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California said on Monday it is completely revamping its system of allowing increasingly popular 
injection wells from utilizing aquifers that contain potential drinking water, adding that by April 1, it will 
initiate new rules for the practice. 
 
The announcement, which details a well program review that began in 2010, came after environmentalists 
last week urged the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency to shut down hundreds of injection wells that 
allegedly introduce oil and gas contaminants into California aquifers that could supply drinking water. 
The state said in a letter to the EPA, released to the public on Monday, that up to 140 such wells could be 
shut down by Oct. 15. 
 
Under the federal Safe Drinking Water Act, the EPA delegated some of its enforcement authority to the 
state through a primacy agreement, including the ability to exempt some sources from protection. The 
problem, the state says, is that it has been issuing exemptions for sources that may be federally protected. 
 
The California Department of Conservation’s Division of Oil, Gas and Geothermal Resources said in the 
letter that it has not kept up with the task of applying for the necessary aquifer exemptions in 
hydrocarbon-bearing zones required by statute, even though many of these zones possess attributes that 
would qualify them for exemption. 
 
“The division has thus been slow to reconcile the reality that industry has expanded the productive limits 
of oil fields established in the 1982 primacy agreement with SDWA requirements to obtain aquifer 
exemptions,” the letter said. 
 
Given the state’s current drought conditions, the division said the protection of aquifers from 
contamination is “a matter of the highest priority.” Oil and gas production in California is a $34 billion 
annual industry, employing more than 25,000 people with an annual payroll of over $1.5 billion, the 
division said. It added that California is the third-largest oil-producing state in the nation, producing about 
575,000 barrels per day. 
 
Currently, more than 50,000 oilfield injection wells are operating in the state. Of the injection wells 
subject to underground injection control regulations, approximately 1,500 are fluid disposal wells, which 
are necessary to reinject water produced with oil and gas and other fluids that cannot be disposed of 
through any other method, such as treatment, beneficial use or recycling for other industrial applications, 
the division said. 
 
Most of the oil and gas fields in the state are in the waning stages of their productive cycle and require 
“enhanced oil recovery” techniques for continued development, according to the division. It said the use 
of injection wells has been increasing in recent years. 
 
“The increased use of injection potentially creates additional health and safety risks,” the letter said. 
 
By April 1, 2015, the division said it will initiate rulemaking to establish a regulatory compliance 
schedule to eliminate injection into undisputedly nonexempt aquifers statewide. 
 
Under the new regulations, all injection into nonexempt aquifers with less than 10,000 milligrams per liter 



of total dissolved solids must cease by February 2017 unless an aquifer exemption has been approved by 
the EPA. The rules will also say that if a nonexempt aquifer contains 3,000 mg/l TDS or less and is 
nonhydrocarbon-producing, injection must cease by Oct. 15 unless the EPA approves an exemption. 
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