also developing date collection
criteria for use in pre- and post
spill monitoring date collection
and remediation for the future.
As we were returning to
Watford City, we drove around
a curve in the road and saw
the future. Clustered together
along both sides of the road were
21 wells with 9 visible flares,
shooting some 30 feet into the
air. The roar from the flames was
deafening. The prairie has become
an industrial park.
Conclusion
Spills and leaks are an
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accepted “cost of doing business”,
given the number of wells and
miles of pipelines existing and to
be constructed in western North
Dakota. Look at the State Health
Department website and see over
300 reported spills not contained
on site during the first six months
of 2014.
Spills occur because of
mechanical failure, corrosion,
acts of nature, and human error,
but most are preventable. All
come with a huge cost in terms
of impacts to wildlife, the land,
agriculture or in terms of the
dollars and effort to clean.
Of the three spills visited this
year, none have had a devastating
impact on wildlife that we know.
But they have affected livestock,
pastures, and public and private
lands. The Tracy Mountain spill
occurred in bighorn and mule
deer habitat. The Yellowstone/
Big Oxbow spill was in an area
used by bald eagles, pallid
sturgeon and paddlefish, deer,
moose, turkeys, and occasionally
whooping cranes. The Forest
Service Grasslands are home to
mule deer, antelope, sharp-tailed
grouse and pheasants and within
sight of Lake Sakakawea.
When spills affect public lands
managed by state and federal
agencies, the clean-up seems
to move in a timely manner.
Questions still remain about
the accuracy of the reports on
the State Health department’s
website.
The industry must do a better
job of replacing and maintaining
old pipelines and infrastructure,
of following warnings of both the
Oil and Gas Division, other public
agencies, and landowners familiar
with the area, and of keeping
wells off floodplains and away
from sensitive areas.
The industry and the Health
Department both must do a better
job of keeping landowners, both
private and public, informed of
what the hazards, impacts, and
precautions are when a spill does
occur. •
Mike McEnroe is a retired Fish &
Wildlife Service Refuge Manager and
past president of the ND Chapter of
The Wildlife Society. Al Sapa is a retired
Fish and Wildlife Service Supervisor
and past president of the ND Chapter
of The Wildlife Society.
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