
RECLAIMING LAND
Although there are some hiccups, Gov. 

Dalrymple says he has seen the industry dem-
onstrating proper behaviors when it comes to 
reclamation and land owners.

“I think the companies have learned how to 
treat landowners properly over the past few years. 
They are showing a lot of good practices out there, 
for the most part. And they are having success.”

Alison Ritter, public information officer 
with the North Dakota Oil & Gas Division, 
believes topsoil is one of the key elements in 
the reclamation of land. 

“Prior to the 1980s, there were no regula-
tions, in regard to saving topsoil. When the 
Oil & Gas Division was formed in the 1980s, 
one of the first rules implemented was saving 
topsoil,” says Ritter. 

“Today, topsoil is stockpiled, so that after 
development, the land is reshaped and returned 

drill. So, it’s very important for us to be good 
stewards of the land, air and water, as well as 
the oil and gas resource.”

Volker believes Whiting sets an example 
for good practices for the industry, with chal-
lenges to constantly improve.

“We are doing a lot of things, whether it 
is the eco-pads that Harold just talked about, 
or the natural gas processing plants and the 
pipelines,” Volker says. “Whiting has about 
$600 million dollars tied up in the plants and 
pipelines we put in here to capture that nat-
ural gas resource. It is our responsibility to see 
that it works well for the surface owners and 
mineral interest owners, who in this state, 
fortunately, are many private individuals who 
are farmers and ranchers. It also has to work 
well for the state, as a whole, so we maintain 
that quality of life. We all want to see that 
quality of life, if not maintained, improved.”

“W
hat I tell pipeline 
and compan-
ies is that this is 
a farming and 
ranching state. 

When you go out and talk to a landowner 
about an easement, you need to treat them 
like they were your mother,” says North Da-
kota Gov. Jack Dalrymple. 

“Anybody who tries to expedite or use high 
pressure or any other intimidation in North 
Dakota is going to be very sorry.”

Those words, uttered by the governor, 
speak volumes in the Bakken and they are not 
going unheard by industry.  

“First of all, those two are the premiere 
industries of the state and are very import-
ant here, and we recognize that, especially 
when working with landowners,” says Har-
old Hamm , CEO of Continental Resources.

Continental Resources is the largest 
oil producer in the Bakken oilfield, at 
least until the Whiting/Kodiak deal is 
finalized. Then, Whiting Petroleum is 
slated to be the Bakken’s top producer, 
and CEO Jim Volker is very aware of the 
relationship between agriculture, energy 
and landowners. 

“The relationship with ag and the oil 
and gas industry is one that goes back to the 
founding of our industry. That’s why we call 
our departments that work with the surface 
owners our land departments,” says Whiting 
Petroleum CEO Jim Volker. 

“And we honor those relationships, be-
cause without them, we don’t have a place to 
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“We had some wet springs, and some 
improvements were made,” says Ness. 

“I think using winter installation of pipe-
line would be huge. It would allow us to get 
more pipe in the ground and stay out of the 
landowner’s fields, in some situations.

AN ENVIRONMENT 
FOR ENVIRONMENTAL 
STEWARDSHIP

 We have more work to do and I know it 
will be a major focus for oil and gas.”

Tony Straquadine, manager of government 
affairs at Alliance Pipeline, believes communica-
tion, proper process and commonsense steward-
ship allow the oil and gas industry to lead the 
way in reclamation.  

“We permitted out Tioga line, which is an 
80-mile, 12-inch line from Tioga to Sherwood, 
to connect to the Alliance mainline. That’s been 
in the ground for 14 years to Chicago,” says 
Straquadine.

“We built the Tioga lateral specifically under 
Federal Energy Regulatory Commission juris-
diction, using a winter construction approach, 
in which we did some initial topsoil stripping 
in the late fall, after the crops had come off. We 
then came in during the winter and did the sub-
soil; we set that to a separate side, put our pipe-
line in and welded it, constructed it, and put the 
soil back on.”

Putting the soil back on allows for additional 
compaction before applying the topsoil in the 
spring, according to Straquadine, who also says 
working with regulatory agencies, energy com-
panies, landowners and policymakers can create 
an environment for environmental stewardship.

“The one thing Alliance follows up on is a 
commitment to the land,” he says. “We recog-
nize the privilege that landowners provide us to 
put in a pipeline as an easement. Even though 

of not only oil extraction, but of the reclama-
tion of the land, too.

“The eco-pad development has been tre-
mendous, and the lateral development mini-
mizes surface usage and has worked very well.”

RESIZING AND REPLACING 
PIPELINES

Eco-pads are just one example of how oil 
and gas companies have transformed their 
business model to satisfy the ag relationship, 
while improving day-to-day operations. Pipe-
lines, on the other hand, are a different story. 

According to Lynn Helms, director of the 
North Dakota Department of Mineral Re-
sources, all of the pipes that have been put in 
the ground after 2007 will have to be resized 
or replaced. This is currently underway, cre-
ating new challenges for the state, its citizens 
and the industry. 

“The installation of the larger pipes bring 
us to the next problem, which is that a lot of 
right of way was required, and a lot of the 
construction practices and reclamation prac-
tices fell short,” says Helms. 

