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Clean Water Action 
MissionTo protect our environment, health, economic well-being and community quality of life.

Clean Water Action organizes strong grassroots groups and coalitions and delivers on 
campaigns to solve environmental and community health problems and get 
pro-environment candidates elected at all levels of government.



Commission Shift is 
transforming the state oil and 
gas agency by working with 
and for the people of Texas to 
create pathways for shared 
governance.

Commission Shift Mission



What is the RRC?
- Voter Awareness

Cleaning Up Oil and Gas
- Orphaned Wells and Sites
- CO2 Injection
- Waste Pits
- Venting & Flaring

Fixing the Commission
- Ethics
- Public Engagement
- Language Access
- Name Change

Your Energy Costs
- Securitization
- Weatherization

Areas of Work



Poorly regulated subsurface 
injection
Plus

Unplugged or poorly plugged 
wells
Creates

Zombie wells and 
big expensive messes

https://www.desmog.com/2024/10/04/texas-railroad-commission-kinder-morgan-oil-well-blowout-erupts-in-west-texas-permian-basin/

Reeves County, TX
Justin Hammel, DeSmog  October 4, 2024

Plugged well blow out



Agenda ● Orphaned & inactive wells

● Oil & gas activity induced catastrophes 

● Produced water problem
○ Shallow Injection

○ Deep Injection

● Laws are creating this mess

● Carbon capture and storage

● Solutions

● Q&A

#


Orphaned and Inactive Well 
Problem Overview



What’s the problem?

Inactive wells
● Have an active operator; not “orphaned.” 
● No production or permitted activity for 

greater than 12 months 

Orphaned wells
● Inactive greater than 12 months 
● Operator permit to operate (P-5) delinquent 

greater than 12 months

8

Ward and Crane Counties, TX 

Tex. Nat. Res. Code Sec. 89.047
Tex. Admin. Code §3.15(a)(6)

https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/Docs/NR/htm/NR.89.htm


How bad is it?

9

Inactive wells
● 120,600 inactive as of February 2026
● 115,900 as of Feb 2025 => 4% increase
● Operators plug 7,700/yr 

Orphaned wells
● 12,250 as of April 2026
● 8,960 as of April 2025=> 37% increase
● RRC plug 1,300 wells/yr 

using state & federal funds

Once wells are idle for > 5 years, only 15% 
return to service

Inactive 
well 
map 

& 
age 

breakdown

Data: Railroad Commission of Texas.
- Inactive Well Aging Report. March 2025.
- Well Distribution Tables. Aug 2024.
- Annual Drilling, Completion and Plugging 

Summaries. 2018 - 2022.

Data: HB 1 Enrolled (88R). and
Railroad Commission of Texas.

- Orphan Wells with Delinquent P-5 
Greater Than 12 Months. March 2025.

- Oilfield Cleanup Program Annual Reports 
2018 - 2022.



Estimated costs based on Railroad Commission 
information:

$456 Million to plug 
~11,400 orphaned wells 

$16.4 Billion to plug 
120,000 inactive wells Operators

or 
Taxpayers?

Source: 
Railroad Commission of Texas Legislative Appropriations Request 2026 - 2027. Avg. $40,000 per well
Railroad Commission of Texas. January 10, 2025. Inactive Well Aging Report.

https://www.texasmonthly.com/news-politics/abandoned-oil-wells-coast-bays/

What’s the cost?

Who’s Paying to Plug?      

10

Data: Railroad Commission of Texas.
- Oilfield Cleanup Program Annual Reports. 
- Annual Drilling, Completion and Plugging Summaries. 2014 - 2023.
- Railroad Commission of Texas Legislative Appropriations Request 

2026 - 2027. Avg. $40,000 per well
- Railroad Commission of Texas. January 10, 2025. Inactive Well Aging 

Report.



