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They are oh so close.  

More than a mile and a half below the earth, it’s happening: Crews are entering the “most 
technically demanding” phase of fixing a gas leak at a SoCalGas storage facility that has spewed 
more than 100,000 tons of greenhouse gases into the San Fernando Valley air for months, 
officials said Monday. 

This is the point where things are slowing down after weeks of drilling. 

It’s here, 8,600 feet below the Earth’s surface in the Santa Susana Mountains, where SoCalGas is 
preparing to pump in mud and cement via a nearby relief well to stop the flow of gas from its 
massive natural gas reservoir. 

Since at least Oct. 23, gas from that reservoir has been spewing through the leak, which is only 
about 500 feet below the earth, SoCalGas Co. President and CEO Dennis Arriola said. That gas 
is rising up through the ground around the well. It’s forced thousands from their nearby Porter 
Ranch homes, prompted concern over illnesses, hurt local business and prompted many to call 
for the shutdown of the facility, which is home to more than a 100 wells.  

Officials believe stopping the flow could come as early as this week, though officials have 
cautioned that that’s no guarantee. It might come later this month, they said. 

Getting this far hasn’t been easy. 

Seven prior attempts to kill the stricken well, SS-25, by forcing fluids down its shaft failed. 

Now, through a process called active magnetic ranging, used via the relief well, crews are 
closing in for another attempt to kill SS-25. 

It involves using a special tool to make sure the new well shaft is on target. Crews drill for a 
distance then stop and switch to a ranging tool and repeat the process. 

After installing the relief well, identifying the leaking well, and then drilling close enough to 
intercept the leaking well, this is the slowest phase of the relief well drilling operation, officials 
said. 

Once the bottom of SS-25 is located, the relief well will drill into it and pump in cement to stop 
the flow of gas, the company has said. 

“We believe we are close to being able to attempt to stop the leak using the relief well, company 
spokesperson Chris Gilbride said in an email. “However, there are still several significant steps 
ahead, including pumping fluids into the well to control the gas, then pumping cement to seal the 



leaking well. Once the leak is sealed, we will work with(the Department of Oil, Gas & 
Geothermal Resources), and they will conduct tests to confirm that the leak is stopped.” . 

It’s not a panacea, though, and it may not come quickly. 

“This has been a technically difficult effort, and we are entering the most technically demanding 
phase,” Gilbride added. “We will do what is reasonable and technically sound from a safety, 
engineering, drilling, and well-control standpoint to intercept and seal the well as quickly as 
possible. The timing is dependent on a number of conditions, and we cannot predict exactly 
when each step will be done.” 

When the moment comes 

In a sign that a fix is close, officials announced a deal Monday that would allow relocated 
residents in the area more time to move back into their homes. Residents who voluntarily 
evacuated their Porter Ranch homes because of the massive methane leak near the community 
will now have eight days to return to their homes once the discharge is stopped, officials said. A 
prior agreement between Southern California Gas Co. and the Los Angeles city attorney’s office 
called for a window of 48 hours for residents to return home after the leak is deemed stopped. 
That sparked outrage among residents and politicians. 

Since then, the two sides settled on a new deadline of eight days and seven nights after weekend 
negotiations. 

“After listening to the community, SoCalGas and the city attorney’s office have come to an 
agreement that we both believe is reasonable and will now provide residents with eight days to 
return to their homes,’” Gillian Wright, vice president of customer services for SoCalGas, said in 
a statement. “We are glad to offer additional time to help make relocated residents’ transitions 
back home smoother.”  

The transition period will start when the state’s Department of Oil, Gas & Geothermal Resources 
confirms that the gas leak has been stopped, the company said. 

But L.A. County Supervisor Michael D. Antonovich, whose district includes the area, said 
SoCalGas executives and the city’s legal staff did not go far enough. 

“This deal victimizes the victims once again and violates the spirit of the public health officer’s 
30-day return recommendation,” Antonovich said in a statement. “Residents and school officials 
should have the confidence once the well is sealed, that the area has been appropriately tested 
and assessed before the Gas Co. discontinues paying for relocation expenses,” he added. “These 
residents have been forced out of their homes and their children forced out of their schools. A 
30-day return policy would be in the best interest of residents, students, and schools.” 

He also noted that “the County Department of Public Health has determined that once the well is 
sealed and the emissions cease, the time needed for a comprehensive evaluation of the air 
monitoring results is 30 days.” 

City Attorney Mike Feuer said that the extension is better than the one disclosed last week. 



“After finding their lives upended for months, Porter Ranch residents deserve a reasonable 
amount of time to move back into their homes following independent assurance the leak truly 
has been stopped,” Feuer said in a statement. “This agreement will help residents resume their 
daily routines on schedules that work best for them.” 

Los Angeles City Councilman Mitchell Englander was critical of the earlier deadline. 

“The previous 48-hour time frame proposed by SoCal Gas was unreasonable and inhumane,” 
Englander said in a statement. “This is not just about returning home it is about a safe return 
home.” 

The new timeline will have the biggest impact on residents who opted for hotels and other short-
term lodging, the gas company said.  

SoCalGas will continue to honor the terms of leases for those who opted for longer-term housing 
and for all residents relocated to apartments or single family homes, the company said. 

These residents will also be reimbursed for moving expenses up to $500, the company said. 

Relocated residents who have special circumstances, specifically disabilities or functional needs 
that may require additional arrangements,will be considered on a case-by-case basis. 

Staff Writer Brenda Gazzar contributed to this report. 
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