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 G ary Wilmot  joined the 
Wyoming Outdoor Council 
in 2008 because he wanted a 
better world for his daugh-
ters.

His job with the National Outdoor Lead-
ership School gave him years to keep track 
of Wyoming’s open mountains and plains. 
What he saw was increasing energy devel-
opment from oil and gas wells to coal mines 
on those landscapes he loved.

“Now I was looking at parenting two kids 
and wanted them to share in these amazing 
experiences in Wyoming,” he said.

The Outdoor Council seemed like the 
logical fit. Tom Bell, a decorated World War 
II veteran in Lander, started the conserva-
tion group in 1967 to protect Wyoming’s 
environment and quality of life.

“The resources and environmental issues 
of his day motivated him to pull together a 
diverse group of folks to work collaboratively 
on a lot of issues and try to solve problems in 
a Wyoming way,” Wilmot said. “We’re doing 
the exact same things now.”

The Star-Tribune caught up with Wilmot 
recently to ask him about the crossroads of 
industry and the environment.

Gary Wilmot
Christine Peterson, 307-746-3121, Christine Peterson@trib.com

Q&A

A conversation with Wyoming Outdoor Council’s Gary Wilmot

Industry, EnvIrOnMEnt & 
WYoMinG’s FUTURE

 Casper Star-Tribune: What do you see 
as the biggest industry-related environmen-
tal issue facing Wyoming today?

Wilmot: The first thing I would throw 
out would be air quality. At the moment in 
Wyoming, we don’t yet have a statewide 
approach to protecting the public from the 
air quality impacts of oil and gas produc-
tion. The good news is ... we’re about to see 
some very good protections for air quality in 
the Upper Green River Basin, and those folks 
deserve it, and I think it’s really been a long 
time coming. But what you don’t have is that 
same level of protection throughout the rest 
of the state.

Wyoming’s air quality regulations were 

established really during the natural gas 
boom, and even if you look at the changing 
boom going from oil to gas over the last five 
years or so, in the last year I think, 80 percent 
of the new permits to drill now fall outside of 
the areas of our state that have any kind of air 
quality protection from oil and gas drilling.

I might say habitat fragmentation is 
another one of our bigger issues, and that re-
lates to industrial operations as well as urban 
sprawl. ... Even as landscapes have been frag-
mented, we’ve made some smart decisions 
along the way. Every year, there’s more and 
more and more of a need to refocus, because 
the areas we’re working with are ever smaller, 
just to ensure we keep some connectedness 
to maintain the healthy wildlife populations 

and big open spaces we all enjoy in the state.

CST: Do some of those issues — air qual-
ity or habitat fragmentation — do they ever 
seem too large to overcome?

Wilmot: Not overwhelmingly. ... I would 
say there’s enough community-driven sup-
port and a collaborative spirit in our state to 
tackle those issues, and I’m optimistic that 
our elected leaders were motivated to do that. 
We’re seeing it now, in many regards. If you 
want to look at overwhelming issues, there 
are big issues like climate change, for ex-
ample, but there, too, I guess I’m optimistic 
that we can make progress on any issue that 
we as a community choose to tackle.
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CST: Does the Wyoming 
Outdoor Council try to walk a 
line between allowing for some 
development or recognizing there 
will be some development, but 
also needing to have protections? 
Is that a tough balance to try and 
achieve?

Wilmot: I’m an optimist. I 
think we’re really lucky to live in 
Wyoming. We have amazing land-
scapes and opportunities for recre-
ation and world-class wildlife and 
relatively clean air and water. We 
also have a really strong economy, 
and that’s because of our natural 
resources.

What I hope people know about 
the Wyoming Outdoor Council 
is I believe we can have it all. We 
believe we can have it all. We can 
have great jobs and a healthy envi-
ronment. It is all about balance — 
achievable balance, I think. What 
I feel some days in Wyoming is the 
balance point favors jobs, and it 
favors production. If you were to 
characterize where the Outdoor 
Council stands in those issues, we 
try and get the pendulum to move 
a little bit. Maybe we try and step 
on the scale to move the balance 
a little closer to the environment 
from time to time. ... The Wyo-
ming Outdoor Council does its 
best work in trying to get people to 
come together and find some solu-
tions that work here in the state in 
managing that balance between 
industry and the environment.

CST: So it’s something you see 

as difficult, promising and some-
times challenging?

Wilmot: Achievable and chal-
lenging, challenging and achiev-
able, I don’t know what you want 
to put first. I think it’s both. We see 
success in that regard. Sometimes 
we don’t. Oftentimes we see the 
regulatory side working with the 
state, (and) I think the state has 
taken some great leadership on 
issues of late.

CST: What lessons do you 
think Wyoming has learned 
through past environmental prob-
lems we have faced?

Wilmot: Look at groundwater 
contamination in Pavilion. People 
can argue about what caused that 
problem, and there is still dis-
agreement about whether that was 
caused by hydraulic fracturing or 
pits in the surface or what. I don’t 
know that it is going to be resolved 
or if people will ever agree what 
caused the problem, but the one 
thing we learned for certain in that 
process is looking at the ground-
water contamination is the need for 
baseline groundwater testing before 
drilling. We need data. We can’t 
make decisions in this state unless 
we have data.

In that regard, we’re way better 
off today than we were just a few 
years ago.

CST: Do you feel like the state 
is better or worse at handling 

industry-caused environmental is-
sues than it was 10 or 20 years ago?

Wilmot: Unquestionably bet-
ter. I’d like to think the Wyoming 
Outdoor Council has played a role 
in that, but I also think the citizens 
in general and the state’s leaders 
deserve a lot of credit. I do say bet-
ter, we’re better off, but I think the 
counterpoint to that is the scale 
of development has increased so 
much in the past 10 to 20 years. So 
while I think the regulatory frame-
work is stronger, there’s just a lot 

more over that time frame.
In the last 15 years, Wyoming 

has become the second-largest 
producer of energy in the U.S. If 
Wyoming were a country, it would 
be 10th in the world in energy 
production. While regulations 
have improved, they need to keep 
up with the pace of develop-
ment. And I think that the current 
challenge is just making sure that 
we update things along the way 
and we make sure that the scale 
doesn’t outpace our ability to 
carefully regulate. l



PUshinG BACk
Cloud Peak Energy campaigns against coal royalty reform

Benjamin storrow, 307-335-5344, Benjamin.storrow@trib.com 

 D ECKER, Mont.— The Spring Creek Mine straddles the intersection of the mountains and 
prairie, the Montana-Wyoming state line and Cloud Peak Energy’s past and future.

Today, the majority of the coal mined here in the shadow of the Big Horn mountains is 
deposited in 100-car unit trains bound for power plants in the United States. But with domestic utili-
ties converting to natural gas in droves, Cloud Peak hopes these trains will one day make for the Pacific, 
where the coal will be loaded onto ships and sent to Asia’s energy hungry economies.

Asia represents something of a holy grail for mining companies, a market where the demand for coal 
is still on the rise.

It has proved difficult to crack, however. Coal prices are in a rut, making shipments marginally profit-
able, and political opposition in the Pacific Northwest threatens the construction of new ports.

