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EPA allowing oil companies to inject drilling and fracking waste
into aquifers below Northern Colorado
Written by Bobby Magill
Jun. 27 coloradoan.com

Permission to Pollute

Northern Colorado EPA aquifer exemptions granted since
2000:
• Oct. 22, 2012, Weld County: Noble Energy granted
permission to dispose of oil and gas production brine
more than 9,200 feet underground into three drinking
water aquifers. The injection well is south of Colo. Hwy.
14 near Ault.
• July 13, 2012, Weld County: High Sierra Water
Services granted permission to dispose of oil and gas-
related and produced water containing hydrocarbons into
at least two drinking water aquifers more than 8,860 feet
underground from a well near the intersection of Weld

County Road 74 and Colo. Hwy. 392.
• Aug. 24, 2011, Weld County: High Sierra Water Services granted permission to inject oil and
gas produced water more than 9,150 feet underground into portions of 10 aquifers via an
injection well drilled next to the Denkai Animal Sanctuary west of Grover.
• March 14, 2011, Weld County: Conquest Oil Company granted permission to inject oil and gas
produced water more than 8,860 feet underground into two drinking water aquifers and another
that may be considered a drinking water aquifer from an injection well near Colo. Hwy. 392 east
of Eaton.
• July 25, 2005, Denver County: The city of Denver proposed water injection more than 8,275
feet underground into a drinking water aquifer as a way to enhance production in nearby oil wells
near Denver International Airport. 25 water supply wells exist in the area, but all were considered
too shallow — no deeper than 675 feet — to be affected by the injection.
• May 26, 2000, Denver County: An unnamed company proposed to inject oil and gas produced
water into an aquifer more than 8,280 feet underground. The injection well is on the west side of
Denver International Airport. The EPA ruled that the aquifer is unlikely to ever serve as a drinking
water source because it is producing hydrocarbons in commercial quantities.

Energy companies are being allowed to pollute
drinking water aquifers with oil and gas drilling and

fracking waste in Northern Colorado and Denver.

Over the past 13 years, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has exempted only the oil and
gas industry from the federal Safe Drinking Water Act to allow the disposal of waste brine and
hydrocarbon-containing fluids into drinking water aquifers deep underground.
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The injections are occurring east of Fort Collins in northern Weld County, including one directly
beneath an animal sanctuary, a Coloradoan investigation shows.

The law requires applicants for the exemptions to prove that aquifers can’t be used for drinking
because the water is so deep underground that it’s too expensive or too impractical to ever be
tapped.

But Colorado water experts say you can never say never.

State water planners say it’s possible — but extremely expensive — to reach that drinking water
today, but they warn that they can’t discount the possibility the water will become scarce and
valuable enough here that Colorado may one day need to look for it deep underground.

A ProPublica investigation showed that the EPA has not kept track of how many aquifer
exemptions have been issued nationwide, and records the agency provided ProPublica showed
that many were issued in conflict with the EPA’s requirement to protect water that could be used
for drinking. ProPublica found that about 1,100 aquifer exemptions have been approved by the
EPA’s Underground Injection Control Program in its Rocky Mountain regional office in Denver.

The Coloradoan requested under the federal Freedom of Information Act copies of all approval
notices for aquifer exemptions the EPA has granted since Jan. 1, 2000, for an area including
Denver, Weld, Adams, Boulder and Larimer counties.

The EPA released six aquifer exemption notices for that area.

In most cases, the EPA granted companies permission to pollute drinking water aquifers saying
that they are not “reasonably expected” to be used for drinking water because they are too deep
and too expensive to tap, making such an operation “technically impractical.”

“Exempted aquifers do not take any practical source of drinking water out of supply; they were
exempted because they were impractical for water quality, access, treatment and economic
reasons,” Colorado Oil and Gas Association President Tisha Schuller said.

The most recent aquifer exemption was granted on Oct. 22 for a site east of Fort Collins near
Ault, a request by Noble Energy to “dispose of brines produced from nearby oil and natural gas
production” and inject the waste into five different aquifers between 9,200 feet and 9,600 feet
underground.

Though no water wells currently tap the aquifers, three of them “are considered to be
underground sources of drinking water,” an EPA official wrote in its exemption approval notice.

He added that the Colorado Oil and Gas Conservation Commission solicited public comments on
the injection well, but received none.

Other aquifer exemptions included two east of Eaton, one directly beneath the Denkai Animal
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Sanctuary in northern Weld County and two in Denver near Denver International Airport.

Water for the future?

The drinking water aquifers the EPA is allowing energy companies to pollute are between 8,000
and about 10,000 feet underground — so far out of reach of today’s methods of water extraction
that the state hasn’t considered those aquifers to ever be sources of water in Colorado. Most
underground water sources the state taps today are hundreds of feet below the surface, not
thousands.

“I think most people consider it highly unlikely that it would ever be possible to lift that water that
far economically” because the energy required to pump water 10,000 feet to the surface is too
costly, said Reagan Waskom, director of the Colorado Water Institute at Colorado State
University.

Today, one of the only resources valuable enough to pump from such depths is oil.

Think of it this way: The energy industry extracts oil from 7,000 feet or so beneath the surface,
but each barrel is currently worth about $91. A barrel of water might be worth 80 cents, Waskom
said, making the effort economically impractical.

The value of water is “orders of magnitude different” from oil, he said.

But Colorado may be forced to look deep underground for new water sources as shallower
aquifers are depleted and water becomes more scarce as the climate changes, said Mark
Williams, a hydrologist at the University of Colorado-Boulder.

The plan Colorado currently uses to calculate its water needs and supply through 2050 was last
updated in 2012; it says very little about underground sources of water and even less about the
how climate change could potentially affect the state’s water supply.

An in-depth look into how groundwater will contribute to the state’s water supply in the future was
overlooked in the plan but will need to be addressed when it’s updated again in 2016, Waskom
said.

SWSI ignored climate change entirely because the state didn’t have enough money to address
such a complex issue, the report says.

But considering the impacts of climate change is critical when determining the harm oil and gas
wastewater injections are doing to deep drinking water aquifers, Williams said.

“We’re sacrificing those aquifers,” he said. “In 50 or 100 years, we may actually like to have that
water, and it will not be available. That’s a water quantity issue,” he said.

The region’s water supply experts who say the drinking water lurking 8,000 feet or deeper
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underground can’t be tapped today also say the future may demand it.

Reaching aquifers that deep at a reasonable price may be more than 50 years in the future, and
it’s not something Colorado’s water resource managers consider to be “an option that’s on the
table,” said Todd Doherty, program manager of the Colorado Water Conservation Board’s Water
Supply Planning Section.

“But I guess theoretically, anything’s possible,” he said.

Waskom said the question of whether the state can eventually tap deep drinking water sources is
“fraught.”

“I think it’s fraught because we can’t see that far into the future,” he said. “We can’t see what a
climate-changed world is going to look like. We can’t see what the technology around the
extraction and treatment of those water supplies might be. It’s hard to visualize it in a world that’s
very different than the world we live in.

“The fraught part is the deep injection, about whether we’re making wise choices right now,” he
said.

But allowing oil and gas waste injection into deep drinking water aquifers today is a tradeoff
between solving the short-term problem of where energy companies can dispose of their waste
and the long-term problem of adequate water supplies, Williams said.

“We will not have that water to use in the future,” he said.

Follow reporter Bobby Magill at facebook.com/bobbymagill and twitter.com/bobbymagill.