Risks to Health
● Pollutants to air, groundwater, bays & 

estuaries 
○ Chlorides, petroleum products, benzene, 

arsenic, Hydrogen sulfide, volatile organic 
compounds

● Health risks
○ Asthma, respiratory irritation, headaches, heart 

issues, cancer, reproductive harms 

https://e360.yale.edu/features/the-oil-well-next-door-californias-silent-health-hazard

https://insideclimatenews.org/news/29082022/oil-well-health-california/

https://abcnews.go.com/US/abandoned-oil-gas-wells-us-bring-fears-leak/story?id=116764814



O&G Activity Induced Catastrophes



GO TO SCHUYLER’S SLIDES HERE



Produced Water 
Problem Overview



What to do with all the 
produced water?
On average 3-5 barrels produced water per 
barrel oil 

● Class II wells

● Recycle in O&G operations

● Treatment and discharge into surface 

water (TCEQ)

● Land application (going to TCEQ)

● Beneficial reuse



Water, water everywhere and not a drop to drink 
Total 135 Billion barrels 
injected statewide in salt water 
disposal wells (1945-2021)*

*Enverus Drilling info / Iyabode Eyitayo, Marshall 
Watson & Oladoyin

Permian Basin oilfield produced water 
disposal volume by year.
Source: B3 Insighthttps://www.eenews.net/articles/fracking-waste-threatens-permian-basin-water-supplies-imperils-oil-industry-plans/



Texas Oil & Gas Viewer 
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/mapviewer/index.html?webmap=6304a76feaa24d98b8ea
ecdcc0f9e4bc

Location of injection/disposal/service wells
(as of Feb 2026)

Class II Service, Storage, and 
Injection Wells in Texas

Approx. 30,000 
(as of January 2026)



Shallow Injection



Katie Smye, AAPG Presentation Oct 28, 2025
https://www.aapg.org/distinguished-lectures/video/articleid/69370/katie-smye---reservoir-dynami
cs-large-scale-injection-lessons-from-permian-basin

…which looks for the path of least 
resistance.

Study indicates roughly 20% of 
wells in Reeves County at high risk 
of leaking

Fluid fills pore space and pressurizes 
the subsurface …

Katie Smye, AAPG Presentation Oct 28, 2025
https://www.aapg.org/distinguished-lectures/video/articleid/69370/katie-smye---reservoir-dynami
cs-large-scale-injection-lessons-from-permian-basin

https://www.aapg.org/distinguished-lectures/video/articleid/69370/katie-smye---reservoir-dynamics-large-scale-injection-lessons-from-permian-basin
https://www.aapg.org/distinguished-lectures/video/articleid/69370/katie-smye---reservoir-dynamics-large-scale-injection-lessons-from-permian-basin
https://www.aapg.org/distinguished-lectures/video/articleid/69370/katie-smye---reservoir-dynamics-large-scale-injection-lessons-from-permian-basin
https://www.aapg.org/distinguished-lectures/video/articleid/69370/katie-smye---reservoir-dynamics-large-scale-injection-lessons-from-permian-basin


Risks to Water Quality

Ron Green presentation at Commission Shift Learn at the Lege event  Jan 28, 2025 



Houston Chronicle Map 
shows where wells are most 
likely to pollute

21 https://www.houstonchronicle.com/projects/2026/zombie-oil-wells-map-search/



Katie Smye, AAPG Presentation Oct 28, 2025
https://www.aapg.org/distinguished-lectures/video/articleid/69370/katie-smye---reservoir-dynami
cs-large-scale-injection-lessons-from-permian-basin

Subsidence and Uplift

https://www.aapg.org/distinguished-lectures/video/articleid/69370/katie-smye---reservoir-dynamics-large-scale-injection-lessons-from-permian-basin
https://www.aapg.org/distinguished-lectures/video/articleid/69370/katie-smye---reservoir-dynamics-large-scale-injection-lessons-from-permian-basin


https://www.houstonchronicle.com/business/energy/article/no-fly-zone-crane-county-wel
l-plug-18637528.php

Crane County Dec 2023
$2.5 million



Deep injection



Source: University of Texas Bureau of Economic Geology. TexNet Research and the Center for Injection and Seismicity Research.