Now, Cloud Peak says its export future faces a new threat: the U.S. government.
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Ryan DORgan, StaR-tRibunE 

abOVE: A topper spray is applied to full rail cars April 7 to prevent coal from moving during transport at Cloud Peak Energy’s Spring Creek Mine in Decker, Montana. OPPOSitE: A loaded train leaves the Spring 
Creek Mine on April 7 in Decker, Montana. Spring Creek currently exports nearly a quarter of its coal overseas and hopes to expand production by increasing exports to Asia.

The Gillette-based company 
argues a proposal to change the 
way royalties are levied on coal 
mined from federal land represents 
an attempt to kill the industry by 
eliminating its greatest potential 
for growth.

The proposal calls on chang-
ing when the royalty is assessed. 
Today the 12.5 percent rate is levied 
on the first coal sale. The proposal 
calls for assessing the 12.5 percent 
royalty on the first sale between 
unaffiliated companies. 

The royalty proposal comes in 
response to an increasing number 
of mining company subsidiaries, 

which buy coal from the parent 
firm and then market it to buyers 
at a higher price.

The practice opens the door to 
market manipulation, supporters 
of the federal change say, where 
firms undervalue their sales, pay 
less in royalties and leave taxpayers 
shortchanged.

Cloud Peak says the change 
could make coal exports unprofit-
able.

The Gillette firm is hardly the 
only Powder River Basin min-
ing company with aspirations of 
shipping large quantities of coal 
to Asia. But none have been more 

outspoken in opposition to the 
federal plan.

Peabody Energy has said it 
opposes the proposal but noted 
it would have little impact on its 
business. Peabody owns mines in 
Australia, which ship to Asia, mak-
ing the firm less reliant on exports 
from the Powder River Basin.

Arch Coal, in a brief statement 
to the Star-Tribune, said it has 
“concerns about certain aspects 
of the components to the roy-
alty calculations contained in the 
proposal.” 

Alpha Natural Resources de-
clined comment. 

Cloud Peak, by contrast, has 
mounted a campaign to fight the 
proposal. A company-commis-
sioned study found the rule would 
cost companies 100 million tons in 
annual exports and taxpayers  
$200 million in yearly revenues.

In emails to reporters, it touts 
comments of Wyoming repre-
sentatives deploring the proposal. 
One such piece, an op-ed penned 
in The Hill by Wyoming State Rep. 
Norine Kasperik, “Reinventing the 
carbon tax,” derided the plan as a 
“bait-and-switch” designed to 
stop companies from mining coal 
on federal land.



Mounds of overburden are set aside April 7 
while an 80-foot seam of black coal is mined 
at Cloud Peak Energy’s Spring Creek Mine in 
Decker, Montana. The mine, which is the sixth 
largest in the United States, hopes to increase 
production with more exports to Asian markets.

Ryan DORgan, StaR-tRibunE 
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And on a recent tour of 
Spring Creek, company 
officials said the proposal 
represented a sneaky attempt 
by the Obama administration 
to achieve a policy it could not 
accomplish otherwise. 

“If you’re going to advo-
cate for a carbon tax, let’s have 
that debate,” said Cloud Peak 
spokesman Rick Curtsinger, as 
he bumped along in the back 
seat of a pickup truck navigat-
ing Spring Creek’s web of haul 
roads and open pits in April. 

l l l

The plan has drawn sup-
porters ranging from left-lean-
ing think tanks like the Center 
for American Progress to gov-
ernment watchdog groups like 
Taxpayers for Commonsense. 

Both say the practice opens 
the door to market manipula-
tion, where firms undervalue 
their sales, pay less in royalties 
and leave taxpayers short-
changed.

In Wyoming, sales from 
parent firms to their affiliates 
have increased from 4 percent 
of the market in 2004 to 42 
percent of the market in 2012, 
according to a report by the 
Center for American Progress. 
Cloud Peak alone has 31 sub-
sidiaries, a number that pales 
in comparison to its counter-
parts. Peabody Energy has 242 
subsidiaries, Alpha Natural 
Resources 184 and Arch Coal 
83, the report found. 

“In my view, they are try-
ing to defend the undefensible 
in that they are trying to pre-
serve their ability to sell coal 
to themselves and pay a roy-
alty on that price,” said Matt 
Lee-Ashley, a senior fellow at 
the center. “That is something 

that should be allowed under 
no circumstance because it is 
subject to manipulation.”

The heated rhetoric on 
both sides has helped turn 
what was once an obscure 
bureaucratic matter into a 
new front in the expanding 
battle being fought by the 
Obama administration and 
Congressional Republicans 
over energy policy. 

Rep. Cynthia Lummis, a 
Wyoming Republican, and her 
fellow Republican, Sen. Steve 
Daines, of Montana, used sep-
arate hearings in March to grill 
Interior Secretary Sally Jewell 
about the reform. Daines said 
he had been hearing concern 
the rule would create regula-
tory uncertainty. He asked if 
the government had studied 
the proposal’s potential im-
pact on mining output.

Jewell said she didn’t know 
what impact the plan would 
have. She called it a long over-
due reform needed to ensure 
taxpayers receive a fair return 
for coal mined on federal land.

l l l

Spring Creek sits at the 
center of Cloud Peak’s export 
plans. Of the 4 million tons 
Cloud Peak shipped to Asia in 
2014, all were mined here.

The mine boasts several 
advantages as an export facil-
ity. Its brand of 9,224 Btu coal 
has a higher heat content than 
the mines in the southern 
Powder River Basin, making it 
more valuable. Spring Creek’s 
location on Montana’s south-
ern border means its coal has 
to travel a shorter distance via 
rail to reach Pacific ports than 
mines around Wright and 
Gillette. 

abOVE: Dan Doke loads rail 
cars with crushed coal April 
7 at Cloud Peak Energy’s 
Spring Creek Mine in Decker, 
Montana. The mine requests 
six trains a day, each carrying 
approximately 14,000 tons 
of coal. RigHt: Spring Creek 
has mined approximately 307 
million tons of coal since 1980, 
all of which comes from the 
mine’s single 80-foot seam 
that runs throughout the mine 
beneath anywhere from 160 to 
240 feet of overburden.

Ryan DORgan, StaR-tRibunE 
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The mine produced about  
17 million tons in 2014. If the 
port capacity existed, Cloud Peak 
could have shipped all of that pro-
duction to customers in countries 
like South Korea, Taiwan and Ja-
pan, said David Schwend, Spring 
Creek’s general manager. 

“Current customers can 
take as much as we can supply,” 
Schwend said. Buyers, he added, 
value the company’s reliability 
and the consistency of its coal. 

Cloud Peak is unique among 
major coal producers in that all 
its coal comes from the Powder 
River Basin. The location has 
largely been advantageous for the 
company.

Where firms like Arch and 
Alpha have sustained heavy losses 
from their high-cost Appalachian 
operations in recent years, Cloud 
Peak has benefited from the low 
costs of open-pit mining in the 
Powder River Basin. In 2014, it 
posted a $79 million profit, some-
thing almost unheard of at a time 
when low natural gas prices and a 
tightening regulatory picture have 
ravaged coal company balance 
sheets. 

