
U.S. officials cut 
estimate of recoverable 
Monterey Shale oil by 
96%

Aaron Kent, a wireline operator for Canary, works on a slick line at an oil rig pump jack site in the oil fields 
near Bakersfield. Kern County has seen a flurry of activity because of the potential for development of the 
Monterey Shale formation. (Al Seib, Los Angeles Times)
LOUIS SAHAGUN contact the reporter
Economy, Business and FinancePetroleum IndustryEnergy ResourcesUpstream Oil and Gas Activities

http://www.latimes.com/la-bio-louis-sahagun-staff.html
http://www.latimes.com/la-bio-louis-sahagun-staff.html
mailto:louis.sahagun@latimes.com?subject=Regarding%20U.S.%20officials%20cut%20estimate%20of%20recoverable%20Monterey%20Shale%20oil%20by%2096%25
mailto:louis.sahagun@latimes.com?subject=Regarding%20U.S.%20officials%20cut%20estimate%20of%20recoverable%20Monterey%20Shale%20oil%20by%2096%25
http://www.latimes.com/topic/economy-business-finance/04000000-topic.html
http://www.latimes.com/topic/economy-business-finance/04000000-topic.html
http://www.latimes.com/topic/economy-business-finance/energy-resource-industries/petroleum-industry/15019115-topic.html
http://www.latimes.com/topic/economy-business-finance/energy-resource-industries/petroleum-industry/15019115-topic.html
http://www.latimes.com/topic/environmental-issues/natural-resources/energy-resources/06006009-topic.html
http://www.latimes.com/topic/environmental-issues/natural-resources/energy-resources/06006009-topic.html
http://www.latimes.com/topic/economy-business-finance/energy-resource-industries/upstream-oil-gas-activities/04005004-topic.html
http://www.latimes.com/topic/economy-business-finance/energy-resource-industries/upstream-oil-gas-activities/04005004-topic.html


The Monterey Shale formation contains about two-thirds of the nation's shale oil reserves

An earlier estimate assumed Monterey Shale oil deposits were as easily recoverable as those found 
elsewhere

Federal energy authorities have slashed by 96% the estimated amount of 
recoverable oil buried in California's vast Monterey Shale deposits, 
deflating its potential as a national "black gold mine" of petroleum.

Just 600 million barrels of oil can be extracted with existing technology, 
far below the 13.7 billion barrels once thought recoverable from the 
jumbled layers of subterranean rock spread across much of Central 
California, the U.S. Energy Information Administration said.

The new estimate, expected to be released publicly next month, is a blow 
to the nation's oil future and to projections that an oil boom would bring 
as many as 2.8 million new jobs to California and boost tax revenue by 
$24.6 billion annually.
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The Monterey Shale formation contains about two-thirds of the nation's 
shale oil reserves. It had been seen as an enormous bonanza, reducing 
the nation's need for foreign oil imports through the use of the latest in 
extraction techniques, including acid treatments, horizontal drilling and 
fracking.

The energy agency said the earlier estimate of recoverable oil, issued in 
2011 by an independent firm under contract with the government, 
broadly assumed that deposits in the Monterey Shale formation were as 
easily recoverable as those found in shale formations elsewhere.

The estimate touched off a speculation boom among oil companies. The 
new findings seem certain to dampen that enthusiasm.

Kern County in particular has seen a flurry of oil activity since 2011, with 
most of the test wells drilled by independent exploratory companies. 



Major oil companies have expressed doubts for years about recovering 
much of the oil.

The problem lies with the geology of the Monterey Shale, a 1,750-mile 
formation running down the center of California roughly from 
Sacramento to the Los Angeles basin and including some coastal 
regions.

Unlike heavily fracked shale deposits in North Dakota and Texas, which 
are relatively even and layered like a cake, Monterey Shale has been 
folded and shattered by seismic activity, with the oil found at deeper 
strata.

The narrative of fracking in the Monterey Shale as necessary for 
energy independence just had a big hole blown in it.
- Seth B. Shonkoff, executive director of the nonprofit Physicians Scientists & Engineers for Healthy Energy

Geologists have long known that the rich deposits existed but they were 
not thought recoverable until the price of oil rose and the industry 
developed acidization, which eats away rocks, and fracking, the process 
of injecting millions of gallons of water laced with sand and chemicals 
deep underground to crack shale formations.

The new analysis from the Energy Information Administration was 
based, in part, on a review of the output from wells where the new 
techniques were used.

"From the information we've been able to gather, we've not seen 
evidence that oil extraction in this area is very productive using 
techniques like fracking," said John Staub, a petroleum exploration and 
production analyst who led the energy agency's research.

"Our oil production estimates combined with a dearth of knowledge 
about geological differences among the oil fields led to erroneous 
predictions and estimates," Staub said.



Compared with oil production from the Bakken Shale in North Dakota 
and the Eagle Ford Shale in Texas, "the Monterey formation is 
stagnant," Staub said. He added that the potential for recovering the oil 
could rise if new technology is developed.

A spokesman for the oil industry expressed optimism that new 
techniques will eventually open up the Monterey formation.

"We have a lot of confidence in the intelligence and skill of our engineers 
and geologists to find ways to adapt," said Tupper Hull, spokesman for 
the Western States Petroleum Assn. "As the technologies change, the 
production rates could also change dramatically."

Rock Zierman, chief executive of the trade group California Independent 
Petroleum Assn., which represents many independent exploration 
companies, also sounded hopeful.


