Orphaned Well Plugging Initiative




DISCLAIMER

This report was prepared as an account of work sponsored by an agency of the United States
Government. Neither the United States Government nor any agency thereof, nor any of their employees,
makes any warranty, express or implied, or assumes any legal liability or responsibility for the accuracy,
completeness, or usefulness of any information, apparatus, product, or process disclosed, or represents that
its use would not infringe privately owned rights. Reference herein to any specific commercial product,
process, or service by trade name, trademark, manufacturer, or otherwise, does not necessarily constitute
or imply its endorsement, recommendation, or favoring by the United States Government or any agency
thereof. The views and opinions of authors expressed herein do no necessarily state or reflect those of the
United States Government or any agency thereof.

PROTECTING OUR COUNTRY’S RESOURCES: THE STATES’ CASE



PROTECTING OUR COUNTRY’S RESOURCES: THE STATES’ CASE



ABSTRACT

This study was performed as part of Cooperative Agree-
ment DE-FC26-06NT15567 with the Department of Energy
National Energy Technology Laboratory. Research was
undertaken as part of a larger effort to assist state govern-
ments in the effective, efficient and environmentally sound
regulation of the exploration and production of natural gas
and crude oil. Specific projects in the agreement include
evaluating the scope of the country’s orphan oil and natural
gas wells and proposing solutions for permanently sealing
these wells, evaluating the impact of new technologies on
environmental protection, and assessing technology issues
associated with wells nearing the end of productive life.
Protecting Our Country’s Resources: The States’ Case is the
culmination of an in-depth study of the country’s orphan oil
and natural gas wells.

The Interstate Oil and Gas Compact Commission
(IOGCC) has been studying orphan wells as an ancillary
segment of reports it compiled in 1992, 1996 and 2000.
These reports documented the potential presence and es-
timated numbers of orphan wells in the United States, the
plugging costs associated with them, sources of “plugging
funds” for individual states, and individual state statutes and
regulations associated with orphan wells.

Technology improvements, such as GIS tracking and
computerized record-keeping, and introduction of innova-
tive methods for locating orphan wells have allowed states to
address identifying and plugging wells that were abandoned
years, and even decades ago, by unidentified parties.

Most states define an orphan well as being inactive and
having no responsible party to properly plug the well and
restore the location. Well owners might have ceased to exist
as a business entity or might never have been known. For
purposes of this report an orphan well is described as a well
that is not producing or injecting, has not received state ap-
proval to remain idle, and for which the operator is unknown
or insolvent.

Site restoration, which involves the removal of equip-
ment, trash and debris, the repair of erosion, and removal of
hydrocarbons and closing pits, can prevent potential safety
hazards and allow landowners and citizens to employ the
impacted area for other uses. In some cases, there is potential
for groundwater contamination and wells must be “plugged”
to reduce environmental risks.

The responsibility for monitoring restoring well sites,
and plugging orphan wells falls inevitably to individual
states. Most oil and gas producing states have established

plugging funds derived from taxes on production, fees or
other assessments to plug orphan wells. When funds fall
short of the need, most states stretch their money by priori-
tizing wells that pose environmental hazards. Other major
issues involving orphan wells are identifying them and
subsequently monitoring their condition.

The current study is a continuation of the collection of
data associated with orphan wells since 1992 and includes
questions intended to provide a more comprehensive view of
the situation. Prior years’ data were analyzed and reviewed
to identify trends, commonalities, and regional differences
among the states. Plugging funds, changes and trends are
also analyzed to give a more accurate picture of the efforts
of the states to address the wells and current orphan well
numbers. In addition, anecdotal reports of unique regional
issues and innovative solutions are included in the report.

Data were collected by surveying the state regulatory
personnel and by obtaining input from industry representa-
tives. State oil and gas agencies were issued a survey via
e-mail. The number of actual and possible orphan wells was
compiled initially in March 2007 by telephone. The states
were then surveyed in May and any contradicting data were
resolved. Additionally, state agency representatives were
personally interviewed on a one-on-one basis for more infor-
mation and data confirmation.

There are approximately 50,000 wells awaiting site
restoration or plugging. Remediating all sites would be an
extremely large burden. Many of these wells have been pri-
oritized according to the threat they pose to the environment.
In fact, the majority of orphan wells pose little or no threat to
the environment. Others, however, should be plugged in pro-
active programs to prevent potential environmental impacts.