But when it comes to the 
royalty proposal, it also means 
Cloud Peak has more exposure to 
changes in federal rules than its 
competitors. The vast majority 
of coal mines in the Powder River 
Basin are on land managed by the 
U.S. Bureau of Land Management. 

The company vigorously 
disputes the idea that it under-
values its coal sales. The Montana 
Supreme Court recently found 
in favor of Cloud Peak after state 
regulators alleged the company 
was selling coal to affiliates for 
less than the market price. 

And it says it could leave com-
panies that operate subsidiaries at 
a disadvantage. 

There are essentially two 
prices of coal: the mine price and 
the delivered price at the power 
plant. The delivered price is 
higher because it reflects the cost 
of transportation. 

Cloud Peak runs a logistics 
subsidiary, which delivers coal to 
power plants overseas. It would 
pay a higher royalty than an inde-
pendent broker that bought coal 
at the mine.

The federal proposal would al-
low companies to deduct trans-
portation costs. It also sought 
comment on an alternative which 
would allow companies to deduct 
50 percent of transportation costs.

Timothy Considine, an eco-
nomics professor at the University 
of Wyoming commissioned to 
author the Cloud Peak study, said 
the reform could represent a tip-
ping point.

Coal exports are marginally 
profitable at today’s prices, he 
noted. Higher royalty payments 
would cut into those already slim 
margins, prompting companies to 
pull back from their investment in 
port projects, he said.

Considine’s estimate that the 
proposal will cost coal companies 
100 million tons in annual ship-
ments assumes the three proposed 
terminals in the Pacific Northwest 
will not be built. All face signifi-
cant political opposition.

“It is a worst-case scenario,” 
he said. “These terminals being 
proposed and built, they are not 
a reality yet. Something like this 
comes along could nip it in the bud 
and kill it outright.”

Others predict the impact of the 

change will have minimal effect 
on mining while boosting federal 
revenues.

An analysis by Headwaters Eco-
nomics, a nonprofit research group 
based in Bozeman, Montana, 
found the plan would boost federal 
royalty payments by $140 million 
annually. Of that, Wyoming would 
receive $126 million and Montana 
would see $12 million. 

Mining output, meanwhile, 
would drop an estimated 0.2 per-
cent in Wyoming and almost  
0.5 percent in Montana.  

“What it is says to the federal 
government is you can have a large 
revenue effect in a small change in 
the market,” said Mark Haggerty, 
the report’s author. 

Headwaters’ analysis looked at 
transportation costs and the deliv-
ered price paid by utilities, which 
is reported in regulatory filings. 
But the study goes one step further 
than the government’s proposal. It 
assumes royalties are levied on the 
delivered price minus transporta-
tion costs.

The advantage to that approach 
is that it would not create an 
advantage for third-party bro-
kers, who buy coal at the mine and 
would therefore pay a lower royalty 
rate than companies who sell it to 
a subsidiary and then market it to 
buyers, Haggerty said.

Cloud Peak has questioned 
the study, noting the transpor-
tation figures used in Headwa-
ters estimates maybe too low. 
The numbers represent aver-
age transportation costs, which 
include mine-to-mouth plants 
and domestic shipments, meaning 
they may not accurately reflect the 
price of sending coal abroad. 

l l l

Cloud Peak’s biggest complaint 
with the federal proposal con-
cerns something called a “default 
provision,” which would allow the 
Interior Secretary the ability to 
set coal valuations in cases where 
sales were suspected of being 
undervalued.

The proposal would extend 
“unparalleled and unrestricted 
power” to the secretary, Consi-
dine wrote. Companies would be 
required to harbor reserves for six 
to eight years, waiting for audits 
of their financials to be completed 
before they could be assured a 
retroactive royalty would not be 
assessed, he said. 

Lee-Ashley, of the Center for 
American Progress, called the 
claim “hyperbolic,” noting similar 
provisions exist for oil and gas. 
The rule, he said, outlines when 
and how the provision should be 
used. 

Still, Cloud Peak’s opposition 
to the provision underscores how 
much the company has at stake. 

The mining firm hopes to 
one day use Spring Creek as the 
center of a wider operation. Cloud 
Peak is pursuing two new mines 
nearby, Young’s Creek and the Big 
Metal project on the Crow Res-
ervation. Coal from those mines 
would be shipped to Spring Creek, 
where it would be processed and 
loaded onto trains. 

But those projects’ future de-
pends on the construction of new 
ports in the Pacific Northwest, 
said Curtsinger, the Cloud Peak 
spokesman. Royalty reform, he 
said, could kill those ports.   l

Follow energy reporter Benjamin  
Storrow on Twitter @bstorrow.
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 Eric Barlow looks forward to 
the day Wyoming regulators arrive 
at his Campbell County ranch and 
plug the five coal-bed methane 
wells abandoned by High Plains 
Gas, a Sheridan company that went 
out of business earlier this year.

But while Barlow has some 
hope of seeing the five wells drilled 
on state mineral leases reclaimed, 
seven High Plains wells sitting 
on federal mineral leases face an 
uncertain future.

The U.S. Bureau of Land Man-
agement, which regulates the fed-
eral mineral estate beneath Barlow’s 
property, does not considered the 
High Plains wells officially aban-
doned and has no immediate plans 
to clean them up. 

The wells’ diverging paths high-
lights the emerging chasm between 

the state and federal governments’ 
approach to thousands of wells left 
scattered across northeastern Wyo-
ming by a bust in coal-bed methane 
production.

Wyoming considers a well with-
out an owner “orphaned.” Last year, 
using forfeited bonds and taxes on 
oil and gas production, the state 
embarked on a multi-year effort to 
plug what is now more than 3,800 
coal-bed methane wells on state 
and private land.

The BLM, meanwhile, says it 
doesn’t have any orphaned wells 
in northeast Wyoming. Federal 
officials consider more than 4,000 
nonproducing coal-bed methane 
wells on BLM land “idle.” If a com-
pany goes out of business, the BLM 
will find who sold to the bankrupt 
firm and ask them to pay for the 

reclamation. However, that process 
often takes years, if not decades, 
and the bureau does not have 
money set aside for cleanup.

For surface owners like Barlow, 
whose land sits atop the federally 
managed minerals, the inaction can 
be exasperating.

“As a landowner, you’re buried 
in a hard place,” he said. “And they 
stuck a rock on top of you.”

l l l

Coal-bed methane was going 
to be the answer to Wyoming’s 
slumping oil-based economy. 
Companies flocked to the Powder 
River Basin in the late 1990s and 
early 2000s, when the promise of 
big money was available to anyone 
with a dream and ability to work 
hard.

Thousands of wells popped up. 

The BLM oversees 15,662 coal-bed 
methane wells in the Powder River 
Basin alone, said Clark Bennett, as-
sistant field manager over minerals 
and lands in the BLM’s Buffalo Field 
Office.

But by the late 2000s, the boom 
became a bust. Cheaper, abundant 
natural gas flooded the market from 
other parts of the country, leaving 
little money to be had in the Powder 
River Basin.

