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When talking about agriculture in the 
state of North Dakota, you are discussing 
the state’s roots and tradition. This is one 
of the reasons the recent surge of energy 
has many talking and elevated the North 
Dakota Agriculture’s position to a new 

level. Overseeing the state’s number one 
industry can be daunting enough, now 
add a seat on the Industrial Commission 
and all the recent rail issues, and it is eas-
ily one of the most prominent and busy 
positions in state government. 

Currently, Doug Goehring is the sit-
ting North Dakota Agricultural Commis-
sion, and I had an opportunity to chew 
the fat with him at the North Dakota Pe-
troleum Council’s Annual Meeting at the 
Astoria Hotel and Convention Center in 
Dickinson.

We began with one of the most im-
portant topics in agriculture and energy 
today — reclamation. Goehring believes 
overall the act of restoring the land is 
above par, however, there are still im-
provements that need to be made to the 
land and landowner relationships. 

“We do a pretty good job with respect 
to putting the land back to how its sup-
posed to be when we’ve had oil and en-
ergy out there. Part of our issues is that 
we have some pipelines going into the 
ground and we have some situations 
where they are not getting back to actu-
ally cover up those trenches and check 
everything one more time,” Goehring 
said. “Those are some things we need to 
do a better job following up on.”

Goehring reset the conversation back 
to the overall picture citing North Da-
kota’s overall track record with reclama-
tion.

“If you look at our record across North 

Dakota though, we have almost as many 
plugged wells as we do active wells in this 
state,” Goehring said. “We have 26 just on 
the Maah Daah Hey Trail alone. I would 
challenge anyone to go out and fi nd any 
of those spots. I think that really shows 
what our record is for reclamation and to 
make sure everything is put back to the 
way it was before it was developed.”

Goehring said the fi ne line is allowing 
adequate time for all parties involved to 
return to the land until the entire process 
of reclamation is fi nished.

Transitioning to natural gas, Goeh-
ring’s perception is twofold. One point 
of view is from the agriculture commis-
sioner’s position, while the other is from 
his seat on the Industrial Commission. 
However, there is one point of view that 
Goehring sees a consensus on.

“Yeah, we have a lot of natural gas in 
North Dakota,” Goehring said. “The dis-

cussions with CNG, the investment that 
is being made in North Dakota, we are 
pushing numbers and looking at $6 bil-
lion dollars.”

Five years ago virtually no one was 
discussing natural gas or the impact it 
could have on North Dakota. Now, the 
state’s wet rich natural resource has the 
country’s interests perked and major 
manufacturing companies and energy 
players feelin’ Dakota. 

“If you look at production on a Bak-

ken well it looks like a bell shaped curve. 
It goes up very dramatic, a lot of produc-
tion, then it tapers off over the next 30 
years,” Goehring said. 
“In fact within the fi rst 
fi ve years you see that 
production taper off 
quite a bit. What we 
have noticed and what 
we think is happening 
with Bakken gas, is we 
see it come up and pla-
teau. And we believe it 
is going to be there for 
the next 30 years or be-
yond.”

Goehring continued saying natural 
gas was once thought of as just a byprod-
uct of oil extraction, but now technolo-
gies have reinvented its uses and appli-
cations, creating an even more sense of 
urgency to reduce the amount of fl aring 
the state.

“It’s a resource that is not going away 
and the reality is we are going to continue 
to use it,” Goehring said. “The Industrial 
Commission stepped up and put some 
very reasonable regulatory approaches in 
and some goals into capturing that fl ared 
gas so we can get it into a pipeline. By 
January 1, 2016, we are looking at captur-
ing 85 percent. That’s quite monumental 
when we are talking 14-15 months out.”

When asked if the state realistically 
will ever eliminate fl aring completely, 
Goehring responded very candidly.

“Well I think we are always going to 
have some based on the fact that when 
you have new wells come on line right 
away you have some fl aring,” Goehring 
said. “We have some remote locations 
that are so far away from any infrastruc-
ture or even the ability to put lines into 
some places that might have environ-
mental impacts and can be real challeng-
ing to deal with. So I think we are always 
going to have a little bit because we do 
notice other oil and gas producing states 
do have fl aring.”

Goehring reiterated that the fl aring 
issue is hitting the reduction targets and 
will be reduced to single digits, possibly 
under fi ve percent in the future.

“That’s going to be pretty dramatic 
given the number of wells we have com-
ing on line,” Goehring said.

The conversation then transitioned 
into the future as we pontifi cated about 
2015’s potential leading trends. With all 
the activity involving natural gas compa-
nies, pipes and pipelines in the Bakken, I 
asked him if next year will be the Year of 
the Pipe. 

“I’d love to see 2015 be the Year of the 
Pipeline,” Goehring said. “I really would, 
because we need it. We have four major 
pipelines out there that could get built 
and it would take away 750,000 barrels-
a-day out of North Dakota. That’s on 
top of the infrastructure we already have 
in place. And if we are thinking about 
ramping up production to a couple mil-
lion barrels a day, we need this.”

Goehring added the addition of pipe-
lines would alleviate some issues with the 
rail, creating more distribution for the 
agriculture, ethanol, coal and other rail-
dependent industries.

“Rail is always going to be here. We 
are always going to be moving something 
by rail with oil,” Goehring said. “But we 
really need to be looking at pipelines. 
That’s really going to elevate a lot of our 
problems and become the solution.”

In fact, the topic of pipelines are so 
critical in Goehring’s mind, branching 
into energy and food security, he believes 
the time for action is near, if not now.

“We need to start having situations 
where we have the administration and 
where we have Congress and others 
pounding their fi sts saying ‘No, get the 
pipelines built and get that oil out of the 
state of North Dakota.’”

❑ ❑ ❑ 

Jason Spiess is a multi-media journal-
ist and host of Building the Bakken Radio. 
Building the Bakken Radio can be heard in 
Bismarck on SuperTalk KLXX 1270AM on 
Sundays at 10am CT. To see if your listen-
ing area carries the radio program or see 
the entire Building the Bakken Media Net-
work, visit www.buildingthebakken.com. 
Spiess can be contacted at jason@build-
ingthebakken.com.
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“We are always going to be 
moving something by rail 
with oil. But we really need 
to be looking at pipelines. 
That’s really going to el-
evate a lot of our problems 
and become the solution.

– N.D. Agricultural Commissioner 
Doug Goehring
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