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SALINAS, Calif. — The controversial battle over Measure Z in Monterey County is billed as an initiative about 
fracking.  

Even actor Leonardo DiCaprio jumped into the Measure Z debate Tuesday, tweeting, "Help keep Monterey 
County safe from #fracking pollution. Support #YesOnZ: ProtectMontereyCounty.org."  

But Measure Z is actually much more. 

Measure Z would not only ban fracking, but also wastewater injection and new oil wells in Monterey County -- 
issues that have the potential of moving oil production out of the county. 

Currently, fracking isn’t used in Monterey County. According to a representative for California’s Division of 
Oil, Gas, and Geothermal Resources, it also isn’t the most effective way to get the thick crude oil out of San 
Ardo’s ground, which is where the majority of the county’s oil production takes place.  

Steam injection is the most effective way. According to the state Department of Conservation, 15 times more 
water than oil is taken out of the ground in that process. 

Oil and wastewater go hand in hand, and that wastewater is the target of Measure Z. 

About a third of that wastewater is currently cleaned through reverse osmosis, put in ponds, and percolates back 
into the ground. The rest is re-injected back where it came from, and that is what Measure Z would no longer 
allow - until the water is cleaned. 

Under the measure, a spokesperson for the Pro-Measure Z group, Protect Monterey County, says operators 
would need to first clean wasterwater, and that would require expensive treatment plants to continue oil 
production as it currently exists. 

Right now, Chevron is the only operator with a water treatment plant. The company produced nearly half of all 
oil in San Ardo last year, equating to more than four million barrels. 

Out of more than 63 million barrels of water, Chevron returned 20 million cleaned barrels of water back to the 
aquifer. 

Monterey County Counsel Charles McKee estimates a third of the waste water in the San Ardo field is cleaned 
by reverse osmosis.  

“Proponents would say great, let’s do it all. But the oil industry would say that’s not feasible,” McKee said. 

There’s debate over whether Measure Z also bans the water-cleaning process. Chevron says it does, because of 
a by-product brine injection.  

If that was the case, the wastewater would have to be hauled out of county and dumped at a waste facility.  



But Monterey County’s impartial analysis states: "It appears the measure allows wastewater to be treated and 
then injected or impounded in ponds and allowed to percolate." 

Measure Z advocates agree, saying the treated water can be used for agriculture, steam injection, or put back 
into the aquifer.  

As for whether new wells are banned, Measure Z is clear, stating that it “prohibits drilling new oil and gas wells 
in the county’s unincorporated area." 

Oil industry representatives say new wells are a *must to stay productive.  

Monterey County Counsel Charles McKee believes maintenance and repair on current wells would still be 
allowed, but says that could be open to interpretation and grounds for a future lawsuit if Measure Z passes. 

“I would read the initiative as you can do that kind of maintenance work, but I think that would be an argument 
someone can make, that they are going beyond what they were allowed to do under the initiative,” McKee said.  

He says that’s just one of many open doors to litigation. The first case he anticipates pits county versus state.  

“The state has the authority to regulate all activities below ground and the county has authority to regulate all 
activities above ground, and so the question will be, is this initiative a regulation for below ground activities or 
above ground activities? The industry will say its below ground and the proponents will say its above ground," 
McKee said. 

And he says that will be expensive for the county. 

“The costs, I can’t estimate the costs of that kind of litigation but that type of litigation will probably pale in 
comparison of costs for a takings litigation. There’s a lot more at stake for an individual property owner in a 
takings case over how much they have lost,” McKee said. 

McKee says the cost of defending a takings lawsuit could reach hundreds-of-thousands, if not millions of 
dollars. 

So what does this mean to the future of the oil industry? 

Z opponents say this change will end oil drilling here, with costs of building treatment plants and restricting 
new oil well drilling making it economically unviable. 

Proponents disgree, saying operators just need to clean the wastewater, and continue using operating wells. 

“The initiative proponents will say yes and the oil industry will say no, maybe initially they’ll still be there, but 
they’re going to have to end up being phased out because the way you operate oil wells they’re going to say you 
need to have these pertinent operations, the waste water and that kind of stuff to allow to be going on,” McKee 
said. 

Economically, if measure Z passes, the Yes on Measure Z website lists that no jobs would be lost, and that in 
fact jobs will be created when oil companies clean up the water. But a fiscal report by Monterey County’s 
Auditor says 730 industry jobs be lost. 



That report neutrally lays out the highest and lowest property taxes paid by the oil industry. It shows that the 
county would lose between $2-8 million dollars in property tax per year, depending on oil prices, and that 
schools stand to lose the most of that. 

In the current school year, that would amount to nearly $5.5 million. 

The county general fund this year, just for example, would lose more than $2 million dollars.  

Z proponents say that loss is worth it. Regulating wastewater disposal would lower the risk of environmental 
damage, protect the water supply and help agriculture. But not surprisingly, the No on Z crowd disagrees, 
saying losing the cleaned water could put the ag industry at risk in the future. 

Voters in neighboring San Benito County banned high intensity oil operations in 2014. Measure J did not deal 
with wastewater disposal like the current Measure Z does. It had a one year phase out period, and with no totals 
in for 2016 yet, San Benito’s Tax Collector and Assesor say they see no measurable economic differences.  

Monterey’s County Counsel says Measure Z has a five year phase out period, with another ten year extension 
possible. 

County supervisors could also grant exceptions on a case by case basis. 

As voters consider a yes, or no vote, remember: Measure Z’s immediate impact will be only on wastewater and 
future oil drilling in Monterey County. Currently, there is no fracking taking place in Monterey County.  