Companies left the region or 
went broke, leaving their wells 
behind. Concerns grew about 
abandoned wells and their potential 
to pollute aquifers used for drinking 
and irrigation.

“These wells can be a conduit 
for groundwater contamination 
when the casing starts to fail,” said 
Jill Morrison, an organizer with the 
Powder River Resource Council.  

Plugging along
BLM leaves thousands of CBM wells sitting idle; state begins plan to clean theirs

Christine Peterson, 307-746-3121, Christine Peterson@trib.com
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“They are a source of noxious 
weeds. They are a blight on your 
land.”

Much of the problem is rooted 
in the split estate, where one party 
owns the surface and another owns 
the minerals underneath.

If an oil or coal-bed methane 
company wants to drill in federal or 
state minerals, the company needs 
to apply for a lease from either the 
state or the BLM. At that point, it’s 
up to the company to negotiate with 
landowners for access and payment 
for land use, though ultimately 
the company has first rights, said 
Barlow, a veterinarian who also 
represents parts of Campbell and 
Converse counties as a Republican 
in the state Legislature.

Wells are often passed from one 
company to another, particularly as 
they become less productive or the 
market tanks. Smaller companies 
buy them and cleanup becomes 
more expensive. Sometimes the last 
company holding the lease runs out 
of money, Barlow said, leaving the 
well essentially stranded with no 
one to clean it. Bonds held by the 
state are intended to cover the costs 
of reclamation if a company goes 
out of business, but they often fall 
short, he said.

l l l
The state and federal land man-

agement agencies overseeing much 
of Wyoming’s coal-bed methane 
development have taken two very 
different approaches to its reclama-
tion.

Of BLM’s roughly 15,660 coal-
bed methane wells in the Powder 
River Basin, 7,519 are still producing. 
The rest are broken down into vari-
ous categories, including temporary 
abandonment and reclamation.

In the mix are 4,079 “gas well 
shut-ins,” the BLM’s term for idle 
wells that are not producing and 
also not in the process of being 
reclaimed, said Bennett, the BLM’s 
field manager.

Those wells are either waiting for 
production pipelines to be fixed, or 
for the “economics of the situation 
to be turned around,” said Jonathon 
Shepard, a petroleum engineer in 
the Buffalo Field Office.

BLM officials generally contact 
a company after a well has sat idle 
for between a year and several years 
depending on the situation. Eventu-
ally, they tell the operator to either 
plug or produce, Bennett said. He 
said he does not have a timeline of 
how long wells could sit idle before 
the government steps in and plugs 
them.

“Today, as far as I know, BLM 
Buffalo, we don’t have any orphan 
wells, which are wells that the 
operator and the record title owner 
of the land have walked away from,” 
Shepard said. “BLM Buffalo doesn’t 
have any of those in this area. All our 
wells we have either contact with 
the operator or the title owner for 
either maintaining, producing or 
plugging operations.”

If a company no longer exists, 
the BLM plans to search the lease 
records for previous title holders 
still in existence. And if a viable 
company can’t be found, the gov-
ernment will plug the wells, though 
the BLM does not have money right 

now to pay for well-plugging. If it 
needs to find money, Bennett said 
the BLM would have to go through 
the budgeting process.

A former representative of one 
defunct company said the BLM is 
still trying to contact it to discuss its 
wells.

High Plains went out of business 
earlier this year after the state seized 
2,300 wells owned by the company. 
That left High Plains with about 
600 more wells on federal leases, 
but it was not enough to keep the 
company afloat, said former High 
Plains CEO Ed Presley.

The BLM is still sending emails 
and letters to the company, Presley 
said. 

“I’ve written them and said the 
state put us out of business,” he said. 
“End of story.”

High Plains was delisted by the 
SEC, doesn’t have stock and doesn’t 
have an office, he noted.

BLM is aware of the High Plains 
wells and treats each one differently, 
Shepard said. Federal officials have 

begun sending letters to earlier title 
holders for some of the wells, and is 
still contacting High Plains for other 
wells depending on where the wells 
sit on the BLM’s inspection list.

“Every oil well is a snowflake, 
every situation is unique,” Shepard 
said. “What we can say is we are 
aware of the problem ... We’re not 
going to let any wells slip through 
the cracks.”

l l l
The state of Wyoming, on the 

other hand, tells a different story. 
In response to thousands of what it 
calls orphan wells, the Wyoming Oil 
and Gas Conservation Commission 
decided it needed to begin plugging 
wells to prevent possible water con-
tamination, said Tom Kropatsch, 
the commission’s deputy supervi-
sor.

The commission pulled bonds on 
companies that neglected or aban-
doned. And, together with taxes 
collected on oil and gas production, 
the state began plugging. Engineers 
with the Oil and Gas Commission 
have plugged 428 of the 1,200 wells 
originally on the state’s orphaned 
list, Kropatsch said. The state’s list 
grew to roughly 3,800 this year after 
regulators claimed wells owned by 
High Plains and another struggling 
operator, Black Diamond Energy.

The state estimates coal-bed 
methane wells cost about $6.50 per 
foot to plug with a series of layers of 
bentonite, cement and mechani-
cal, iron devices called bridges. The 
entire project may cost more than 
$32 million and will take four to six 
years to complete.

Wyoming’s commitment to 
clean wells on its land and leases is 
good news to landowners like Bar-
low. At least some of the wells will 
be reclaimed, even if it’s a long road 
ahead, he said.

Barlow hopes his federal wells 
will one day be plugged. The ques-
tions are if and when. l

Energy reporter Benjamin Storrow 
contributed to this article.

Follow Assistant Content Director Christine 
Peterson on Twitter @PetersonOutside.

filE, StaR-tRibunE

abOVE: A High Plains coal bed methane well is pictured in 2014 on the Barlow Ranch west of Gillette.
PREViOuS: A coal bed methane well, right, and an oil well sit side-by-side on the Barlow Ranch.
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Experts break down the places where  
industry and the environment collide

 Wyoming depends on the energy industry for its 
economic survival. It’s been that way for the better 
part of a century, and likely will remain into the fore-
seeable future. But anytime a company spends de-
cades dumping chemicals on the ground, or digging 
minerals out of the earth, or carving away mountain-
sides for elements, there are chances for mistakes.

Companies go bankrupt. Hazards go unnoticed. 
CEOs are simply negligent. Stories of polluted rivers, 
collapsing underground coal mines and smoggy air 
dot our state’s landscape.

There are success stories, too, said Harold Berg-
man, an environmental physiologist and toxicologist 
at the University of Wyoming.

In the 1970s, when Wyoming lawmakers opened 
their arms to massive coal mines that spread across 
the Powder River Basin, the Legislature passed the 

Wyoming Environmental Quality Act. Reclamation 
of coal mines was required, and the rest of the coun-
try followed Wyoming’s example.

“Usually when it comes to environmental regula-
tion, one looks toward California or New York in 
leading the way in how to deal with a problem,” Berg-
man said. “You can tell of the horror stories about 
environmental issues, but Wyoming can lead, and 
has led in the past.”

