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New West landowners lasso energy promise

By Bobby Magill

BobbyMagill@coloradoan.com

Editor's note: This is the first of a two−part series.

A few evenings before Christmas, David Siefken looked out the window of his home near Grover to witness
the flickering signs of the New West finally arriving at his front door.

"I can look out tonight and see 13 flames out here − big flames," he said. "And right now, I can see a couple
of oil derricks, probably about two miles away from me."

Each of those flames comes from a new oil and gas well, many of which stretch in nearly every direction
from Grover across the plains.

The pumpjacks on many of those new oil well sites bob up and down as the wind turbines twirl serenely on
the Chalk Bluffs to the east of town.

Five years ago, nary a sign of energy production could be found in northern Weld County near the Pawnee
Buttes. But in 2007, the nearly 275−turbine Cedar Creek wind farm east of Grover was constructed, one of
Colorado's largest wind farms. In 2009, EOG Resources drilled its Jake Well into the Niobrara formation
west of town, and the gusher it produced ? more than 1,500 barrels of oil flowed in a single day and 2.9
million cubic feet of natural gas were produced over eight days ? sent energy companies racing to Northern
Colorado and southeastern Wyoming.

Today, there are so many oil and gas wells around Grover that one of the area's biggest players, Noble
Energy, opened an office there, and a paved truck bypass around town was just completed to prevent all the
oil and gas well drilling and service trucks from passing directly through the tiny community.

A spokesperson for Noble Energy could not be reached due to the holidays, and EOG Resources
spokeswoman Elizabeth Ivers declined to comment.

For Steve Wolff, owner of the Grover Market, the town's largest business, oil and gas company workers from
Sterling and Greeley buying food at the market made this fall the most lucrative ever for the store.

"We have wells everywhere," Wolff said. "You come out here at night, it's like a ring of fire surrounding
town. They're drilling them so fast they can't get the pipeline to the gas to tap these wells."

Energy companies exploring the Niobrara Formation are obtaining drilling permits as far west as Fort
Collins, but most of the interest ends at the Weld−Larimer county line. This fall, the Colorado Oil and Gas
Conservation Commission approved four Niobrara drilling permits for Denver−based Prospect Energy to
explore on sites just outside Fort Collins city limits.
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The oil and gas companies are drilling mostly private land to tap the Niobrara formation, but the U.S. Forest
Service is considering a proposal for a company to explore for oil on public land in the Pawnee National
Grasslands.

EOG Resources controls 400,000 acres of minerals in the Niobrara in Colorado and Wyoming, including
100,000 acres around Grover and Hereford near the Wyoming border, according to statements EOG Vice
President Loren Leiker made to investors on Nov. 10.

Energy companies are exploring throughout the region, but EOG believes the biggest producing wells could
be limited to a "sweet spot" in northern Weld County, Leiker said.

So far, EOG's newest wells in the sweet spot north of Grover have been producing about 700 to 750 barrels
of oil per day.

For private landowners, the Niobrara rush can be a mixed bag.

"If you don't own the mineral rights, the only thing you get is surface damage," said Grover resident Don
Porter. "They told me that would be $3,000 a site."

Porter said an energy company has two permits to drill his land, but "they drilled right north of my house, and
I was disgusted by that."

The drilling can sometimes be the source of strife among members of the community, he said. An oil
company caused a spat between him and his neighbor about whose property on which a company would be
allowed to blade a new road to a well site.

"They do just whatever they want," Porter said. "Whatever pleases the (oil company's) geologist seems to
carry."

Siefken called it a break−even deal when oil companies drill on private land where the landowner doesn't
own the mineral rights.

"Even though they drilled on my land, I have no mineral rights, and they're being real quiet about what kind
of (oil deposits) they're hitting," he said. "I did get paid for surface rights, but it's minimal."

He said he owns the mineral rights on some of his land elsewhere and called the royalties he'd get from an oil
well on his property a "nice benefit," depending on how much oil or gas the well produces.

Though EOG announced to investors how much oil its wells are producing, it's still a big question for many
landowners who own their mineral rights because they see oil companies as being very secretive about how
lucrative individual wells are, Wolff said.

That means neighbors may not be able to learn how much money can be made from leasing mineral rights to
an oil company before they sign a contract.

Wolff sees it as an opportunity, regardless.

"It's not often that something falls in your lap like this," he said. "We had 2½ acres (and) got a call asking if
we want to lease our mineral rights. We're waiting to drill our property so we can reap some of the benefits
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ourselves."
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