In general, states should be commended for their efforts,
both in finding and remediating orphan wells. The states also
have set up regulatory structures that require adequate bond-
ing or insurance coverage to prevent the likelihood of the
unfunded liability of orphan wells in the future.

It must, however, be noted that while states have estab-
lished plugging funds, those funds are insufficient to address
timely cleanup of the remaining orphan wells. Therefore, it’s
essential to establish innovative programs to plug existing
orphan wells.
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PREFACE

Since man discovered fire, humans around the globe
continuously have sought better ways to generate power,
heat and light. The use of petroleum resources actually
occurred relatively early. Seep oil, oil naturally rising to
the surface in a river or pond, or through a mine, has been
collected since the Middle Ages. One method involved
damming rivers and creeks with oil seeps located nearby to

create a pond where oil could be skimmed from the surface.

And, oil has been produced from wells as early as A.D. 347
in China, using bits attached to bamboo poles, which were
then pounded into the ground.

It was not until the late 1800s that the value of oil
and natural gas as a universal energy source became clear.
California may have been one of the first states to harness
the “waste” (natural gas and oil byproducts) of water or
brine wells to light the Stockton Courthouse. Today, oil
and natural gas account for more than 60 percent of energy
consumed in the United States. The United States imports a
majority, some estimate more than 58 percent, of its oil and
around 16 percent of its natural gas supplies. As countries
like China develop and world demand grows for petroleum
resources, not only will the nation’s domestic petroleum
industry become more important, but the stewardship of

existing and potential reserves will also grow in significance.
Those, and the many compelling reasons to correctly
manage our environment, form the basis of the long standing
concern with, and study of, the nation’s orphan wells.

As the recognized authority on this subject, the
IOGCC presents this report as a compelling call to action
to industry, state governments and agencies and to the
federal government. States call on industry to provide
responsibly for the plugging and remediation of all current
wells and to expand and continue the partnership to address
orphan wells. The IOGCC also calls on state government
to assess and address regulatory requirements to assure
that wells are initiated and managed in an economically
and environmentally responsible manner. The IOGCC also
calls on the federal government to follow the states’ lead in
identifying and plugging orphan wells located on federal
properties and to release funding as provided in the Energy
Policy Act of 2005.

The IOGCC thanks the states and their representatives
for their diligent assistance in compiling the data for this
report and for their continued efforts to find and remediate
problem orphan wells.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Interstate Oil and Gas Compact Commission
(IOGCC) has been studying orphan wells and the costs and
regulations associated with managing these wells since 1992.
Orphan wells, defined here as abandoned oil and natural gas
wells that have no identified or solvent owner, have been
a part of the oil and natural gas industry’s landscape since
the beginning. One of the fundamental issues with orphan
wells is that data concerning their existence is, by definition,
inexact. Data collection in the early years was incomplete at
best and many owners and operators were lost in the course
of history as the industry cycled through boom and bust. Post-
regulation, bust cycles have continued to contribute to the
number of orphan wells, but not in such daunting numbers.

The first drilling for oil and gas in the United States
occurred during the early to mid-1800s. In many states,
only a few wells were drilled (many of these dry holes) in
the very earliest years, as wildcatters searched widely for
oil and gas resources. In states where exploration activities
were successful, however, a fairly large number of wells
were drilled and produced prior to the enactment of state
regulations. Since many of these wells were drilled between
1860 and 1930, the exact number is uncertain. On average,
60 years elapsed between the drilling of the first exploratory
well and the establishment of a formal regulatory system.
This resulted in the majority of the orphan wells today. In our
1999 survey, member states reported estimates of the number
of pre-regulatory wells drilled in their states that indicated a
potential on the low side of just over 828,000 to a high side
estimate of 1.06 million wells nationally.

Currently, there are around 60,000 orphan wells on
plugging lists, a figure that appears not to have shifted greatly
despite the states’ prodigious efforts at plugging orphan wells.
This is due largely to the more aggressive approach states are
taking to find the wells. States estimate that potentially more
than 90,000 orphan wells exist but remain undocumented at
this time. Meanwhile, states are moving to plug the known
orphan wells. Some older producing areas are addressing
the problem with significant increases in their state plugging
funds. Other states have taken the initiative to ensure that the
wells posing the greatest environmental threats are plugged
first. New York has changed its prioritization to mirror the
IOGCC'’s environmental scoring system for abandoned wells.
Similarly, California has adjusted its processes so an “acute
orphan well” has priority for plugging. States reporting that

their prioritization schemes for plugging wells have not
changed since the last report in 2000 are Alabama, Colorado,
Kentucky, Louisiana, Michigan, Nebraska, New Mexico,
Oklahoma, Utah, West Virginia and Wyoming. Other states,
where production occurred later, benefit from the protection
of state laws and regulations at the start of their oil and natural
gas history.