Wyoming can learn from those successes, but it 
can also learn from failures, said Phil Roberts, a UW 
historian.

The Star-Tribune talked with Bergman, Rob-
erts and other environmental experts about the top 
three industry-caused environmental issues of the 
Cowboy State’s past, and the top three Wyoming 
faces now.

Christine Peterson, 307-746-3121, Christine Peterson@trib.com

101

A pile of debris from an abandoned uranium mine in the Gas Hills 
is shown in this undated photo. The Gas Hills were marked by 
heaps of tailings and building material following the uranium bust. 
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Are the emissions from oil and gas wells dangerous?

Ryan DORgan, StaR-tRibunE

Signs warning of exposure to hydrogen sulfide gas, a flammable toxic gas with a smell likened to rotten eggs, are posted April 16 throughout the Elk Basin field in Park County. 

toxic air
Benjamin storrow, 307-335-5344, Benjamin.storrow@trib.com 
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Deb Thomas, executive director of ShaleTest, reacts after smelling a strong presence of hydrogen sulfide 
gas April 16 at the Elk Basin field in Park County. Thomas began working in oil and gas environmental 
testing after being personally impacted by the effects of having a drilling and flaring operation across the 
road from her home.

 CLARK — In February, Deb 
Thomas received a worried phone 
call from a neighbor. A funny 
clanking sound was coming from 
a natural gas well in their neigh-
borhood, he reported. Could she 
check it out? 

Thomas, 60, is a longtime 
activist, having worked for years at 
the Powder River Basin Resource 
Council, a landowners group, 
where she helped push for more 
stringent regulation of the oil and 
gas industry.

She grew up a short drive 
over the Montana border and has 
longstanding ties to the oil field. 
Friends and family have worked in 
the industry since the 1960s.

Her foray into activism came in 
1999 when a natural gas company 
began drilling near her home. 
Seven years later one of those wells 
blew out, prompting the evacu-
ation of 25 families in the area, 
including her own. 

Thomas left Powder River last 
year to become the director at Shale 
Test, which collects environmental 
data on oil and gas operations, and 
to consult for the national environ-
mental group Earthworks.

Her goal: study air pollution 
from oil and gas wells like the one 
near her home.

As part of that work, Thomas 
had borrowed an infrared camera. 
Energy companies use the same 
device to detect leaks at wellheads, 
compressor stations and other 
oilfield sites that are invisible to the 
naked eye.

And so, when her neighbor 
called, Thomas departed for 
the wellpad, camera in tow. She 
displayed the resulting footage on 
a laptop positioned on her kitchen 
table one recent afternoon.

It showed what looked like a 

dark cloud of steam rising from a 
compressor shed. The clouds were 
not steam, however, but gases, 
some of which can be extremely 
harmful to human health if the 
exposure level is high enough. 

“They know this happens 

everywhere, so why don’t they fix 
it?” she asked, with a shake of her 
head. 

A 2014 study in the journal En-
vironmental Health documented 
numerous instances at wells in 
Wyoming and four other states 

where emissions levels exceeded 
federal health standards.

One, near Thomas’ home, 
reported benzene levels 12,000 
times above the minimum risk lev-
el set by the U.S. Agency for Toxic 
Substances and Disease Registry. 
Benzene is a known carcinogen.

The report made several 
notable findings in Wyoming. It 
documented seven cases where 
hydrogen sulfide, a potentially 
lethal pollutant that occurs natu-
rally in some hydrocarbon bearing 
formations, exceeded safety 
standards. The study identified 
four cases of benzene levels above 
the U.S. Environmental Protec-
tion Agency’s most hazardous 
cancer limit, including the one 
near Thomas’ home, which was 
by far the highest reading. And it 
recorded one case where formal-
dehyde levels were above the EPA’s 
most hazardous cancer limit.

Thomas was one of a wider 
group of volunteers belonging to 
a group called Global Community 
Monitor, which helped gather 
data in accordance to EPA testing 
protocol. The findings were peer-
reviewed and ultimately published 
in Environmental Health. 

“The landowners we moni-
tored in Wyoming exceeded these 
standards by enormous amounts, 
and no one is doing anything about 
it,” said David Carpenter, director 
of the School of Public Health and 
Environment at the State Univer-
sity of New York Albany and lead 
author of the report. “In my judge-
ment, in the long term, the (pollut-
ants) that are really frightening are 
these ones causing cancer.”

The problem, he added, is that 
it generally takes years for the 
first patients to show cancerous 
symptoms. 
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l l l
It is unclear if the report’s find-

ings represent an isolated incident 
or are part of a wider trend. State 
and federal regulators do not 
monitor hazardous air pollutants 
like hydrogen sulfide and benzene 
from oil and gas operations. 

The reason: Oil and gas pro-
duction is exempted from the 
regulations governing hazardous 
pollutants under the Clean Air 
Act. 

Industry representatives have 
dismissed the Environmental 
Health study, calling it biased.

“It’s difficult to see how 
Global Community Monitor, a 
group that dubiously claims no 
amount of regulation will ever 
make fracking safe, could make a 
constructive contribution within 
the scientific community,” Katie 
Brown, a spokeswoman for the 
Independent Petroleum Asso-
ciation of America’s Energy in 
Depth campaign, told the Center 
for Public Integrity in November. 

The study is nonetheless one 
in a growing number of reports 
linking emissions from oil and 
gas operations to health prob-
lems. 

An April 2014 study by the 
Colorado School for Public 
Health found higher rates of con-
genital heart defects in infants 
born within 10 miles of areas 
with a higher density of natural 
gas wells. 

Researchers in Pennsylvania 
reported in 2013 that residents 
living within two-thirds of a mile 
of a drilling rig were more likely 
to report rashes and respiratory 
problems than their neighbors 
living farther away.

A third study, conducted by 
researchers at the University 
of Wyoming, did not exam-
ine health impacts but found 
elevated levels of benzene and 
pollutants known to form ozone 

under the right conditions at 
water treatment facilities in the 
Upper Green River Basin.

“We found levels that are high 
compared to busy city loca-
tions,” Robert Field, a professor 
of atmospheric science and the 
report’s lead author, wrote in an 
email to the Star-Tribune. “Such 
occurrences inside the bound-
ary of the oil and gas develop-
ment areas were common and 
reflective of the meteorological 
conditions.”

The Upper Green River Basin 
was named a nonattainment area 
by the EPA in 2011 for exceed-
ing the federal health standard 
for ozone. Smog, as ozone is 
commonly referred to, has been 
linked to health ailments like 
asthma, stroke and heart attacks, 
according to the American Lung 
Association. 

l l l
Concern over air quality 

comes at a time when oil and 
gas development is occurring in 
growing proximity to communi-
ties. Development in Wyoming 
traditionally took place in remote 
sections of the Big Horn, Green 
River and Power River basins.

But the most recent round  
of drilling pushed against the  
city limits of Cheyenne and 
Douglas. 

Wyoming, like most states, 
seeks to regulate oil field emis-
sions at the time a well is drilled 
or repaired. 

