
  Calif. fi nds more instances of 
offshore fracking

 

State offi cials       
discover use of oil 
production tech-
nique is more wide-
spread than esti-
mated

LONG BEACH, Ca-
lif. (AP) — The oil 
production technique 
known as fracking 
is more widespread 
and frequently used 
in the offshore 
platforms and man-
made islands near 
some of California's 
most populous and 
famous coastal com-
munities than state 
offi cials believed.

In waters off Long 
Beach, Seal Beach 
and Huntington 
Beach — some of 
the region's most 
popular surfi ng 
strands and tourist 
attractions — oil 
companies have 
used fracking at least 

203 times at six sites in the past two decades, according to inter-
views and drilling records obtained by The Associated Press through 
a public records request.
Just this year in Long Beach Harbor, the nation's second-largest 
container port, an oil company with exclusive rights to drill there 
completed fi ve fracks on palm tree-lined, man-made islands. Other 
companies fracked more than a dozen times from old oil platforms 
off Huntington Beach and Seal Beach over the past fi ve years.

Though there is no evidence offshore hydraulic fracturing has led to 
any spills or chemical leaks, the practice occurs with little state or 
federal oversight of the operations.
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Workers walk near near the oil pumps on one of the four artifi cial THUMS 
islands in San Pedro Bay off the coast of Long Beach, Calif., used for oil drilling 
Thursday, Oct. 3, 2013 in Long Beech, Calif.(Photo: Chris Carlson, AP)



The state agency that leases lands and waters 
to oil companies said offi cials found new 
instances of fracking after searching records 
as part of a review after the AP reported this 
summer about fracking in federal waters off 
California, an area from three miles to 200 
miles offshore. The state oil permitting agen-
cy said it doesn't track fracking.

As the state continues its investigation into 
the extent of fracking — both in federal 
waters and closer to shore — and develops 
ways to increase oversight under a law that 
takes effect in 2015, environmental groups 
are calling for a moratorium on the practice.

"How is it that nobody in state government 
knew anything about this? It's a huge institu-
tional failure," said Kassie Siegel, an attor-
ney with the Center for Biological Diversity. 
"Offshore fracking is far more common than 
anyone realized."

Little is known about the effects on the ma-
rine environment of fracking, which shoots 
water, sand and chemicals at high pressure 
to clear old wells or crack rock formations to 
free oil. Yet neither state nor federal environ-
mental regulators have had any role in over-
seeing the practice as it increased to revital-
ize old wells.

New oil leases off the state's shores have 
been prohibited since a 1969 oil platform 
blowout off Santa Barbara, which fouled 
miles of coastline and gave rise to the mod-
ern environmental movement. With no room 
for physical expansion, oil companies in-
stead have turned to fracking to keep the oil 
fl owing.

The state launched an investigation into 
the extent of offshore fracking after the AP 
report in August. California offi cials ini-
tially said at the time there was no record of 
fracking in the nearshore waters it oversees. 
Now, as the State Lands Commission and 
other agencies review records and fi nd more 
instances of fracking, offi cials are confused 
over who exactly is in charge of ensuring the 
technique is monitored and performed safely.

"We still need to sort out what authority, if 
any, we have over fracking operations in 
state waters; it's very complicated," said Ali-
son Dettmer, a deputy director of the Califor-
nia Coastal Commission.

Nowhere is the fracking more concentrated 
than in Long Beach, an oil town with a half-
million residents and tourist draws such as 
the Queen Mary.

The city's oil arrangement stems from a deal 
drawn up in 1911, when California granted 



the tidelands and other water-covered areas 
to the city as it developed its harbor. When 
oil was discovered in the 1930s, the money 
started coming in.
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Workers walk near near the oil pumps on 
one of the four artifi cial THUMS islands 
in San Pedro Bay off the coast of Long 
Beach, Calif., used for oil drilling Thurs-
day, Oct. 3, 2013 in Long Beech, Calif.
(Photo: Chris Carlson, AP)

Long Beach transferred $352 million of 
$581 million in profi ts to state coffers in 
fi scal year 2013 from onshore and offshore 
operations, according to the city's Gas and 
Oil Department. Most of the oil recov-
ery comes from traditional drilling while 
fracking accounts for about 10 percent of 
the work.

The department says fracking is safe. It has 
a spill contingency plan and monitors pipe-
lines. Well construction designs are ap-
proved by state oil regulators. The designs 
can be used for conventional drilling and 
fracking. And the oil industry says offshore 
fracks are much smaller operations than 
onshore jobs, involving only a fraction of 
the chemicals and water used on land.

City oil offi cials see themselves as partners 
with Occidental Petroleum Corp. — not 
regulators — though offi cials participate in 
the company's internal audits and technical 
reviews by the state.

Occidental and the city briefl y took a 
fracking timeout after passage of the state's 
new rules. Long Beach oil operations 
manager Kevin Tougas said there are plans 
to frack again later this year. Occidental 

spokeswoman Susie Geiger said in an email 
that the company doesn't discuss its opera-
tions due to "competitive and proprietary 
reasons."

No one is tracking the amounts or precise 
composition of any fracking chemicals that 
enter the marine environment, though in 
September the state passed a law that start-
ing in 2015 would require disclosure of 
agents used during the procedures.

Fracking fl uids can be made up of hundreds 
of chemicals — some known and others 
not since they are protected as trade secrets. 
Some of these chemicals are toxic to fi sh lar-
vae and crustaceans, bottom dwellers most 
at risk from drilling activities, according to 
government health disclosure documents.
Myriad state agencies that oversee drilling, 
water quality and the ocean said they did 
no monitoring of fracking chemicals during 
offshore jobs.

Don Drysdale, a spokesman for the Califor-
nia Department of Oil, Gas and Geothermal 
Resources, said the new regulations will 
include "extensive protections" for ground-
water.

The industry estimates that about half of the 
fl uids used during fracking remain in the en-
vironment; environmentalists say it is much 
higher. Long Beach says it uses a closed 
system and there's no discharge into the 
water. Instead, fl uids are treated before being 
re-injected deep under the seafl oor.

The Long Beach Water Department, which 
monitors well water quality annually, said 
there are no known impacts to residents' 
water from fracking.



"It's our hometown," said Chris Garner, a 
fourth-generation resident who heads the 
gas and oil department. "We have a vested 
interest in making sure the oil operations 
have been without harm to the city."