“Thankfully, our oil and gas regulations were in place
early enough that orphan wells are not a significant problem in
Nebraska,” said William H. Sydow, director of the Nebraska
Oil & Gas Conservation Commission. “At the present time,
our agency secures funds through the budget/appropriation
process and uses our commission’s cash fund to plug and
abandon any orphaned wells.”

As part of a cooperative agreement with the Department
of Energy, IOGCC has been tasked with evaluating the scope
of the country’s orphan oil and natural gas well situation and
the efforts to manage these wells. This report is a culmination
of our most current study of the nation’s orphan wells and
how states address problems associated with these wells.
What is clear is that most states have increased their efforts
and their expenditures since our first study in 1992 and are
earnestly engaged in identifying and remediating orphan
wells. Additionally, over the course of this period, states
have made significant headway in acquiring and managing
orphan well data. Still the total scope of the problem remains
somewhat ambiguous.

Over the years, states have been the leaders in
implementing innovative programs related to orphan well
management. For example, agencies have allowed the sale of
orphan wells to operators who believe a return to productive
status is a possibility. Other states have considered tax credits
for operators who voluntarily plug orphan wells in the vicinity
of their active operations.

IOGCC member states trust that some day a report on
orphan wells will be unnecessary. Their ultimate goal is to
find and plug every orphan well, while taking the necessary
precautions to prevent future orphan wells. The IOGCC
expresses its appreciation to the participating states and
agencies, not only for providing the data that form the core
of this report, but also for their creative efforts to find the
nation’s orphan wells and adequately plug them.
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INTRODUCTION

The Interstate Oil and Gas Compact Commission
(IOGCC) has been studying orphan wells as an ancillary
segment of reports it compiled in 1992, 1996 and 2000. These
reports documented the potential presence and estimated
numbers of orphan wells in the United States, the plugging
costs associated with them, sources of “plugging funds” for
individual states, and individual state statutes and regulations
associated with orphan wells.

The advent of technology improvements, such as GIS
tracking and computerized recordkeeping, and introduction
of innovative methods for locating orphan wells has allowed
states to begin to fully address identifying and plugging
wells that were abandoned years, and even decades ago, by
unidentified parties. As part of a grant with the Department
of Energy, IOGCC has undertaken the task of conducting a
more in-depth evaluation of the scope of the country’s orphan
oil and natural gas wells and identifying potential solutions to
permanently sealing these wells.

Most states define an orphan well as being inactive and
having no responsible party to properly plug the well and
restore the location. Well owners might have ceased to exist
as a business entity or might never have been known. Some
states, such as West Virginia and Indiana, have yet to statutorily
define an orphan well. Kentucky and Wyoming define orphan
wells as having no bonding. Although terminology used by
individual states varies, for the purposes of this report, an
orphan well is defined as:

A well that is not producing or injecting, has
not received state approval to remain idle,
and for which the operator is unknown or
insolvent.

The causes of orphan wells are varied. Historically,
factors that contribute to the development of orphan wells
are a combination of technological capabilities of the era and
the economic climate. During the earliest years of petroleum
production, wells were literally abandoned. The wooden
superstructure might have been salvaged for other uses and
as metal replaced wood, the casings and superstructure were
sometimes pulled for use in other wells or for salvage value,
particularly during the two World Wars when steel was in
short supply. The well hole itself was left either unplugged
or plugged with tree stumps, logs, mud, or a variety of other
readily available materials. Generally, wells drilled prior to
the 1930s were shallow and lacked a cement plug. California
was the first state to make plugging with cement mandatory,

but by then, the state estimates nearly 30,000 wells had been
drilled. As drilling technology and state oversight improved,
wells were going deeper and plugging procedures were
established. Still, many wells pre-dating 1952 were probably
plugged improperly. Early cement plugs were not always
effective as their compounds lacked the chemical components
to withstand down-hole temperatures and pressure, so failing
to harden properly. This led to the establishment of industry
standards in 1952. Recurrent bust cycles have contributed to
the orphan well inventory.