The assumption is that pollu-
tion controls will be required as 
part of the initial permit. Further 
controls can be added when a 
well is modified and its permit is 
updated.

The problem, environmental-
ists said, is many wells are drilled 
and then left for years.

“We do know in five, 10, 15 
years, as the infrastructure starts 
to fall apart, we’re going to have 

huge issues with contamination,” 
Thomas said. “You’re continually 
playing catch-up, particularly 
in states that rely on extractive 
industries.”

The lack of upgrades speak to 
a need to update the state’s air 
quality rules to cover existing 
wells, as well as new and modi-
fied ones, they said. 

Wyoming is considering just 
that, though the rules will apply 
only to the Upper Green River 
Basin. The proposal, expected to 
be finalized this year, would re-
quire companies in the region to 
conduct leak detection and repair 
programs for facilities emitting 
more than 4 tons of volatile or-
ganic compounds annually. 

It is intended to cut down on 
ozone pollution and help bring 
the area back into compliance 
with federal health standards. 
But keeping the pollutants that 
can form ozone in the pipe 
also prevents carcinogens like 
benzene from leaking into the 
atmosphere, said Jon Goldstein, 
a policy adviser at the Environ-
mental Defense Fund. 

Expanding the existing source 
rules proposed in the Upper 
Green River Basin to cover the 
entire state would help combat 
the problem, he said. 

“While it’s important to 
pass rules for new and modified 
sources, you need to pass rules for 
existing sources as well,” he said.

Steve Dietrich, director of the 
Department of Environmental 
Quality’s air quality division, dis-
missed that suggestion. The Upper 
Green River Basin is out of compli-
ance with federal ozone standards, 
necessitating the additional layer 
of regulation. Other parts of the 
state are in compliance, making 
the adoption of the existing source 
rule in other areas impractical, he 
said. 

Addressing air quality concerns 

through permitting is a quicker 
way to solve that problem than 
rule-making, a long and often con-
tentious process, Dietrich said. 

The state’s air quality permits 
require new and modified facilities 
capture 98 percent of all emissions. 

He said he could not comment 
on the Environmental Health 
study. The DEQ must act within 
the law and can respond only if 
current standards have been vio-
lated. Establishing new standards 
is a task that belongs to the EPA, 
Dietrich said. 

l l l
Several times a week, when 

the wind blows from the east, the 
smell of rotten eggs wafts over 
Geanie and Doug McMullan’s 
300-acre goat farm near Deaver.

It is an ominous sign, and not 
just because the smell is rancid. 
The odor is a sign of hydrogen 
sulfide. 

The hydrogen sulfide at the 
McMullan’s is the product of two 
aging oil wells about a half-mile 
from their home. The wells are 
old. Each was drilled in 1970 
and produced water flows into 
three open-air impoundments, 
where hydrocarbons and water are 
separated, before eventually being 
discharged into an irrigation ditch.

The wells have proven a con-
sistent scourge for the McMullans 
over the years.

The couple tries to keep their 
goats away from the wellpads, but 
the conniving creatures are always 
finding ways to slip the fence. They 
try to keep the dogs away from the 
irrigation ditches. Inevitably the 
dogs find their way into the ditches.

Geanie suffers from regular nose 
bleeds. It could be from the dry air, 
but she suspects it’s because of the 
wells.

“We’ve had the state out here so 
many times,” Geanie said. “DEQ, 
EPA, the guys from Denver. They 
all stand around. Nothing is done.”
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Produced water from the 
Elk Basin field flows down 
a discharge canal, which 
flows into Silver Tip Creek 
before joining the Clarks 
Fork of the Yellowstone in 
Park County. 

Ryan DORgan , StaR-tRibunE
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Deb Thomas points to data showing a benzene spike from a neighbor’s water well following a 2006 well blowout up the road from her home. Following the 
blowout, Thomas says Windsor Energy Group paid to have drinking water hauled to nearby residents until at least 2012. 

The Environmental Health 
study found hydrogen sulfide 
exceeded the U.S. Agency for Toxic 
Substances and Disease Registry’s 
acute and intermediate minimal 
risk levels.

l l l

The two wells are owned by 
Rael Resources LLC, a small 
company based in Cowley. Rael 
owns four wells total and, in 2014, 
reported combined production 
of 7,125 barrels of oil and 637,000 
barrels of water, according to Oil 
and Gas Conservation Commis-
sion statistics. 

It is a family-owned company, 
and the fifth to operate the wells 
near the McMullan’s. 

David Rael, the owner, was 
herding cattle when reached by 
cellphone in early May. 

“We’ve done everything we 
possibly could,” he said, as his 
animals bayed in the background. 
“We comply with everything we’re 
supposed to.” 

The Oil and Gas Conservation 
Commission generally leaves air 
quality matters to its counterparts 
at the DEQ. But hydrogen sulfide is 
so serious that the commission has 
its own regulations to govern the 
gas, said Tom Kropatsch, deputy 
supervisor.

The rules require companies 
install blowout preventers at wells 
where hydrogen sulfide is present. 
Venting, the controlled release of 
gases, is prohibited at quantities 
greater than 50 parts per million. 

However, the regulations do not 
cover fugitive emissions, the indus-
try term for the pollutants that leak 
out of tanks, pumps and pipes. 

Several years ago, the McMul-
lans complained about the hy-
drogen sulfide coming from the 
wellpads. The commission and 
DEQ investigated but did not find 
dangerously high levels from either 
the tanks or the pits at the site, 
Kropatsch said. 

Hydrogen sulfide complaints are 
generally rare and limited to fields 
where the pollutant is found in the 
geologic formation, he noted. To 
his knowledge, Kropatch said, it has 
not been found in new fields around 
Cheyenne or in the Powder River 
Basin. 

Six of the seven cases of ele-
vated hydrogen sulfide concentra-
tions identified by Environmental 
Health were in Park County. The 
remaining case was in Fremont 
County near Pavillion. 

l l l

Deb Thomas and her husband, 
Dick Bilodeau, live in a blue trailer 
tucked along a creek leading into 
the Beartooth Mountains. Tires 

line the roof and cables run from 
the building’s corners to sunken 
wooden anchors in the ground, 
serving as protection against wind 
gusts that can sometimes reaches 
100 mph. 

The couple once had plans to 
build a permanent home on their 
property. But then the well blew 
out, and they spent the next decade 
debating whether to build or move. 

Thomas has had a series of 
rashes and urinary tract infections 
in the years since. Soon after the 
blowout, she was rushed to the 
emergency room with respiratory 
problems. Her friendships have 
suffered. Where Thomas once vol-
unteered in the local school, she is 

now a controversial figure in Clark 
because of her outspoken opposi-
tion to oil and gas development. 

“People here either love me or 
hate me,” she said. 

For now, the family will stay, 
despite ongoing remediation from 
the well blowout and their concern 
over the dangerous emissions 
near their home. At 60 years old, 
Thomas doesn’t feel up for a move. 
But she also feels like that would be 
giving in to the oil and gas com-
panies. So she plans to stay and 
fight. l

Follow energy reporter Benjamin  
Storrow on Twitter @bstorrow.



