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Kelsey Merison September 8, 2022

Nonprofit helping Montana landowners cap abandoned
hazards

ktvq.com/news/local-news/montanas-orphaned-wells-nonprofit-helping-landowners-cap-abandoned-hazards

Montana is set to receive $25 million in federal money to help cap over 230 orphaned wells,
many of which have sat collecting rust and emitting dangerous chemicals for years.

Orphaned or abandoned wells were often once operating gas or oil wells that have been long
forgotten about by their owners, but not by the landowners who have to deal with the
repercussions of an unplugged well.

Many of these wells were initially abandoned before land restoration requirements were put
into place, acting as a loophole for the owners to forget about their wells.

This issue has been recognized and is being worked on by the state. Montana already sets
aside $650,000 every two years to plug orphaned wells and aims to plug all wells by 2025.

Ben Jones, administrator of Montana's Board of Oil and Gas Conservation (BOGC), said that
the board has had an orphaned well-capping project in operation since the early 90s, and
have successfully capped over 430 in Montana. The board first works to identify the
orphaned wells of Montana, and then ranks them on a list based on priority, with the most
harmful ranked the highest.

Jones says the list currently has about 238 orphaned wells on it, and five of those wells are
in Yellowstone County.

A lot of these landowners find themselves in these situations after inheriting the land from
parents or grandparents who benefitted from the money the original well owners paid for the
use of the land, not knowing that the companies would abandon their wells.

The harm ranges from methane emissions, contamination of drinking water and combustion.
The wells can also hurt farmers’ ability to cultivate and harvest their land.

Many landowners agree that having these orphaned wells on their property can be a
headache, literally. Sam Stewart was born and raised near Shelby and has had the
misfortune of dealing with 16 orphaned wells on his land that he bought from a neighbor over
40 years ago.

https://www.ktvq.com/news/local-news/montanas-orphaned-wells-nonprofit-helping-landowners-cap-abandoned-hazards
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At the time of purchase, Stewart believes only three or four of the wells were still in
operation. He questions how these companies can justify abandoning these wells.

“We know there’s people pumping them and selling the oil, and why they weren’t tied to any
responsibility is kind of a curiosity,” Stewart said.

Stewart had to get creative when planning how to farm this land, due to the 16 rusty
obstacles in his path. He had to maneuver his farm equipment around these wells every
year, until one man’s passion project came to the rescue.

Stewart was relieved to find that a portion of these wells would be plugged by a nonprofit that
originated in Montana. A team came out, surveyed the wells, and successfully plugged 10
wells and restored the land.

This plugging project was all made possible thanks to one man’s drive to fix a problem that
he, like many others, did not realize existed. That is how the Well Done Foundation came to
be.

Curtis Shuck worked various careers in the oilfield for nearly 30 years before walking away
from the production side to make a difference. Shuck was driving through Northern Montana
when he discovered an abandoned well–and decided that same night that he needed to
make a change.

"I just couldn’t believe what I saw, and that’s really what started the mission for me. It was
that night as I was driving from Shelby back to Bozeman that I couldn’t get that image out of
my mind. That was three years ago,” Shuck reflects.

Since the foundation was started, multiple teams have managed to plug 22 wells nationwide,
including multiple in Montana. While the foundation now operates nationwide, it plans to plug
an additional 10 wells in Montana before the end of the year.

The first well the foundation was able to plug was on Stewart’s land on Earth Day three years
ago. While they have already plugged 10n wells on Stewart’s land, they plan to plug the
remaining six after finishing up some of the other projects they are working on.

Similarly to the Board of Oil and Gas Conservation's process to identify and rank orphaned
wells, the Well Done Foundation identifies, surveys, plugs and restores the land based on
priority, with the most dangerous wells ranked the highest.

The foundation operates based off of donations, corporate sponsors, and sales of their
trademarked carbon offset products.

Shuck emphasizes that in order to solve this problem fully, more people need to join in.
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“This is a team sport. It’s an opportunity for the industry, communities, and environment to
really participate in doing a good thing, without pointing fingers and laying blame,” Shuck
said.

“The real story here is that anybody can make a difference. If I can be inspired by what I saw
and sort of take the challenge and go after the problem, then anybody can,” Shuck added.

The money Montana is receiving is a major first step in the recognition of this growing
problem. If the funding isn’t enough to plug all of the orphaned wells, the Well Done
Foundation can help.