The responsibility for monitoring and plugging orphan
wells falls inevitably to individual states. Most oil and gas
producing states have established plugging funds derived
from taxes on production, fees or other assessments to plug
orphan wells. The earliest funds were established in the 1960s
and the latest in the 1990s. The average cost to properly drill
out and plug an orphan well varies widely depending on
well depth and condition, terrain and other variable factors.
It covers a range from $2,000 to $40,000, with most states
reporting an average cost between $6,000 to $12,000. When
funds fall short of the need, most states stretch their money
by prioritizing wells that pose environmental hazards. The
current survey revealed 11 producing states had more than
1,000 wells approved for plugging on lists waiting for state
funds. Illinois, Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Missouri, New
York, Ohio, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, Texas and West Virginia
all reported waiting lists numbering in the thousands, with
Kentucky and Texas reporting the most at 10,600 and 11,220
wells on the waiting list respectively. In some respects, this
is a measure of the states’ prodigious work in identifying and
documenting orphan wells and as such is a testimony to their
diligence. In other respects, it begins to reveal the size and
significance of the burden many states face.

“Since the start of the current Texas program in 1991, the
Texas Railroad Commission has plugged more than 41,000
wells at a total cost of approximately $80 million,” said
Texas Railroad Commissioner, Victor Carrillo. Although we
consider our program a huge success, our current orphan well
count still exceeds 11,000 wells. Minimizing, and ultimately
eliminating, this orphan well count is a priority for me.
Plugging orphan wells is an important environmental goal
because it eliminates the potential damage that old, abandoned
wells can pose to underground fresh water sources.” Other
major issues involving orphan wells are identifying them
and subsequently monitoring their condition. Location and
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other data pertaining to wells drilled in the first 20 years
of petroleum exploration are incomplete at best. Likewise,
data concerning wells abandoned by companies that have
long vanished also are incomplete. Such wells are often
barely visible and are in remote areas where they have gone
undetected for decades. Orphan wells can pose both physical
and environmental hazards, because hydrocarbons, salts, and
ground water migrate. An unplugged well creates a conduit
allowing these materials to mingle, either contaminating
underground aquifers and water wells, or seeping to the surface
to contaminate fields, waterways, or ponds. Similarly, water
and salts can migrate into and contaminate petroleum reserves
through abandoned and improperly plugged orphan wells.
Beyond the contamination, surface seeps can accelerate the
risk and ferocity of wild fires. As unplugged wells deteriorate
over time, they can cave in on themselves or give way to
unsuspecting animals and humans.

The current study is a continuation of the collection of
data associated with orphan wells since 1992 and included
questions intended to provide a more comprehensive view of
the situation. Prior years’ data were analyzed and reviewed
to identify trends, commonalities, and regional differences
amongst the states.

Plugging funds, changes and trends are also analyzed,
in order to give a more accurate picture of the efforts of the
states to address the wells and current orphan well numbers.
In addition, anecdotal reports of unique regional issues and
innovative solutions are included in the report.

The report includes sections covering:
B Limitations of the study
B Methodology
B Study results
* Orphan well statistics: individual and
collective
* Plugging funds
* Security or financial assurance
* Salvage value of orphan wells
Efforts to find and plug orphan wells
Statutory summary
Recommendations
Appendices
* Domestic orphan wells at-a-glance
* In-depth state-by-state descriptions
B Statutory authority and definitions
B Unique definitions of orphan wells
B Security or financial assurance
B Regional and anecdotal
information

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

Data on orphan wells were collected from IOGCC
member states and international affiliates. Thirty-four of
IOGCC’s member states participated in the study, of whom
eight reported no plugging activity for the period 2000 to
2006. Another 10 reported plugging activity in the hundreds,
nine reported in the thousands. Again, for purposes of this
study, an orphan well is defined as a well that is not producing
or injecting, has not received state approval to remain idle, and
for which the operator is unknown or is not solvent. At this
point, there are no standardized data collection requirements
for the classification of orphan wells. Each of the oil and
natural gas producing regions of the United States has unique
variables to contend with such as geologic formations, local
and state regulations and regulatory structure, and data
collection methodologies.

