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''""*-» vid loyer, Chief, Jlm'ironme.ntai bureau, Oil Conservation division 

-irou-m; _r iest Ceouc B/ier'-ous . aste ;ureau, 

Acting Program " *ana3er,Cround '"'ater Section, II"*' ^^J^/pf 

Xz% -laoorte ' contamination incidents involving oil an--' orc'uce-.' rcer. 

The attache'-' memorandum orovr'es details of '1) an -"moarently lon^-stan-Urr-
orchis . i of oil and produced 'ater spillage an ' Iea'<a3e, and {?/ a recent c s e of ~ 
"'aterflo?/ escaping from an improperly olu ?r;ed vail - all at a site north-vest of 
Lovington in -ea County. Those conditions are a source of considerable alar n , sine; 
the area is used fo*- jrszin;* rnd the Oralis la aquifer lies beneath the site, -vith s 
static ' /ater level at r.ooroximately 30 to 100 feet (As-->, I ~31 ""utentan; an -' '"'eeks, 
1930*). 

'""-.He rsco^nizin3 that the ~C Z Environ nentai bureau is severely understaffed to 
deal v/ith the problems 'vith v 'hieh it is charged, I submit that oarhaos the capable 
CO. * "*istrict Office staff coul'' Ne directed to devote a share of their compliance and 
enforcement activities to the ""ater C'iality Control Co^- russion rem'.lations, in 
addition to their standard oractice of eeforcin"; the '" ' i l Conservation Co emission 
regulations at such sites as the one ''escribed in the attached namo. 

Please keep this office in for 'ne ! of ste as taken by CC " to investigate and rectif'/ any 
damage to the vadose zone and ground -.vater at the site describee! in the attache-' 
memo. Please orovide t'">s s* 'ie infor nation to the recipients of co >ies of this 
memorandum, listed holo v. 

If the 11' * can be of a-y help in this effor t , please e-'vise. 

*Ash, S.P. 19S3. ^roL-n'-'--vater Co-T-'itions in ' lorthem -ea County, "Te •' "mxico. 
I-Iydrolo^ic Investigations Atlas • A-S2. T JS "eok>3ical Survey. 

*Cutentaf», a T~- ""'eehs. 13 P0. '"'nter Table in the ' Ii--;h nlains " ouifer in 
1973 in Parts of Cobro/o, ''.a—as, .-lebraska,' !e:'' 'exico, ^dahoTia, South 
Oakota, Texas, and ""'yomiog. Cy-'rdo^ic Investigations Atlas, ' JS ̂ eolomc 
Survey. 

ccs Floyd Prondo, Cil an--' Cas division, State ban-'s Office, "TJ Cox 11 3, Santa Co 
275T/-1!'.'C 

Ooho Ctcheverry, Cox lS5Si, Lovington, . ! ' : 33?' 0 
Carrison ' "cCaslin, SIT Cistrict IV : 'ana^er 
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| STATE OF NEW MEXICO 

r Z N V ^ o t ^ ^ Z Z DATE: February 14, 1986 

"TO" Paige Morgan, Water Resource Spec. I I , Santa Fe 

FROM: r j o n Lutjens, Environmentalist, Hobbs 

SUBJECT: BRINE CONTAMINATION IN LEA COUNTY 

FEB 1 ̂  1986 

n 

BUREAU 

We have had a continuing problem of brine and o i l s p i l l s on state land 
i n an area NW of Lovington. At the west end of the operation (R33E, 
T14S, S34 or S35), there are brine storage tanks and skimmers (see map). 
This i s near Highway 457 where tank trucks drop o f f brine with a l i t t l e 
o i l on i t . These tanks may be on private land or on state land. A 4" 
brine pipeline runs east about 3 miles to an i n j e c t i o n well and 2 
storage tanks (R34E, T14S, S32). The pipeline and i n j e c t i o n w e l l are on 
state land. 

The grazing r i g h t s are leased by a local rancher,. John Etcheverry. The 
mineral r i g h t s (the pipeline and i n j e c t i o n well) are more complicated 
and have involved several companies over the past decade. The sign at 
the-disposal'well reads "Shell State Leases, SWD //l." I t i s owned or 
leased now by Sage O i l Company. At one time, t h i s company was owned or 
managed by Weldon Guest; but he may have gone bankrupt, and i t i s now 
being held by- the Mercantile Bank i n Wichita F a l l s , Texas. C & T 
Roustabout Service of Lovington i s contracted to maintain the pipeline 
and possibly operate the i n j e c t i o n w e l l . 