“So, the landowners, the surface owners, 
got weary of the process and have been deny-
ing right of way. The state has stepped up to 
say, ‘We want to hear about your problems; 
we want to take action on those and make 
sure they get fixed, so that we can actually 
get back on board with acquiring the right of 
way and put the pipe in the ground.’” 

Like well pad science, reclamation in-
volving pipelines has evolved over the years, 
too. Ron Ness, president of the North Da-
kota Petroleum Council says executing 
new ideas and procedures will continue to 
address the variety of issues that are still at 
large with reclamation and proper restora-
tion of the land. 

as close as possible to the original contour. The 
area can be reseeded with appropriate na-
tive fauna or crop. It’s not a process that 
happens overnight, and it can sometimes 
take years to get a site returned to its ori-
ginal condition.”

Cody Vanderbush, reclamation specialist 
with the North Dakota Oil & Gas Division, 
agrees that topsoil regulations are extremely 
critical for proper reclamation, and says new 
technologies and methods have been instru-
mental in restoration.

“Over the past decade or so, we have 
gained a better knowledge on everything 
from better seeding, to erosion control, to 
hydroseeding,” says Vanderbush.

DECREASING THE 
INDUSTRY’S FOOTPRINT

Another factor in today’s reclamation 
world is pad drilling. The advent of pad drill-
ing has created new opportunities in extract-
ing oil and has allowed increased opportun-
ities to decrease the footprint created by the 
oil and gas industry.

“Previous to multi-wells, the footprint 
was about 10 percent,” says Ritter. “Then, in 
2006 and 2007, we got down to four or five 
percent. Now, we are at less than one half of 
one percent.”

According to Ritter, the typical well pad 
is approximately four to five acres and aver-
ages about four wells per pad; however, the 
well numbers do vary, with the largest drill-
ing 14 wells.

“Whether there are four or 14, the steps 
for reclamation are the same,” says Vander-
bush. “Ultimately, everyone’s goal is to get 
the land back to its original state.”

According to Hamm, the “eco-pad” has 
been very instrumental in the advancements 
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in the field. You have to go back out there and 
restore those relationships. But overall, we do a 
good job of reclamation in the Bakken.” 

“Some systems may need to repurpose the 
pipeline from gas service to crude oil, and then 
add another gas line. There are several different 
scenarios,” he says. 

“But the infrastructure that was put in 
place was based on our understanding sever-
al years ago, and going forward it is going to 
continue to evolve. That is one of the biggest 
ongoing challenges of right-sizing the pipeline 
system. When you put pipe in the ground and 
build a pipeline, you don’t want it to be over-
sized and you don’t want it to be undersized; 
you want it to be sized correctly. You want it 
right-sized.”

RESTORING RELATIONSHIPS
Ness has been working with the industry 

and landowners, and overall, he thinks the oil 
and gas companies’ commitment to reclamation 
isn’t just lip service; that their practices are on 
point, with a couple of exceptions. 

He says there have been numerous changes 
to regulations, hotlines have been added, capital 
investments have been made, as have other addi-
tions, in attempt to help restore any damaged 
relationships.

“I believe reclamation is one of the key topics 
(in the Bakken) today,” says Ness. “In terms of 
landowners, there was a period where we rushed 
through with subcontractors and just didn’t do 
a good job, and we have essentially paid for it 

we pay for that right, they continue to own the 
land and operate over us. But the key is the 
commitment.”

PROBLEMATIC PIPELINES
Justin Kringstad, director of the North Da-

kota Pipeline Authority, has seen the pipeline 
predicament first-hand. Kringstad explains how 
the pipeline predicament came to be in the 
Bakken.

“The 2007 pipes where laid based on the 
knowledge of old production levels. So, if a 
company put in an eight-inch pipeline, it’s be-
cause they were expecting one or two wells to 
be on a pad. Well, here we are several years later, 
and we are looking at eight, 12, even 16 wells on 
a pad, and that eight-inch pipeline is no longer 
going to be adequate,” says Kringstad. 

“Companies have to look at their network, 
see where the bottlenecks are and decide what 
they need to do to alleviate them. Do we need 
new pipe? Additional pumps on the system? 
What steps can we take to use the existing 
ones, and then add additional pipelines to 
meet customer demand? What has changed 
very rapidly is the understanding of our pro-
duction levels.”

Kringstad offers several more examples to 
explain the pipeline issues in the Bakken and 
how the industry plans to pacify this pipeline 
plight.
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Jason Spiess is an award-winning 
journalist, talk show host, publisher and 
executive producer. Spiess has worked in 
the radio and print industry for over 25 
years. For all but three years of his profes-
sional experience, Spiess was involved in 
the overall operations of the business as a 
principal partner. Spiess is a North Dakota 
native, Fargo North alumni and graduate 
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Spiess began covering the Bakken full-
time in March 2012 by living and operating 
his business in a 1976 Winnebago. Cur-
rently, Building the Bakken Radio is carried 
by 12 radio stations across four states and 
is available on iTunes. Building the Bakken 
articles and columns are regularly featured 
in newspapers, magazines,industry period-
icals and online news sites.

For more information on Spiess, email 
jason@buildingthebakken.com or visit www.
buildingthebakken.com.


