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Group appeals project near Pinnacles.
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Forget about fracking for a minute. That’s the controversial practice oil and gas operators use to create small
fissures in rock formations, freeing up the reserves they contain and, for some, introducing legitimate concerns
about groundwater contamination.

There’s no reported fracking activity in the oil-rich region of south Monterey County, but there is steam
injection. It’s a practice in wide use when it comes to accessing the shallower oil reserves that come out of the
ground as mostly water, like the Lombardi formation that dominates the San Ardo area.

Just over the county line, nine miles northeast of Greenfield and south of Pinnacles National Park, Citadel
Exploration Inc. is poised to drill up to 15 test wells over a two-year period to see whether there’s an
economically viable prospect in the area, known as Bitterwater.

On April 17, the San Benito County Planning Commission unanimously approved Citadel’s Project Indian, but
the Center for Biological Diversity, a San Francisco nonprofit, appealed April 29. The San Benito County
supervisors will next consider the project, which calls for cyclic steam stimulation to get at the potential
reserves.

The Planning Commission didn’t fully account for the project’s environmental impacts, particularly to the
protected condors that nest in and around Pinnacles, according to Center for Biological Diversity attorney David
Hobstetter. “Oil development is known to be a hazard to condors,” he adds.

The project permit requires monitoring of condors; operations are to temporarily stop if condors are on the site.

Hobstetter also raises concerns about how much water steam injection (or “huff and puff”) uses.

Once a well is drilled, the method calls for injecting steam into a water-and-oil layer underground, then several
days of soaking that heats up heavy oil and allows it to flow. The steam, unlike fracking fluid, uses 100 percent
water and no chemicals.

Citadel CEO Armen Nahabedian says the practice draws otherwise unusable water. “You’re talking dirty water
out of the ground and cleaning it,” he says.

In 2006 Chevron, the largest oil operator in Monterey County, built a reverse osmosis plant in San Ardo to
clean up the water that comes up with oil in its steam injection process, amounting to up to 19 acre-feet per day.
Some water is heated and recycled back into the steam injection process, but most is cleaned, pumped into man-
made wetlands and left to percolate into groundwater.

Chevron spokesperson Carla Musser says oil in San Ardo is like molasses. “In order to make it move, because
it’s so viscous, you have to heat it up,” she says. “The only way we have found to get it to flow is through steam
injection.”

Still, Citadel is taking a risk. The company could drill its test wells and find nothing, then abandon the site.



“Exploration is inherently high risk,” Nahabedian says. “The chance of economic success is actually pretty
low.”

He claims he’s not out to pillage the environment in the name of profit. “I’m not the type of operator that’s here
to leave any kind of unnecessary mark,” he says. “I’m not some stereotypical oil-hungry monster.”

The company history on Citadel’s website states that, after successful oilfield development in Southern
California the ’20s, “Oil now flowed in the Nahabedian family blood.”