One year after baseline water testing 
was put in place, questions remain
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Brad Brooks holds an aerial view of proposed development just 
shy of his backyard east of Cheyenne. 

 Consultants knocked on Wayne Brauti-
gam’s door in October.

They told the Brautigmans  that EOG 
Resources, an oil company, hired the con-
sultants to test the couple’s water well. EOG 
planned on drilling wells near his home 15 
miles east of Cheyenne.

It was the first Brautigam and his wife, 
Myrna, heard about the project.

“They went to the outside faucet and 
tested the water well there,” Brautigam said.

The next month, orange flags sprouted in 
the sagebrush directly north of his property. 
Surveyors told him the flags marked out three 
prospective wells.

The flags disappeared.
Two months later, surveyors stood in the 

prairie plotting access roads.
The test results came back from Denver in 

March.
“(The results) don’t mean a lot to us — just 

a lot of numbers,” Brautigam said. “No prob-
lems with the water was the final conclusion.”

State regulators will use those results as a 
baseline to determine whether the Brautigams’ 
water quality changes after EOG drills its well.

EOG will have to test the Brautigam’s water 
again 12 to 24 months after the well is drilled 
and a final time 36 to 48 months after that test.

The series of tests are required under state 
rules established about a year ago. The rules 
were created with Pavillion in mind. The tiny, 
central Wyoming town is at the heart of a hotly 
contested, long-simmering argument over 
whether fracking can contaminate landown-
ers’ drinking water. The rules were touted as a 
way to protect industry from misplaced blame 
for polluted wells, while providing landowners 
with documented proof of when their water 
was ruined.

The rule requires operators take three 
groundwater samples within a half mile of new 
oil and gas wells, one before and two after the 
well is drilled. One year in, the program is still 
in its infancy. Of the 1,461 water wells within a 
half mile of proposed drilling, 153 have under-
gone baseline testing. Another 100 or so water 

wells couldn’t be tested because they were dry, 
or abandoned or landowners denied access, 
said deputy supervisor Tom Kropatsch.

Some water wells in the Powder River Basin 
showed high methane levels. The landown-
ers were already aware of the issue, Kropatsch 
added.

No water wells have undergone follow-up 
tests yet.

State regulators and industry representa-
tives are happy with the process to date. But 

some property owners worry about a lack 
of communication from oil companies and 
doubt the companies would compensate 
them even if subsequent tests show their 
wells have been harmed.

l l l

“There’s a lot of stuff I’ve read out there, 
and even if only a quarter of it is true, I have 
concerns for my family,” said Brad Brooks, a 
neighbor of the Brautigams.

Brooks began learning about how an oil rig 
would affect his family after EOG drilled east 
of Triple Crown Estates, a 65-lot subdivision 
15 miles east of Cheyenne.

He said the lights and the rumble of diesel 
engines emanating from those rigs have wo-
ken him up at night. The rigs are a mile away. 
The nearest of the proposed wells, eight in all, 
would be 845 feet away, he said.

The rigs would sit on a ridge north of his 
home, and the well pads would span 8 acres 
each. Most of the homes in Triple Crown 
Estates sit on about 10 acres of land.

Brooks said EOG approached him about 

Tom Dixon
307-266-0616, tom.dixon@trib.com 

Ryan DORgan, StaR-tRibunE 

abOVE: Brad Brooks and his dog, Bella, make their way up the family’s drive April 22 for a better view of proposed development east of 
Cheyenne. Houston-based EOG Resources has drawn proposals to drill 26 wells on four pads along a ridge directly abutting eight of the 
65 residences in the Triple Crown Estates subdivision.  OPPOSitE: The Brooks home is one of eight properties in the 65-home Triple 
Crown Estates subdivision that faces proposed development along a ridge that borders their property lines. 
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the project only once. He said 
a plan wasn’t submitted yet, so 
there was little on which to com-
ment.

The next time he spoke with 
the company was after the project 
was approved.

“If I hadn’t instigated any-
thing, my opinion is they 
wouldn’t come to us,” Brooks 
said. “But it’s not like they are the 
bad guy. They aren’t required to 
talk to us.”

The company has since floated 
ideas like downcast lighting, 
berms and trees to reduce the 
development’s effect on residents’ 
views, Brooks said. Nothing is in 
writing, though.

Meanwhile, he is still waiting 
for someone to knock on the door 
and tell him they are there to test 
his water.

l l l

Many oil companies were 
already practicing baseline water 
testing before the state required it, 
said John Robitaille, vice president 
of the Petroleum Association of 
Wyoming.

“It’s just good practice,” Rob-
itaille said. “If we would have had 
background water quality tests 
before (Pavillion), we would have 
been in much better position to 
understand what happened.”

Oil companies haven’t ex-
perienced any problems with 
the rules, Robitaille said. It’s as 
much in their interest as it is the 
landowners’ interest not to have 
any leaks, he explained. And if a 
test result does show a problem, 
the rule calls for the company to 
notify the Oil and Gas Conserva-
tion Commission.

The commission followed 
Colorado’s example to create a 
baseline water testing rule, said 
Kropatsch.

A baseline sample is taken 
anytime in the 12 months before 
drilling starts. The two subse-
quent tests are conducted at the 
same time of year.

If there are more than four 
water wells within a half mile of 
the oil well, the company must 
submit a plan describing which 
of the four it will test. The tests 
are looking for materials like 
methane, dissolved solids and 
hydrocarbons.

Just because a test shows 
a degradation in water qual-
ity doesn’t mean industry is to 
blame, Kropatsch said. State 
regulators will have to consider 
other contaminants, like fertilizer.

“If we determine there may 
be a red flag … it would start a 

further investigation,” Kropatsch 
said. “At that point, we would 
work with (the Wyoming Depart-
ment of Environmental Quality) 
to make sure whatever water 
uses there are are protected and 
see if a new water source needs 
brought in temporarily or perma-
nently.”

Landowner advocates say it’s 
too early to tell whether the new 
rule is going to work.

The Powder River Basin Coun-
cil pushed to force industry to 
use “tracers” when they fracked 
— chemicals unique to each 
company — said Jill Morrison, 
an organizer at the Powder River 
Basin Resource Council.

The practice would have 
prevented companies that take 

over an oil well from pinning the 
blame on a past owner if a test 
result shows contamination.

The way the rule is written, 
Morrison added, the burden of 
proof in any investigation is going 
to fall on the landowner.

If it comes down to a battle 
of attorneys, landowners don’t 
stand a chance, Brautigam as-
serted.

“If they mess up the aquifer, 
what are you going to do? Hire an 
attorney? (Oil companies) have 
bigger pockets,” Brautigam said. 
“They say, ‘Sorry,’ and pull out, 
kind of like Pavillion … here’s a 
bottle of water.”l

Follow reporter Tom Dixon  
on Twitter @DixonTrib.