Among the data collected were the number of orphan
wells plugged, the number of orphan wells on each state’s
plugging list, and the estimated number of unidentified and/or
undocumented orphan wells that could potentially exist. This
estimated number was gathered in hopes of anticipating the
potential long-term costs to plug wells that have not yet been
found. Bonding information has been compiled to demonstrate
how the states are taking preventive measures to deal with
abandoned and idle wells on-going, to keep wells drilled today
from becoming the liability of state taxpayers in the future.
Plugging regulations and prioritization schemes have been
collected so the states can view the wide range of alternatives.
As well, information on average cost to plug and the funds
and funding sources was compiled. Statutory definitions and
authority specific to orphan wells and preventing them also
have been compiled.

METHODOLOGY

Data were collected by surveying the state regulatory
personnel and with input from industry representatives. State
oil and gas agencies were issued a survey via e-mail. The
number of actual and possible orphan wells was compiled
initially in March 2007 by telephone. The states were then
surveyed in May and any contradicting data were resolved.
Additionally, state agency representatives were personally
interviewed on a one-on-one basis for additional information
and data confirmation.

The study questionnaire requested information on a range
of topics to provide insights into state programs addressing
orphan wells. The information obtained from the states falls
within the following categories:
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Orphan well data. States were asked to provide the
number of wells plugged, the amount of plugging funds
expended, and an estimate of the number of unidentified and /
or undocumented orphan wells in their state.

Plugging funds. Many states have established plugging
funds to ensure that wells are properly plugged and abandoned.
Several states have increased the amounts of these funds in
recent years.

Security or financial assurance. Most states require
some form of security or financial assurance. The methods

and amounts vary, but financial assurance is required on most
wells to ensure proper plugging and abandonment - even in
the case of operator insolvency.

Salvage value of orphan wells. Most states can salvage
lease equipment or hydrocarbons left in storage tanks and use

the salvage value to offset the cost of state-funded plugging.

Efforts to find and plug orphan wells. Several states
have developed programs to help find and plug orphan wells.

They range from volunteer groups searching for orphan wells
to states offering tax incentives to landowners willing to adopt
an orphan well.

Statutory authority. Authority dealing with orphan
wells.

Anecdotal information. Many states have unique
regional and/or regulatory environments that provide more
insight into the orphan well situation and may provide a basis
for further study.

Additionally, prior years’ survey data were consolidated and
analyzed beginning with the initial survey year of 1992 serving
as the base year. Inconsistencies were identified, adjusted and
verified with the reporting state agency on a case-by-case
basis. This is intended to provide a comprehensive view of
orphan well status and trends since the inception of research.

DISCLAIMER

Although many efforts were made to test the accuracy
and consistency of the data, conflicts remain as a result of
several inherent areas. States differ as to fiscal years and
data collection in the states may adhere to fiscal year time
frames or may follow calendar years. Some states have broad
responsibilities for plugging a variety of wells (orphan,
insolvent but known operator, etc.) while others address only
orphan oil and natural gas wells as defined in this study. Some
states use plugging funds for site remediation, while others
have separate funds. Some states consider site remediation
costs as part of the cost to plug and others do not. Some states

reported data in our earliest reports that cannot be supported
currently. While the states and their staffs have gone far above
and beyond the call to assist us in every way to bring the basis
of this data into conformity, there is still the chance that some
data presented in this report may contain flaws. However,
we believe that such flaws, if they exist, are not materially
significant to the purpose of this report, which is principally to
establish the existence and direction of states’ efforts toward
addressing orphan wells.

STUDY RESULTS

ORPHAN WELLS

Orphan Well Plugging Wait List. Surveyed states report-
ed 59,222 wells on plugging or site remediation waiting lists
in 2006. Since the initial study in 1992, states have reported
steady increases to the number of wells on their wait lists,
despite marked increases in the number of wells plugged and
funds expended each survey period. States continue to locate
formerly undocumented wells for a variety of reasons such
as the advent of technology improvements like GIS tracking
and satellite photography, computerized record-keeping, and
the introduction of innovative methods for locating wells.

With 11,220 orphan wells on its plugging list, Texas
reports having the most identified orphan wells waiting to be
plugged, with Kentucky not far behind with 10,600. Penn-
sylvania and Kansas report 8,700 and 7,271 wells on waiting
lists, respectively. The next cluster of significant numbers
is reported by New York at 4,800, Illinois at 3,900, Louisi-
ana at 3,183, Oklahoma and Ohio at 2,089 and Missouri at
2,000.