If you are interested in donating to the Well Done Foundation or learning more about its
operations, please click here.

 
 

http://www.welldonefoundation.org/
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How Montana Is Cleaning Up Abandoned Oil Wells
yesmagazine.org/environment/2020/08/13/pollution-oil-wells-montana

Oil wells pollute even after the drilling and pumping stop, so this work could help prevent
thousands of tons of potent greenhouse gases from contaminating air and water.

 8 MIN READ
Aug 13, 2020
A farmer for most of his life, Sam Stewart bought farmland in Montana about 35 years ago. 
Since then, he’s planted and harvested his wheat and other crops around 16 open oil wells
on this land, which he estimates were dug in the 1920s. 

Maneuvering around the wells is not an arduous process, per se, but it requires seeding the
same area twice, which is wasteful and can slow his process. The real nuisance is the
invisible methane wafting into the air—a greenhouse gas with an impact 10 times that of
carbon dioxide. “You don’t want loose gas being just emitted,” Stewart says. 

Unplugged wells in Montana and across the country leak thousands of metric tons of
greenhouse gases each year. They can also leach toxins into groundwater and surface
water systems, contaminating aquifers. More often than not, these wells simply aren’t being
cleaned up. That’s in part because a lack of funding and political will has stymied the state’s
cleanup efforts, and in part because there’s uncertainty around ownership. “I didn’t know they
were actually abandoned,” Stewart says of the multiple orphaned wells on his property. “I
thought the oil company was responsible.”

A foundation formed in 2019 could finally help clean up some of these abandoned oil wells,
including those on Stewart’s property.  “The operator who is responsible is long gone,” says
Curtis Shuck, founder of the Well Done Foundation. “Our focus is doing the right thing,
leaving it better than the way we found it.”

Abandoned wells

The first oil wells in Montana were drilled at the turn of the century, and the industry
experienced its first boom in the 1920s. Energy demands of World War II spurred a second
boom; between 1942 and 1945, oil production in the Elk Basin region increased from 16,000
to 940,000 barrels annually. When those wells no longer produced oil, companies could just
leave. The Oil and Gas Conservation Commission of Montana, tasked with identifying and
plugging abandoned wells, wasn’t created until 1954, and by that time an untold number of
wells had already been drilled, produced, and abandoned. 

https://www.yesmagazine.org/environment/2020/08/13/pollution-oil-wells-montana
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/green/reports/2020/04/29/484158/congress-can-help-energy-states-weather-oil-bust-coronavirus-pandemic/
https://graphics.reuters.com/USA-DRILLING/WELLS/gjnpwylaapw/USA-DRILLING.jpg
https://scholarworks.umt.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=6881&context=etd
https://scholarworks.umt.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=6881&context=etd
https://scholarworks.umt.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=6881&context=etd
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Removing the tank at Big West Anderson #3 well. Photo from Well Done Foundation.

As more companies moved into Montana, oil and gas production grew into an increasingly
important part of local and state economies; by 2015, it made up 5.6% of the state’s general
fund. But the industry that once was a cornerstone of Montana’s economy is now in a
nosedive: a yearslong decline in global oil production and demand compounded by the
pandemic-induced economic slowdown has produced some of the worst oil production
conditions in recent years.

In 2016, the most recent year for which he was able to provide data, 4,713 oil and gas wells
were in operation in the state and 204 had been abandoned, according to Allen Olson,
executive director of the Montana Petroleum Association, a trade organization that works on
behalf of the businesses. But that’s a fraction of the tens of thousands that have been drilled
in Montana in the past century. 

Data on abandoned wells remain incomplete, which further complicates cleanup efforts.
Plus, state legislatures have drastically different policies on how to address abandoned
wells. One thing remains certain: The issue is enormous and far-reaching. A 2018 report
from the Environmental Protection Agency estimated that the country has 3.2 million
abandoned oil and gas wells. 

Abandoned wells in Montana—left by companies that filed for bankruptcy, for example,
default to the state. Theoretically, a state-run fund pays for well adoption and closure, but
even under state control, the wells often lay unplugged, because plugging abandoned wells
and restoring the surface land is expensive. Olson believes that the “state regulatory agency

https://montanapetroleum.org/about-us/economic-impact/
https://www.eenews.net/stories/1063049965
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-04-07/oil-companies-warn-kansas-city-fed-of-widespread-insolvencies
https://montanapetroleum.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/MPA-Booklet.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2017-06/documents/6.22.17_ghgi_stakeholder_workshop_2018_ghgi_revision_-_abandoned_wells.pdf
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here is doing an excellent job staying on top” of plugging wells. But the state’s plugging plan
doesn’t explicitly address the issue of abandoned oil wells, and also neglects to lay out a
time-bound plan for plugging wells. 

