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problems. Finding out how to get the gas
out of the ground and into the market
cheaper, faster and more environmentally
sound are problems worth solving.” 

Dr. Groenewold reminds us that the
Bakken, as well as other shale plays
around the country, really are part of a
three-legged stool that not only includes
technology and access to vast amounts of
oil, but the third, critical leg which is
economics.

“As we get to a point where the harder-
to-access oil is the only oil left, then the
only way we are going to go after that is
due to the high price of oil which
incentivizes the development of
technology to cost-effectively capture
that oil. That’s what happened in the
Bakken,” Groenewold said. “The price
went up, we knew it was there, people
started investing in technological
concepts — it worked — and now we
have a major oil play. And it’s the model
for the rest of the world with similar oil
plays elsewhere. The Bakken is the
training ground.”

It is technology, however, that got us to
the oil in the Bakken and it will be
technology that will get us to more of it
in the layers below the Bakken such as
the Three Forks and beyond. Chemistry is
only one type of technology being
tweaked in the Bakken. The other
technology change pertains to traditional
drill rigs. 

Hess and Continental Resources reported
roughly a 30 percent savings in pad
drilling efficiencies last year.
Advancements in physical technologies,
like drill sites that crawl, multiple wells
and longer horizontal drills, are being
tested and implemented everyday. 

The Energy and Environmental Research
Center (EERC) is gearing up for a project
to change the game yet again. 

“We’re constantly enhancing technology
every day. We have a new program with
the oil industry, with some funding also
from the Oil & Gas Research Council. It’s
going to be a $115 to $120 million
project,” Groenwald said. “Drilling 14 oil
wells in one location. Putting 3 or 4 each
in the Bakken, the upper Bakken, the
lower Bakken, the Three Forks ... But all
the horizontal portions will all be in the

same direction and we’re going to do
some of the most sophisticated
geophysical work ever. We’re going to be
fracking those wells and we’re going to
be down there with geophones listening.
With those, we can say which direction
the frac went, what the orientation is,
how deep, how far it went, etc.” 

Joseph Mahan, economist with the
Minneapolis Federal Reserve, said the
technology boom is an interesting angle,
but the Bakken is clearly an oil boom. He
went on to say that the “grain of truth” in
Schafer’s comments is that technology is
clearly driving the access to the oil to
create the boom.

“First order of business is that it is an oil
boom,” Mahan said. “With that said, the
combination of the technologies and the
price of oil have made it cost effective
and profitable to extract oil from the
Bakken shale, where it otherwise might
not have been, even five or ten years
ago. That’s really what has made this
current oil boom possible. The
development of this new technology.” 

Mahan added a relatively favorable price
of oil for the past decade has contributed
to the Bakken success.

“It certainly hasn’t hurt that the world
price of oil has been at a fairly high
plateau for the past five years or so,”
Mahan said. “That also makes it more
cost effective to extract the oil.”

Jeff Zarling, Williston resident and
founder of Dawa Solutions Group, agrees
this modern-day oil boom is definitely
different.

“When we explain to people how this oil
boom works, they are just fascinated,”
Zarling said. “They had this idea that oil
and gas was just a bunch of roughnecks
out there slinging chain and hitting the
bars at night. That’s not what this is
about”.

Zarling continued, saying that Richard
Finley “changed the world in 1999” when
he applied horizontal drilling and
hydraulic fracking in the Elm Coulee
Field. Then EOG Resources applied staged
fracking to the Parshall Sanish in 2005-
2006. Zarling added it is all about
“tweaking” and changing the
technologies within the Bakken to reach
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A worker uses a dipstick to check water levels and temperatures in a series of tanks for a
hydraulic fracturing operation at an Encana Oil & Gas (USA) Inc. gas drilling site outside
Rifle, Colo., on March 29, 2013. Hydraulic fracturing, or “fracking,” can greatly increase
the productivity of an oil or gas well by splitting open rock with water pumped
underground at high pressure. The process typically requires several million gallons of
water per well. In western Colorado, Encana says it goes to great lengths to recycle over
95 percent of the water it uses for fracking to save money and limit use of local water
supplies.

As we get to a point where the
harder-to-access oil is the only oil

left, then the only way we are going
to go after that is due to the high
price of oil which incentivizes the

development of technology to cost-
effectively capture that oil. That’s

what happened in the Bakken.


