Brown Signs Fracking Bill, Upsetting Both Sides
by Marc Lifsher and Patrick McGreevy
September 20, 2013: Sacramento - The nation's toughest restrictions on a controversial oil drilling technique known as fracking were signed into law by Gov.  Jerry Brown on Friday.  Hotly opposed by the oil industry, the measure "establishes strong environmental protections and transparency requirements," the governor said in a statement.
At issue in the hydraulic fracturing measure is the injection of sand, water and chemicals to free oil and natural gas trapped in shale deep underground.  The oil industry heralds the technique as a way to boost domestic oil and gas production; opponents contend it is unsafe and endangers underground drinking-water supplies.
The governor's signature "is a first step toward greater transparency, accountability and protection of the public and the environment," said Sen. Fran Pavley (D-Agoura Hills).  Her bill, SB 4, is the sole survivor of a half-dozen fracking proposals in the Legislature this year.  It requires permitting of wells, notification of neighbors living near drilling, groundwater testing and a study of fracking's impact on the environment.  It takes effect Jan. 1, 2014.  The bill also would set rules for a related technique involving the shooting of acid solutions into the wells to release hydrocarbons.
Oil industry reaction was muted.  Companies complained that the regulations go further than they thought necessary for safe drilling.
But Catherine Reheis-Boyd, president of the Western States Petroleum Assn., a trade group, welcomed the chance to continue exploring oil-rich areas in the central and southern San Joaquin Valley.  In a statement, she stressed that her members now can move forward with "an environmental platform on which California can look toward the opportunity to responsibly develop the enormous potential energy resource contained in the Monterey Shale formation."
Most environmental groups wanted a veto.  The governor's action "is disappointing," said Kathryn Phillips, California director of the Sierra Club.  "This bill does not provide the kind of protection or approach to fracking that we need."
In his signing message, Brown directed the state's Department of Conservation to develop "an efficient permitting program" to fine-tune the new regulations.
In a related matter, Brown also signed a bill to bolster bonding requirements to make sure that drillers can pay for the cost of repairing environmental damage they might cause.  That bill, SB 665 by Sen. Lois Wolk (D-Davis), "will shift the financial burden of responding to abandoned wells or other violations from taxpayers to oil and gas drillers," Wolk said.
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