The pipeline i s 4" p l a s t i c gas l i n e pipe. Last spring and early summer, 
i t developed many leaks. Figure 1 shows an area above a leaking pipe. 
Brine and o i l have covered a large area, and the o i l has stained the 
ground and vegetation. Figure 2 shows a roustabout patching a leak. The 
pipe i s about a foot underground, so the brine saturates the s o i l at t h i s 
l e v e l before i t spreads out on the surface. 

Figure 1 also shows some pipe laying on the surface. This was used i n the 
l a s t part of July 1985 to replace about 1.2 miles of the west end of the 
pi p e l i n e . To do t h i s , they used a grader with the blade t i l t e d at an 
angle and plowed out the old pipe. Wherever the pipe broke, the brine 
flowed out onto the pasture—1.2 miles of 4" pipe would contain a l i t t l e 
over 4,000 gallons of brine. 

At the disposal w e l l , there were two fiberglass storage tanks and an 
unlined p i t i n the ground for overflow. I n June 1985, the tanks collapsed, 
s p i l l i n g an unknown amount of brine. They were replaced with metal tanks. 
I n the l a s t of July or the f i r s t part of August 1985, the overflow p i t was 
plowed out with a bulldozer, removing o i l and s a l t crystals and enlarging 
the p i t . The new p i t i s about 90 f t . by 60 f t . at the top and tapers down 
to about 45 f t . by 39 f t . at the bottom. TOMCO of Hobbs was called i n to 
" l i n e " the p i t by spraying asphalt on the walls. After spraying with 
asphalt, i t was defined as a "l i n e d " p i t and was supposed to achieve the 
l e t t e r of the law, i f not the s p i r i t of the law. The walls of t h i s p i t , of 
course, crumble and erode as easily as any other d i r t p i t . Figure 3 shows 
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a rainwater erosion channel on the south w a l l of the " l i n e d " p i t . The asphalt 
was sprayed only on the surface, and bare d i r t could be seen between the high 
points. As the l e v e l of brine went up and down, the surface layer of o i l 
dissolved or softened the asphalt. Figure 4 shows the tank overflowing into 
the p i t . Jerry Sexton, at the Hobbs o f f i c e of OCD, assured me that the tanks 
overflow only about once a month—I have reason to believe that i t i s more 
often than that. Actually i t makes l i t t l e difference how often, because there 
i s always some standing brine i n the p i t ; and i t can be leaking into the ground 
continually. 

I n January 1986, brine surfaced i n an abandoned o i l w e l l about 1/2 mile east of 
the disposal well and flowed onto the adjacent pasture ( t h i s i s also i n section 
32). Halliburton of Hobbs was contracted to put 3,000 gallons of acid down t h i s 
old w e l l to open up the formation. I have been able to obtain only sketchy 
information on the disposal w e l l , but I think i t i s i n the San Andres formation 
and t h i s i s supposed to be sand; so I don't know what the acid can do. 

The recurrent s p i l l s of brine on the surface have k i l l e d vegetation i n the 
grazing area and t h i s w i l l not grow back for many y e a r s — u n t i l the sal t i s 
leached into deeper layers. Also the c a t t l e drink the b r i n e - o i l mixture and get 
sick. The rancher has complained to OCD several times, but the s p i l l s continue. 
The water table i n t h i s area.is 100 feet or less, and t h i s s a l t w i l l be working 
i t s way into the groundwater. 

DL/jp 

Enclosures: (1) Map 
(2) Figures—One page with 4 figures 

pc Garrison McCaslin, HPM I I , Roswell 
Tom Burt, HPM I , Carlsbad/Hobbs 
Files - Hobbs EID 



Fig. 1 Brine and oil above 
a leak in the pipe line 

Fig. 3 Rainwater erosion of 
the pit wall. Surface of stand­
ing brine- and oil al upper left 

Fig. 2 Patching a leak. Dirt 
removed from around the pipe i s 
saturated with brine and o i l . 

Fig. if Routine overflow into 
tho p i t . 