The number of wells waiting to be plugged in individual
states at any given time may depend on a variety of fac-
tors, such as the number of oil and gas wells within the state
regulatory program, the adequacy of security or financial as-
surance provided by oil and gas operators, the availability of
state plugging funds and staff resources, and state procure-
ment procedures. Legal issues arising from insolvency also
can delay plugging by either operators or the state.

Undocumented / Unidentified Orphan Wells. In 1996, the
states were asked to provide a high to low estimated range of
the number of undocumented or unidentified orphan wells.
This year, surveyed states were asked to estimate the number
of undocumented or unidentified orphan wells not on their
plugging wait lists. Surveyed states used a variety of methods
to estimate the amount of undocumented or unidentified wells
in their regions, from an estimate based upon historical figures,
to a calculation of a percentage of wells on their current lists.
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Figure 1. Total estimated orphan wells: all surveyed states (2006)

State Wait list Undocumented Total Orphan Wells
Alabama 0 3 3
Alaska 15 0 15
Arkansas 577 1,200 1,777
California 430 967 1,397
Colorado 45 45 90
Florida 17 150 167
Mllinois 3,900 0 3,900
Indiana 598 1,300 1,898
Kansas 7,271 10,729 18,000
Kentucky 10,600 2,500 13,100
Louisiana 3,183 625 3,808
Michigan 100 15 115
Mississippi 49 0 49
Missouri 2,000 0 2,000
Montana 90 475 565
Nebraska 6 6 12
New Mexico 134 0 134
New York 4,800 40,000 44,800
North Dakota 4 0 4
Ohio 2,089 9,000 11,089
Oklahoma 2,089 10,000 12,089
Pennsylvania 8,700 0 8,700
Tennessee
Texas 11,220 0 11,220
Utah 8 59 67
Virginia 37 70 107
West Virginia 1,260 13,000 14,260
Wyoming 0 5 5
Grand Totals 59,222 90,149 149,371
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Figure 2. Total Estimated Orphan Wells
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Figure 2 shows the total estimated orphan wells for all surveyed states. Prior studies reported
only the number of wells on waiting lists (line). 2006 survey respondents were asked to estimate
the number of undocumented and/or unidentified wells (square), which, when added to wait list
figures provides an estimate of the total number of orphan wells in the nation (triangle).

The range of undocumented and/or unidentified wells
is wide. Some states declined to provide an estimate, while
others used a formula based on the number of undocumented
wells that are discovered on average in a year and projecting
forward. Six of the surveyed states, Alaska, Illinois, Missouri,
North Dakota, Texas and Pennsylvania did not provide an
estimate of undocumented wells. Historically, Alaska, New
Mexico and North Dakota have a smaller amount of wells
on their wait lists as compared to other states. The states
which, in this survey, estimated the highest potential number
of undocumented wells include New York with an estimate
of 40,000, West Virginia with 13,000, Kansas with 10,729
and Oklahoma with 10,000. In all cases, these estimates were
lower than the original low to high estimate range that states
provided in 1999, which is likely indicative of the progress
these states are making. Arguably, any estimate is a fluid
number and is not, in itself, important. Rather this estimate
is significant as an indicator of the potential cost to plug and
remediate to which the states may be exposed.

As unplugged orphan wells are identified, they are
generally included on waiting lists or databases established
by the states and prioritized for plugging and abandonment.
States prioritize among wells to be plugged, focusing on those
that pose the greatest potential harm. It should be noted that
states plug wells other than orphan wells and these wells
affect the waiting list. Also, some orphan wells may later be
adopted by an operator and returned to production or other
use.

PLUGGING FUNDS

Most states have established plugging funds that vary
widely, both in scope and funding mechanisms, to ensure that
wells for which no or insufficient financial assurance exists
are properly plugged and abandoned. As orphan wells are
identified, they are included on waiting lists established by
the states and prioritized for plugging. The number of wells
on each state’s waiting list may be different from the number
of orphan wells because: states plug wells other than orphan
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wells; some orphan wells may later be adopted by an operator
and returned to production or other use; or because states
prioritize among wells to be plugged, focusing on those that
pose the greatest potential harm.

The plugging of orphan wells by state regulatory agencies
remains a significant issue. While most states have increased
the amounts in their plugging funds in the last six years,
some states have maintained the same amount. New Mexico
established an Oil and Gas Reclamation Fund in 1977. Well
operators pay a percent of taxable value of sold products, of
which a percentage goes to the fund. In the reporting period,
New Mexico expended