
Silent sandbox: Once booming frac 
sand industry continues major 
downturn
A dramatic downturn in the sand mining 
sector continues into spring, when in 
recent years business would be loud and 
booming at west-central Wisconsin mining 
operations
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Staff photos by Marisa Wojcik | Enlarge  
- A front-end loader scoops sand that has been washed and loads it into a dump truck Friday 
at Superior Silica Sands’ Church Road Mine in Barron County. The truck, which can hold 
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about 22.5 tons of sand, will take the sand to the company’s Clinton dry plant near Barron. 
Superior Silica has dramatically decreased production since lower oil prices cut fracking for 
domestic oil and gas. 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Staff photo by Marisa Wojcik | Enlarge  
- Superior Silica Sands’ Arland dry plant just north of Prairie Farm stands dormant Friday amid 
an industry slowdown that has idled many frac sand mines and processing plants in west-
central Wisconsin. Company officials said it is unknown when they will be able to reactivate 
the plant, including these truck loading silos. 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- The Superior Silica Sands winter stockpile of sand sits near the company's Fall-Larson-
Scribner mine in the Barron County town of Arland. Superior Silica entered 2016 with about a 
million tons of sand that already had been mined and washed.
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- The Lundequam-Picknell mine, owned by Superior Silica Sands and located in the Barron 
County town of Arland, will begin spring mining operations in two weeks, company officials 
said. Frac sand companies do not mine in the winter because water used in the mining 
process would freeze.  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Syverson  

This should be the time of year when the frac sand mines that 
dot western Wisconsin are buzzing with activity after a seasonal 
winter slowdown.
Instead, most of the facilities in the once-booming sand mining 
sector sit dormant, with skeleton crews occasionally stopping by 
to ensure the lights are still working and groundwater runoff is 
properly contained.

“There’s been a huge, huge slowdown,” said Kent Syverson, 
chairman of the geology department at UW-Eau Claire and a 
frequent consultant for the frac sand industry. “Many operations 
have idled their plants and laid off people. And even the ones 
that are still operating are not operating at full capacity.”



Chippewa County conservationist Dan Masterpole visited most 
of the county’s supposedly active frac sand mining sites in the 
past two weeks and saw little evidence of activity. None of the 
companies had reinstated their mining operations, he said.
“The mining companies are definitely not cranking back up this 
spring as quickly as they normally do,” Masterpole said. 
“Normally this time of year they’d be in full production.”
The dramatic change from the go-go days of just a few years 
ago — when the industry sprang up in west-central Wisconsin 
because of the region’s high-quality sand — is the result of sand 
shipments plummeting in response to lower oil prices. The price 
of a barrel of U.S. West Texas Intermediate crude oil closed 
Friday at $44.66, down about 25 percent from a year ago and 
more than 50 percent from June 2014, when Eau Claire gasoline 
pump prices peaked at $3.74 a gallon.
As oil prices have fallen, so has the demand for the Wisconsin 
sand that helps fuel the nation’s shale oil industry. 
Wisconsin is the nation’s leading producer of sand used in 
hydraulic fracturing — the drilling technique commonly known as 
fracking that involves injecting a mixture of sand, water and 
chemicals deep into underground wells to force oil and natural 
gas to the surface. Wisconsin sand, prized by frackers for its 
ideal size, shape and durability, is shipped to drilling sites in 
states including North Dakota, Pennsylvania and Texas.
With oil prices so low, Masterpole said, “People are choosing to 
leave the oil in the ground and the sand in the hills.”
Job cuts
The industry slump that led to significant layoffs last year has 
prompted even more job losses in 2016. Among the publicly 
reported cutbacks:



• Fairmount Santrol filed documents with the state Department of 
Workforce Development last month indicating it would eliminate 
55 workers at facilities in Menomonie, Maiden Rock and Hagar 
City. 
• Superior Silica, a subsidiary of Emerge Energy Services, 
notified DWD in March it was permanently laying off 69 
employees, including some who already had been laid off 
temporarily. The layoffs affected sites in New Auburn, Prairie 
Farm, Chetek, Barron and three in Clayton.
• Unimin Corp. told DWD in March it would shut down its frac 
sand mining operation in Tunnel City and lay off 65 workers.
In reality, the cutbacks run deeper because of the impact on 
other companies that supply goods and services to regional frac 
sand operations. 
Wisconsin employment through Superior Silica, for instance, 
peaked at 420 people, including subcontractors, but has now 
plummeted to about 70 as the company rides out the industry 
slowdown, said Sharon Masek, manager of mine planning and 
industrial relations for Superior Silica in the state.
“In the fall, we laid off some people temporarily, and then when 
we realized we wouldn’t rebound fully, we had to make some 
really tough decisions,” Masek said, noting that she thinks often 
about the people who have lost their jobs as a result of the drop 
in oil prices. “We’re running lean again.”
Marty Lehman, president of Badger Mining Corp., said his 
company elected not to restart its industrial sand mine in Alma 
Center this spring, forcing it to lay off employees.
“We’re a family-owned business, and we think of all our 
employees as part of the family, so anytime you have to let 
somebody go, it hurts,” Lehman said. 



