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By Jason Spiess for the Tribune

n 1979 the price of oil
peaked, and then production
in North Dakota virtually

stopped. Communities were caught
with infrastructure they developed and
later couldn’t pay for according to
former North Dakota governor Ed
Schafer.

“For ten years property taxes in
Williston went backwards to pay for
investments they already made
instead of going forward to invest in
your community to grow,” Schafer

said. “It was a very difficult situation.”

That memory and others like it from
the previous booms still linger
invoking emotions of skepticism and
feelings of anticipation as the next
major milestone nears in this
economic explosion known as the
Bakken shale play.

“We are a little more tempered this
time around,” Schafer said. “Now as
we approach a million barrels of
production a day, if the price goes

down, you may not see the drilling
activity, but it is unlikely the
production will slow down.”

In the ‘70s oil companies would cap
wells when the price dropped. Schafer
said this boom is different due to the
sheer capacity and volume of the
Bakken. He said it would be unlikely
the activity would slow unless it got
back down to $10 barrels of oil,
which in theory can always happen.

A decade ago the price of oil was

hovering around $20 and not one
expert saw $100 oil on the horizon.
Schafer points out in 2009 the
“commodity oil prices were in the
tank (around $50 barrel) and it is a
volatile industry dictated by supply
and demand.”

Schafer, who currently sits on the
board of directors for Continental
Resources, worries the state has
created an environment where the
state relies too heavily on oil and gas
revenues. Schafer felt it could be
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A Whiting Petroleum Co. pump jack pulls crude oil from the Bakken region of the Northern Plains near Bainville, Mont. on Nov. 6, 2013. A sharp rise in domestic oil
production from the Bakken and other parts of the U.S. has led to a dramatic increase in crude shipments by rail due to limited pipeline capacity.
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A decade ago the price of oil was hovering around
$20 and not one expert saw $100 oil on the horizon. 