It’s not just that states like Montana don’t have a legislative apparatus to hold corporations
accountable, says Mitch Jones, the climate and energy program director at Food & Water
Watch, a nonprofit that pushes for corporate and government accountability. He says that the
lack of governmental action is by design. When wells are abandoned, Jones says, “the costs
of doing business are passed on to the public instead of being paid by the shareholders in
the industry.”

http://www.mtrules.org/gateway/ruleno.asp?RN=36%2E22%2E1308
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Top, the well-plugging crew at Big West Anderson #3 well. Bottom, a crew member testing
the emission of methane gas from the well during the plugging process. Photos from Well

Done Foundation.

Nationwide, the federal government’s own agency in charge of plugging abandoned wells,
the Bureau of Land Management, has openly acknowledged that it doesn’t have the financial
resources to tackle the issue of plugging wells on federal land. There was no federal

https://www.gao.gov/assets/710/701450.pdf
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nationwide bond requirement to cover the cost of reclaiming wells until the 1950s, and the
required value for bonds has not increased since then. 

That’s right: the amount required to cover the cost of cleanup has not been increased or
adjusted for inflation for nearly 70 years, so the federal amount is woefully ineffective. Bond
standards of a couple thousand dollars often don’t address wells that cost tens of thousands
to plug, another cause for wells to be abandoned. 

Jones believes that extractive companies are harming the environment and then escaping
culpability by declaring bankruptcy. “Not pointing fingers isn’t really an option in order to win
this fight against climate change,” he says. Identifying the sources of harm holds polluting
industries accountable for supporting solutions and provides a pathway for legislation that
protects the planet, Jones says. The House Select Committee on the Climate Crisis, for
example, just proposed a $2 billion remediation program for orphaned wells in June, though
given the political climate, that legislation has a rocky future.

A boost or a burden?

Kirk Panasuk, a lifelong Montanan, farmer, and member of the Northern Plains Resource
Council’s Oil and Gas Task Force, remembers growing up with oil wells on his grandparents’
farm. Panasuk says “once you’ve leased the land you’ve lost control.” An oil company would
lease the mineral rights—not the surface land but the profitable oil below. That lease might
expire, the company would leave, and another company would come in to start the process
again. 

Agriculture is a difficult industry, and Panasuk says what seems like “free money” at the
outset can lead to problems down the road. Water systems are connected, which means that
an oil leak in Montana has the potential to leach chemicals into bodies of water such as the
Yellowstone River that flows into other states through the Missouri River, a river crucial to
municipal, industrial, and agricultural function. 

Panasuk now volunteers with the NPRC to lobby state legislators on practices that would
hold resource extraction companies accountable by mandating water testing and treatment.
He admits that he’s made money off of these companies by leasing mineral rights to oil
producers who then sell the oil at market. Despite the environmental fallout, Panasuk
believes that oil companies’ leasing of land actually “saved a lot of small farms from failure
[and] bankruptcy.”

Olson of the Montana Petroleum Association says that in 2019, when oil was $60 per barrel,
a company might produce 100 barrels per day and pay a royalty fee of 12.5%, which could
garner a farmer $750 per day for leasing their land. Today, with prices and production down,
the payoffs look different. In April, oil prices went into the negative, and in August, they’re
hovering around $30 per barrel. 

https://climatecrisis.house.gov/sites/climatecrisis.house.gov/files/Climate%20Crisis%20Action%20Plan.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/assets/710/701450.pdf
https://climatecrisis.house.gov/sites/climatecrisis.house.gov/files/Climate%20Crisis%20Action%20Plan.pdf
https://www.nwd-mr.usace.army.mil/
https://billingsgazette.com/news/local/oil-price-collapse-hits-billings-area-businesses-hard/article_df10e954-3e0c-5b6c-9641-135208d4ad2c.html
https://www.oilmonster.com/crude-oil-prices/central-montana-price/159/228
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While an oil lease might benefit a farmer initially, Jones says that oil companies are well-
versed in this practice. “The oil and gas industry takes advantage of the inequities in our
agriculture system to prey upon farmers and get them to sign leases for drilling on their land,”
Jones says, which can “undermine agricultural activity that’s taking place.”