This is the what the bust part of the boom-and-bust cycle of the 
energy sector looks like, and it’s something west-central 
Wisconsin residents, who are mostly new to the industry, aren’t 
used to seeing.
Even Masek said she has been surprised by the degree of 
volatility in an industry in which a single policy decision in Saudi 
Arabia can have a huge impact on businesses in the Chippewa 
Valley. The boom was evident a few years ago when soaring 
demand led to frac sand mines springing up all over the region.
“It was just crazy, like a feeding frenzy, with everybody 
saying, ‘We need more sand,’ ” Masek recalled. “We were 
working 24-7 and begging for more rail cars so we could ship 
more sand.”
The contrast between those heady days and the ghost mines 
mothballed around the rural landscape today couldn’t be more 
stark.
Light on the horizon
Industry officials and analysts remain confident things will turn 
around eventually. 
“We’re still here. We’re still in business,” said Lehman, president 
of the Wisconsin Industrial Sand Association. “We’ve been 
through these economic downturns before, and we understand 
we’re in the middle of one now. ... When it’s going to come back, 
we don’t know.”
Samir Nangia, the director of consulting for IHS Energy Insight 
who follows the frac sand industry, said business conditions in 
the sector could get even worse before they get better, although 
he predicted the current quarter could mark rock bottom.
The latest IHS forecast calls for U.S. frac sand demand to 
rebound somewhat in 2017 and then more substantially in 2018.



Demand for frac sand, or proppant, reached 110 billion pounds in 
2014 but dropped to 93 billion pounds in 2015, Nangia said, and 
is expected to dip to 66 billion pounds this year. IHS projects it 
will go up to 77 billion pounds in 2017 and then reach about 91 
billion pounds in 2018.
The impact of slumping domestic shale oil production has been 
offset somewhat by demand for more sand per well, Nangia said. 
But that hasn’t boosted Wisconsin sand operations as much as 
possible because of concerns about transportation costs.
“With activity coming to a grinding halt and barely any wells 
being fracked, the Wisconsin sand guys get hurt 
disproportionately because of the higher cost of railing sand from 
Wisconsin to the various well sites,” Nangia said.
In such a weak market, fracking companies are more willing to 
cut costs by using inferior but cheaper sand from nearby 
sources, he said.
Higher quality, stronger Wisconsin sand can increase production 
by enabling frackers to drill deeper and keeps fractures open 
longer, UW-Eau Claire’s Syverson said.
Changes possible
While Masek believes the industry will rebound, she 
acknowledged it may never attain the heights it reached in 2013 
and 2014, and demand likely won’t increase to the level that 
would require more mines.
“It will come back to a point where those of us who can make it 
through will be back making sand,” she predicted.
The industry’s rapid expansion pace slowed to a crawl last year, 
with the number of active frac sand mines in Wisconsin growing 
from 68 in 2014 to 71 last year, said Roberta Walls, industrial 
sand specialist for the state Department of Natural Resources.



Syverson said it’s possible bigger players will acquire small frac 
sand operations unable to survive the trough, but he doesn’t 
expect the massive investment in infrastructure to go to waste.
“Much, much money has been invested in these facilities,” 
Syverson said. “These companies did not come to the area to be 
here today, gone tomorrow. They need to recoup their 
investment.”
Company officials sincerely believe the industry will come back 
but don’t know exactly what it will look like when it does, he said.
“The big question is when,” Syverson said.
Biding their time
In the meantime, some sand companies are focusing on projects 
they hope will give them a competitive edge once the market 
rebounds.
Superior Silica is working on a product called SandGuard that 
will reduce dust when applied to dry sand, improving health for 
workers that handle the sand throughout the processing, 
shipping and fracking processes, Masek said.
The company also is developing a product called SandMaxx, 
which makes sand light enough to float. The patented self-
suspending technology should increase productivity by keeping 
open fractures in all directions, Masek said.
Likewise, Lehman said Badger Mining is focusing significant 
effort on scientific studies about air emissions, water use, energy 
conservation and environmentally responsible ways to restore 
prairies and otherwise reclaim mining sites, Lehman said. 
Risk averse?
A key question industry officials are wrestling with is whether 
workers who lost jobs in the dip will return to the frac sand 
business when what they see as the inevitable comeback 
occurs.



Masek said she has heard laid-off workers answer both ways. 
Some have cold feet after feeling like they got burned by the 
industry, and others insist they are eager for the chance to get 
back to digging, processing or transporting sand.
“When things come back, I think some people might be a little 
gun-shy at first, but some people just really like the job and say, 
‘Just give me a callwhenever you needsomebody,’ ” she said.  
Many industry sources have made a compelling case that a lot of 
the workers who leave got scared and won’t come back, Nangia 
said, pointing in particular to truck drivers who may be inclined to 
transport products in less volatile markets.
In the end, money talks, Syverson said, and that means 
underemployed folks are likely to give the industry another 
chance.
“Some sort of a job that has decent pay will speak to people,” the 
UW-Eau Claire geologist said. 
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