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     Oil production in the United States began more 
than 150 years ago. Since that time, more than 4  
million wells have been drilled, and more are added 
every day. While many are still active, millions of  
others are idled, orphaned (wells with no legally  
responsible and/or financially able party), and/or 
abandoned and plugged with uncertain techniques. 
     Dealing with older, abandoned and plugged oil 
wells (particularly those considered orphaned)  
burdens some states and localities more than others. 
California’s long history of oil production, especially 
in areas that are now densely populated, puts the state 
at the forefront of trying to figure out how to address 
risks. For the state and for developers, there is concern 
over the safety of older wells that are now orphaned 
but were plugged and abandoned before adequate 
regulations and oversight existed to ensure that gas or 
fluid did not leak onto the land or into the  
groundwater and air. Plugging techniques once  
considered adequate are not acceptable today.  
     The Division of Oil and Gas and Geothermal  
Resources (DOGGR) of the Department of  
Conservation is vested with the responsibility of 
tracking active, idle and abandoned orphan oil wells 
in California. This division is also tasked with  
ensuring that well operators comply with state  
requirements for each classification. DOGGR also 
oversees the plugging or re-plugging abandoned  
orphan wells if the condition of the well creates  
environmental or safety concerns. 
     The Los Angeles basin produced almost 25 percent 
of the world’s oil during the early 20th century. At that 
time, there were no regulatory requirements that  

addressed methods of plugging or otherwise  
abandoning a well. This led to well owners and
operators using whatever techniques they thought 
were appropriate. Most abandoned wells were plugged 
and buried and, over time, commercial buildings, 
housing developments and even schools were built 
above them. Most structures in Los Angeles situated 
above these wells have not reported being impacted 
by the proximity to the well and have not experienced 
incidents like gas leaks. However, DOGGR recently
spent $367,000 re-plugging two orphaned wells, 
drilled as early as 1913, in the Granite Hill  
neighborhood of Echo Park when the wells began 
leaking methane. 
     The California legislature recently passed  
legislation designed to prevent the creation of  
additional orphan wells and authorized DOGGR to 
spend additional money dealing with orphan wells in 
need of proper closure. SB 724, signed by the  
Governor in October 2017, increased the funds  
available to DOGGR for plugging orphan wells from
$1 million to $3 million a year for the next three years. 
Meanwhile, AB 2729, which was enacted in 2016, 
deals with the inventory of idle wells in the state. As  
of January 2018, AB 2729 requires that oil well  
operators submit an Idle Well Management Plan 
(IWMP) to DOGGR or pay annual fees for each idle 
well. The yearly fee for an idled well can be as great 
as $1,500 for each well if the well has been idle for 
20 years or longer. The IWMP requires operators to 
eliminate a certain number of idle wells each year 
depending on the total number of idle wells under the 
operator’s control. For example, operators with 1,251 
or more idle wells are required to eliminate 6 percent 
of their long-term idle wells each year.
    Although states like California are increasing the  
resources necessary to deal with improperly  
abandoned orphan wells, the number of such wells is 
so vast that developers and residents will continue  
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living among and above these wells for decades to 
come. In addition to making sure they know about 
wells on existing properties, developers planning to 
construct on properties containing known abandoned 
wells must decide whether to leave the well as is, or  
investigate the status and integrity of the method of 
closure to see if additional work is necessary to ensure 
the well remains plugged and safe. Moreover,
discovering a previously unknown well in the course 
of construction will cause a work stoppage and  
potential insurance issues, while the status of the well 
is evaluated. Further delays can occur if work is  
required to safely secure or plug the well, especially if 
it is an orphan well that the state must plug.  
     Jurisdictions in areas of oil production often enact 
zoning and fire codes with provisions specifically  
addressing construction near existing wells, including 
set back requirements, testing requirements for  
methane and other gases, and requirements for vapor 
barriers based on testing results. Developers need to 
make sure they comply with those special regulations 
and should be proactive in investigating any wells 
located on sites slated for construction, even if the  
well is underground, plugged in some fashion with  
no recorded health or safety incidents. This is  
especially true if housing, schools or similar structures 
are planned for the location. SB 724 and AB 2729 will 
have the effect of increasing awareness among cities 
and other local jurisdictions about the status of wells 
in their jurisdictions. Developers should be prepared 
with similar knowledge in hand while proposing and 
moving forward with a development project.
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