In other farming communities around the country, where oil and gas companies produce
natural gas through hydraulic fracturing, farmers and members of the local community often
bear the brunt of water pollution. Not to mention that farming is dependent on a predictable
and healthy climate, which is being threatened by resource extraction. 

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/poor-communities-bear-greatest-burden-from-fracking/
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The Big West Anderson #3 orphan well before and after plugging. Photo from Well Done
Foundation.

A foundation is formed

In early 2019, Curtis Shuck was in the northern town of Shelby, about 15 miles south of the
Canadian border, meeting with farmers about agricultural transportation. More than three
decades in the oil and gas industry hadn’t prepared him for what he saw—abandoned,
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methane-leaking, unplugged oil wells.

He walked the area with the farmers and learned how they worked around the wells, most of
which had stopped producing oil decades earlier. What was left were remnant pipes strewn
across the fields and a sulfuric stench like rotten eggs. 

On his journey home to Bozeman, Shuck couldn’t stop thinking about what he had seen,
knowing that each open well was responsible for tons of emissions. On that drive, the idea
for the Well Done Foundation was born. 

Just over a year after that first trip north, the Well Done Foundation plugged its first three
wells and expanded beyond the Montana pilot program into dozens of other states. Shuck
says that he hopes the foundation can also gather the concrete data that the government
lacks, such as the number of orphaned wells and their emissions, which makes it difficult to
develop solutions.

Shuck says he can acknowledge the state’s shortcomings in their cleanup efforts while
building relationships with those who make regulatory decisions. The “state fund is grossly
underfunded,” Shuck says, but “why should the public bear the burden of this orphaned well
issue?”

The Well Done team identifies abandoned oil wells around the state, and then posts a
financial bond to the state’s Oil & Gas Conservation Commission, a way for the state to track
and partially fund the plugging. In doing so, the state is holding up its end of the bargain, but
without this push from Well Done, it might take the state years to accomplish what the
Foundation does in months. 

The foundation researches individual well emissions for about nine months as well as
studying the construction of a well, how deep it goes, and the materials that are required to
plug it. Shuck says it’s important that the foundation does its due diligence to identify wells
that have collapsed in on themselves or have an obstruction that needs to be addressed
before plugging. 

Then the foundation works with county commissions, private entities, and those who own the
surface land to develop and execute a “plugging plan,” which so far has been funded by
private or anonymous donors. The actual plugging of the well takes only a few days, and
then the Foundation works to restore the surface land to its “pre-drilling condition,” which
allows a farmer to seed the land and grow crops. 
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A Well Done volunteer conducting emission testing at Big West Anderson #3, after the well closure. Photo
from Well Done Foundation.

Shuck is adamant that the foundation’s work is not about fighting corporations, but about
taking responsibility for one’s community. The foundation has built partnerships with both
conservation organizations and oil and gas companies. Shuck says that abandoned wells
are a “bit of a black eye to the industry,” so plugging the orphaned wells demonstrates their
environmental responsibility and develops a partnership that may come in useful as the
industry quickly changes. 

“There are plenty of folks that want to blame Big Oil, little oil, or oil in general,” he says. But
the work, to him, is not about pointing fingers. Neither the left’s demonization of fossil fuels
nor the right’s push for energy independence are relevant to the work, in Shuck’s view. 

In late April, the foundation successfully plugged its first well—a 96-year-old well called Big
West Anderson #3 in Toole County that it had “adopted” by taking over legal responsibility
from the state. The well, which hadn’t produced oil since the 1980s, had been releasing
6,600 metric tons of carbon dioxide per year. For comparison, one car on the road releases
about 4.6 metric tons of carbon dioxide per year. 

Just one day after the foundation plugged Big West Anderson #3, its greenhouse gas
emissions were nonexistent.

Shuck says, “What’s exciting about this is that we can make an impact one well at a time.” 

https://www.rigzone.com/news/orphan_well_stimulus_would_employ_displaced_workers-04-jun-2020-162291-article/
https://nepis.epa.gov/Exe/ZyPDF.cgi?Dockey=P100U8YT.pdf
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Ray Levy Uyeda is a Bay Area-based freelance writer who focuses on gender, politics,
and activism.
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