
STATE OF NEW MEXICO 

ENERGY, MINERALS AND NATURAL RESOURCES 

DEPARTMENT OIL CONSERVATION DIVISION 

APPLICATION OF THE ESTATE OF  

JOHN R. STEARNS TO REMOVE 

NORTHERN PACIFIC OIL & GAS, INC. AS 

OPERATOR OF RECORD OF THE NEW 

MEXICO BA STATE #1, NEW MEXICO 

STATE BA #002 AND NEW MEXICO BA 

#005 WELLS, CHAVES COUNTY, NEW 

MEXICO 

CASE NO. 23721 

COMMISSIONER OF PUBLIC LANDS’ PRE-HEARING STATEMENT 

Stephanie Garcia Richard, Commissioner of Public Lands of the State of New Mexico 

(the “Commissioner”) and the New Mexico State Land Office, by and through undersigned 

counsel, hereby provides this pre-hearing statement in the above titled action. The 

Commissioner supports The Estate of John R. Stearns’ (“Stearns”) application to take 

operatorship of New Mexico BA State #1(API 30-005-20944), New Mexico State BA #002 

(API 30-005-21004) and New Mexico BA #003 (API 30-005-21021) (the “Wells”) for the 

purpose of plugging the Wells and reclaiming the site. 

John R. Stearns was the lessee of a now-expired State Land Office oil and gas lease, 

lease no. K0-0745-5.  A copy of the original lease, and the assignment to John R. Stearns, are 

attached as Exhibit A(1) and A(2).  By letter dated August 8, 2019, the State Land Office notified 

John R. Stearns of the expiration of the lease (a copy of that letter is attached as Exhibit B), and 

subsequently demanded that John R. Stearns plug the Wells and reclaim the lease premises.  

After John R. Stearns failed to do so, the State Land Office filed suit on January 31, 2021.  



During the pendency of those legal proceedings, John R. Stearns passed away, in November 

2022.  The State Land Office and the Estate of John R. Stearns have now entered into a 

settlement resolving the dispute between them, which among other provisions calls for the Estate 

to assume responsibility for plugging the Wells and reclaiming the lease premises. 

The Commissioner does not dispute the following statements made in Stearns’ 

Application filed in this matter. 

1. John R. Stearns Estate is the successor in interest of John R. Stearns who was a

registered operator in good standing with the Oil Conservation Division ("OCD"). 

2. Northern Pacific Oil & Gas, Inc. (“Northern”) is the operator of record of the New

Mexico BA State #001, New Mexico BA State #003, and New Mexico BA State #004 located 

on the Lease at the following locations: 

a. New Mexico BA State #001 (API # 30-005-20944) NW/4 NW/4 of Section 16,

Township 08S, Range 31E, Unit Letter D, Chaves County, New Mexico. 

b. New Mexico BA State #003. (API # 30-005-21021) SW/4 NE/4 of Section 16,

Township 08S, Range 31E, Unit Letter G, Chaves County, New Mexico; and 

c. New Mexico BA State #004 (API # 30-005-21023) NE/4 SW/4 of Section 16,

Township 08S, Range 31E, Unit Letter K, Chaves County, New Mexico. 

3. On August 8, 2019, the New Mexico Commissioner of Public Lands issued Stearns a

notice of expiration of the Lease Assignment (Lease K0-0745-5). 

4. Northern is not in good standing with the OCD.

5. As record title owner of the Wells, Stearns and its successor has the obligation under

the Oil and Gas Act and Division regulations to properly plug and abandon the Wells. 



6. To prevent waste and protect correlative rights and comply with the SLO’s

requirements, Northern should be removed as operator of the Well by the OCD and Stearns 

Estate should be designated as operator of record of the Wells so that it may properly plug and 

abandon the Wells. 

Proposed Evidence 

The Commissioner does not intend to present witness testimony or exhibits other than 

any rebuttal testimony or exhibits which may be necessary. If necessary, the Commissioner 

intends to call Allison Marks, Director of the Oil, Gas & Minerals Division of the State Land 

Office to offer rebuttal testimony. 

Respectfully submitted, 

/s/ Christopher L. Graeser 

Ari Biernoff  

Christopher Graeser 

Richard Moore 

NEW MEXICO STATE LAND OFFICE 

P.O. Box 1148 

Santa Fe, NM 87504-1148 

(505) 827-5756

abiernoff@slo.state.nm.us

cgraeser@slo.state.nm.us

rmoore@slo.state.nm.us

Counsel for Stephanie Garcia Richard,

Commissioner of Public Lands of the

State of New Mexico, and New Mexico

State Land Office

mailto:abiernoff@slo.state.nm.us
mailto:rmoore@slo.state.nm.us


CERTIFICATE OF SERVICE 

I hereby certify that on this 28th day of August, 2023, I served a copy of the foregoing 

Entry of Appearance by first class mail (and, where email addresses are listed, by email) on the 

following: 

Pete V. Domenici Jr., Esq. 

Joseph M. Tapia, Jr., Esq. 

P.O. Box 4295 

Albuquerque, NM 87196-4295 

pdomenici@domenicilaw.com 

jtapia@domenicilaw.com 

Counsel for Stearns 

Northern Pacific Oil and Gas Incorporated 

150 S. Rodeo Drive 250 

Beverly Hills, CA 90210 

santiago.garcia@npacificoil.com 

/s/ Christopher L. Graeser 

Christopher L. Graeser 
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EXHIBIT A(1)
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EXHIBIT A(2)
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EXHIBIT B
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