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Fracking Tests Ties Between California ‘Oil 
and Ag’ Interests
By NORIMITSU ONISHI

SHAFTER, Calif. — Scattered on either side of Shafter Avenue just 
north of the town center here, new oil pump jacks, some bobbing 
and others thrusting, tower above this corner of California’s prime 
farmland.

A dirt side road, flanked by an orchard of two-year-old almond trees 
and a field of alfalfa plants, leads to a two-acre patch where workers 
were drilling a third well. At a larger rig not too far away, next to a 
field of potatoes, a 50-foot-tall tower flared off the gas from the 
crude being extracted from land that used to be a rose field. At yet 
another site next to almond trees, a fence now surrounds an area 
where liquids from hydraulic fracturing, the drilling technique 
commonly known as fracking, leaked into an open pit.

Driven by advances in drilling technology and high oil prices, oil 
companies are increasingly moving into traditionally agricultural 
areas like Shafter that make up one of the world’s most fertile 
regions but also lie above a huge untapped oil reserve called the 
Monterey Shale. Even as California’s total oil production has 
declined slightly since 2010, the output of the North Shafter oil field 
and the number of wells have risen by more than 50 percent.

By all accounts, oilmen and farmers — often shortened to “oil and 
ag” here — have coexisted peacefully for decades in this 
conservative, business friendly part of California about 110 miles 
northwest of Los Angeles. But oil’s push into new areas and its 
increasing reliance on fracking, which uses vast amounts of water 
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and chemicals that critics say could contaminate groundwater, are 
testing that relationship and complicating the continuing debate 
over how to regulate fracking in California.

“As farmers, we’re very aware of the first 1,000 feet beneath us and 
the groundwater that is our lifeblood,” said Tom Frantz, a fourth-
generation farmer here and a retired high school math teacher who 
now cultivates almonds. “We look to the future, and we really do 
want to keep our land and soil and water in good condition.”

“This mixing of farming and oil, all in one place, is a new thing for 
us,” added Mr. Frantz, who is also an environmentalist and is 
pressing for a moratorium on fracking.

Fracking is indispensable to extricating crude from the complex 
geological formation of the Monterey Shale, which makes up two-
thirds of the United States’s shale oil reserves, oil industry officials 
and other experts say. If exploited, they say, the Monterey Shale 
could create the kind of oil boom seen in North Dakota and Texas, 
and could even transform California into the nation’s top oil-
producing state.

Gov. Jerry Brown, a Democrat, said recently that increasing oil 
production could hand California a “fabulous economic 
opportunity,” though he said he wanted to learn more about 
fracking’s effects on the environment. The State Department of 
Conservation, which oversees the oil industry, is leading a yearlong 
process to establish regulations for fracking, which injects water, 
sand and chemicals deep into shale rock to unlock the oil and gas 
underground.

Meanwhile, state lawmakers have introduced nearly a dozen bills 
that would curtail various aspects of fracking. Environmental 
groups, including the Center for Biological Diversity and the Sierra 



Club, have sued state regulators, arguing that they have given oil 
companies drilling permits without subjecting them to 
environmental reviews. In April, after another lawsuit was filed by 
the groups against the United States Bureau of Land Management, a 
federal judge temporarily blocked exploratory drilling on 2,700 
acres of public lands after ruling that the bureau had failed to review 
the environmental impact of fracking.

Here in Shafter, at least two farmers have sued the state and oil 
companies over environmental damage. A new group representing 
dozens of farmers, the Committee to Protect Farmland and Clean 
Water, is holding discussions with oil companies on drilling, 
fracking and compensation. The group’s lawyer, George Martin, said 
he could not comment because of the continuing discussions.

Rex Parris, another lawyer working with farmers, said that unlike 
environmental groups, most farmers do not seek to ban fracking but 
to regulate it strictly.

“It’s ludicrous to think that we’re going to prevent anybody from 
getting at that oil,” said Mr. Parris, who is also the mayor of 
Lancaster, a city north of Los Angeles. “The only thing we should be 
focusing on, because it’s the only thing we’re going to be successful 
at, is regulating how they get to that oil.”

“We’re just seeing the tip of the iceberg of what’s coming,” he said of 
the drilling for Monterey Shale oil here. “It could enrich the state 
beyond belief, but it could also destroy it.”

Lorelei Oviatt, the planning director for Kern County, which 
includes Shafter and accounts for 80 percent of California’s oil 
production, said that oil companies and farmers would work out 
their differences, some of which center on compensation. Under 
California’s split estate, many farmers do not own the underground 



rights to their property but would be compensated for access to the 
surface.

“We have these new questions because the oil companies have been 
moving into prime ag land in the past three years,” Ms. Oviatt said. 
“But oil and ag have coexisted here for a hundred years.”

Rock Zierman, the chief executive of the California Independent 
Petroleum Association, a trade group, says the oil industry is open to 
groundwater testing before and after fracking to ensure quality.

“When it comes to hydraulic fracturing, we fully expect water-
quality monitoring to be part of a comprehensive set of regulations,” 
he said.

Industry officials point out that fracking has occurred in California 
for more than half a century — without incident. But experts say that 
new fracking techniques involve more potent cocktails of chemicals 
that drillers are allowed to leave undisclosed to protect trade secrets; 
what is more, California regulators barely monitor fracking 
activities.

“It’s somewhat alarming how little the state knows about the 
fracking that has occurred in the past and the fracking that 
continues today,” said Jayni Foley Hein, the executive director of the 
Center for Law, Energy and the Environment at the University of 
California, Berkeley, and a co-author of a recent report on fracking 
in California.

Last October, Mr. Frantz, the almond farmer, videotaped liquid 
being discharged into an open pit at a site belonging to Vintage 
Production California, next to almond orchards. That led to an 
investigation by the Central Valley Regional Water Quality Control 
Board.
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Vintage, a subsidiary of Occidental Petroleum, recently released a 
report acknowledging that although fracking actually took place the 
day after the video was shot, “small quantities of fluids” were 
discharged during fracking. Susie Geiger, a company spokeswoman, 
said in an e-mail that Vintage was continuing to review the 
information.

Doug Patteson, a supervising engineer at the water board, said that 
6 to 10 barrels of fracking liquids, or 252 to 420 gallons, leaked over 
two days into an open, unlined pit. In addition, Mr. Patteson said, 
the company also violated regulations by disposing of hundreds of 
thousands of gallons of liquids, produced directly after the drilling 
and containing high levels of salts, into the pit. He added that the 
investigation was still under way.

“If groundwater were impacted from anything, I think it would be from that, and maybe these 6 to 10 barrels 

of fracking fluids certainly didn’t help,” he said.