Ryan DORgan, StaR-tRibunE 

Wayne and Myrna Brautigam look out along a ridge bordering their property that may soon be active with new development on  April 22 east of Cheyenne. 
Houston-based EOG Resources has drawn proposals to drill 26 wells on four pads along a ridge directly abutting eight of the 65 residences in the Triple 
Crown Estates subdivision. 
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the town a fracking controversy destroyed
PAvILLIOn:

Natural gas wellheads are shown in Pavillion.

filE, StaR-tRibunE

Benjamin storrow, 307-335-5344, Benjamin.storrow@trib.com 
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Jon Martin stands on his back porch with his dogs in 2012 in Pavillion. Martin was part of a group of neighbors who banded together out of concern for bad publicity surrounding Pavillion’s water issues.

  P
AVILLION — Tex and Dale 
Frazier try to stay out of the 
controversy that has plagued 
this community for the past de-

cade. The couple opened the Lucky Duck, 
a diner, in October. In a town of roughly 
230 people, they can scarcely afford to 
alienate any neighbors.

“I can’t take a side. I’ve got a  
business,” said Tex, who was elected 
mayor in November. Dale, seated at a 

table behind him in the diner, nodded 
knowingly.

“I’ve got friends on both sides,” Tex 
said. 

Pavillion has been fractured ever since 
residents 5 miles east of town started 
complaining about their water last de-
cade. In 2011, a preliminary report by the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
linked the faulty water to fracking in an 
old gas field nearby. 

That the contaminated water was 
found outside Pavillion’s city limits is a 
point many residents like to stress. 

“Our problems are not the water,” Dale 
said, echoing a common refrain heard 
here. 

Few noticed the distinction, and 
Pavillion became a byword for bad water. 
The controversy erupted just as a drilling 
boom was taking hold in large swaths of 
the country. 
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Industry, worried the EPA’s findings would 
hamper production elsewhere, rushed to dis-
credit the report. Environmentalists, looking for 
proof fracking could contaminate groundwater 
and threaten public health, touted it as evidence 
of what could go wrong in a drilling boom. 

And the national media descended on the 
town in droves. Residents can tick off a list of 
media outlets they have spoken to over the years: 
CNN, ABC, CBS, Bloomberg. The list goes on.

A documentary, “Gasland,” was made and 
nominated for an Oscar. A sequel followed. 
Pavillion was featured in both. 

Few journalists call anymore. The EPA turned 
over its investigation to Wyoming regulators in 
2013 and Pavillion faded from the news.

The state investigation is ongoing. A report 
on the area’s water quality is expected to be 
released in July. 

The scars, meanwhile, live on.
Dale recalled attending a convention recently 

in Cheyenne: “You say you’re from Pavillion and 
they say, ‘How bad is your water?’”

Tex agreed. One of his campaign pledges was 
a promise to promote the quality of Pavillion’s 
water. 

“There are only two things Pavillion is fa-
mous for: bad press and our basketball team.”

Wind River High School won the Class 2A 
boys State Championship in 2015. The boys run 
on gas, he joked, and then thought better of it. 
Maybe keep that quip out of the story, he asked. 

l l l
Louis Meeks has been greeting visitors to his 

farm in the same way for years. He takes them 
to a large plastic sink in the mudroom, turns on 
the water, fills a large mason jar, screws on the lid 
and shakes it. Then he offers his visitor a whiff. 

The smell is still putrid, almost like the odor 
of a gas grill that will not light. 

“Mead came out here with his wife,” he said, 
referring to Wyoming Gov. Matt Mead and his 
wife, Carol. “You should have seen his face when 
he smelled it.” 

Meeks and his wife, Donna, have been two 
of the leading protagonists in Pavillion’s drama. 
They were among the first landowners to com-
plain about the taste and smell of their water. 

The couple’s lives have been changed by  
the controversy. They no longer raise sheep, 
cattle or chickens. That would require water, and 

water at their farm would kill the animals, they 
say. 

They keep a horse at their property for their 
granddaughter, who participates in the local 
4-H Club. Donna hauls 20 gallons of water daily 
to keep the animal watered. As for themselves, 
empty gallons of bottled water fill their kitchen. 

Louis’ outspoken opposition to Encana 
Corp., the company that operates the gasfield, 
has won him plenty of detractors in town. He 
fell out with some of the other residents in the 
Pavillion Area Concerned Citizens, which has 
sought to link Encana’s operations to the con-
tamination.  

“I don’t give a damn what they say. I know 
what’s going on out here,” he proclaimed defi-
antly from a seat in his living room. 

When Louis rose and left the room to meet 
the mailman, Donna explained some of the 
fights he has had with their neighbors.

“Louis says it real black and white,” she said. 
“It’s hard for some people to take.”

Wyoming agreed to install cisterns at  
31 residents’ homes, providing up to 4,000 
gallons a month for free. The water is paid for 
by a $400,000 appropriation approved by the 
Legislature.

The Meeks decided not to accept the cisterns. 
The money may not be enough to cover resi-
dents’ needs, and the account is expected to run 
dry in seven or eight years, Louis said. Residents 
shouldn’t be expected to then pay for a problem 
they didn’t create, he said. 

The couple thinks Encana should pay for the 
damage they caused, but some days they also 
feel defeated. 

“Sometimes I think they are waiting for me 
and Donna to die,” Louis said.

For them, the state investigation represents 
a reversal. They gave it a chance at first, but 
now they have little expectation of it provid-
ing any firm answers about the source of their 
problems. 

Selling and moving doesn’t seem like an 
option. Who would want their place anyway, 
and where would they get the money to buy 
another home? 

So they have resolved to soldier on. 
“You wanna finish what you started,” Donna 

said. “You have to remember you’re not the only 
one in this fight.” 

l l l

If Donna and Louis Meeks are the leading ac-
tors opposing Encana, John Martin and his sister 
Joan Tuck are their foil.

Martin, a local pastor, entered the fray from 
the opposite side when the EPA announced its 
findings in 2011. Concerned his property values 
would take a hit from the ensuing controversy, 
Martin has helped mount a vigorous defense of 
the gas company.

“My life investment was wrapped up in the 
farm I had,” he said after finishing breakfast at 
the Lucky Duck. 

Martin has lived in Pavillion for about 20 
years, and Tuck moved to town about a decade 
ago after retiring from her job as a school teacher 
in Nebraska.

The pair said their water was never contami-
nated, but their home values suffered as a result 
of that perception.

Martin has helped spearhead the effort to 
install cisterns for residents here, even though he 
feels many were unnecessary.  

“It was all perception, but it needed to be fixed 
because perception becomes reality,” he said. 

His sister was one of those to install a cistern. 
“If I hadn’t done that, my property 

wouldn’t have gone up,” Tuck said. 
Martin has since sold his farm and moved 

to a new house. He remains committed to try-
ing to alter the perception that this commu-
nity suffers from contaminated water. 

“Pavillion’s water has never been bad, 
but because of the name and the way it went 
down, everyone took a hit,” he said. 

The situation has mellowed and the town 
is beginning to return to normal, he said. But 
he acknowledged the community remains 
divided. Some people still need resolution. 
And while the state investigation may provide 
closure to some, it is unlikely to please others, 
Martin said. 

Only time, he added, will heal those 
wounds. l

Follow energy reporter Benjamin Storrow  
on Twitter @bstorrow.
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