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ORPHAN WELL:

An idle well without 
a solvent party 
available to pay for 
plugging and 
abandonment.  
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5,540 wells: at “high risk” 
of becoming orphaned 
69,425 wells:  
“economically marginal 
and idle” 

106,687 wells: total 
number of wells that will 
need to be plugged and 
abandoned

Source:  CCST Orphan Wells in 
California, 2018
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$5.2 billion
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billion



CALIFORNIA’S POTENTIAL 
ORPHAN WELL LIABIILITY

• For 5540 “at risk” wells:  $500 
million

• For 69,425 “economically 
marginal and idle” wells:  
$5.2 billion

• For all  106,687 wells:  $9.1 
billion

Allocated by California 
legislature:  $100 M

Allocated by federal 
government:  eligible for $140M
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HOW DID WE GET HERE?
•Declining production: dropping steadily since 
1980s. 
• Inadequate bonding:  $68,000 average cost 
to remediate vs. $1,000 average available 
bond funds.
•Transfers to less solvent operators:  declining 
wells sold to operators at higher risk of 
insolvency







STEPS WE’VE TAKEN
•Funding allocations (federal and state)
• Industry-funded remediation to a tight cap
•AB 1057 (2019):  discretionary authority for 
CalGEM to increase bonding amounts
•CalGEM prioritization and cost assessments
•Methane task force
•Various statutory requirements to remediate 
idle wells or pay fees



STEPS WE NEED TO TAKE
• Bonding reform
� AB 1167:  full bonding upon transfer
� Longer term comprehensive bonding 

reform
• Eliminate the cap on industry liability
• Require prompt plugging and 

abandonment of idle wells
• Strengthen regulatory standards for leaks
• Stop drilling more wells!



Thank you