Changes to pore 
pressure correlate 
with deep injection 
and earthquakes

● UT BEG modeled pore pressure 
change in deep strata relative to 
earthquakes in the Delaware 
and Midland basin

● Correlation between deep 
injection and earthquakes 

Credit: Center for Integrated Seismicity Research



Produced water: 
new rulemaking 
needed for 
disposal wells

https://earthquakeinsights.substack.com/p/earthquakes-in-west-texas 
https://www.mrt.com/news/article/west-texas-earthquake-culberson-20308827.php 
https://www.hartenergy.com/exclusives/rrc-orders-blackbucks-disposal-well-close-over-earthquake-fears-213273
https://www.rrc.texas.gov/news/05162025-permian-disposal-wells-guidance-release/

http://www.mrt.com/news/article/west-texas-earthquake-culberson-20308827.php
http://www.hartenergy.com/exclusives/rrc-orders-blackbucks-disposal-well-close-over-earthquake-fears-213273
http://www.rrc.texas.gov/news/05162025-permian-disposal-wells-guidance-release/


RRC Summary of enhanced guidelines for 
Permian Basin disposal wells

Katie Smye, AAPG Presentation Oct 28, 2025
https://www.aapg.org/distinguished-lectures/video/articleid/69370/katie-smye---reservoir-dynami
cs-large-scale-injection-lessons-from-permian-basin

● Limit maximum surface injection pressure (MSIR)    
by confinement zone

● Limit maximum daily injection volume by average 
reservoir pressure

● Maximum Injection Rate limits
● 2-mile radial Area of Review: 

○ Strict requirements within ½ mile for well conditions
○ Reduce MSIR within 2-mile if questionable well conditions 

within radius

https://www.aapg.org/distinguished-lectures/video/articleid/69370/katie-smye---reservoir-dynamics-large-scale-injection-lessons-from-permian-basin
https://www.aapg.org/distinguished-lectures/video/articleid/69370/katie-smye---reservoir-dynamics-large-scale-injection-lessons-from-permian-basin


State Managed Priority 1 Wells 

* first half of fiscal year 
   

Fiscal
Year

Average Annual
Priority 1 Wells

2025 19

2026 29*

Fiscal
Year

Total Annual 
Plugged 
Priority 1 Wells

2025 46

2026 52*

Railroad Commission presentation, “Response to Oil and Gas Emergencies” March 24, 2026
   



RRC emergency response 
updates
● RRC proposes changing emergency 

response when reservoir fluid 
confinement fails.  

● Due to challenges managing 
produced water:

○ Unconventional produced water can’t go 
back into fracked formations

○ High injection rates into shallow disposal 
wells  

○ Old wellboards and “confinement” layers 
not confining

RRC: “We can no longer simply solve the surface flow and ignore the 
subsurface situation”

First Baptist Church
Grandfalls, Ward County, TX 
April 21, 2026

Image credit: Laura Briggs



Proposed RRC emergency response
● Proposed Response (RRC led):

○ Secure & assess site
○ Compel contributing operators to control the flow
○ Declare “Oil or gas emergency”
○ Shut in injection wells in minimum 2 mile radius
○ Stop the leak 
○ Look for cause
○ Require injection operators to demonstrate 

confinement before injection resumes
● Alternative Response (Operator-Led 

Emergency Response Action (OLERA)
○ Designate up to three member lead operators
○ Maximizes operator control over response
○ More flexible response terms

No public input but industry input requested to the proposed response plan.

First Baptist Church
Grandfalls, Ward County, Texas 
April 21, 2026

Image credit: Bill Burch



Laws are creating this mess



Why so many unplugged wells? 

33

● Operators can delay well plugging pretty much 
indefinitely*. 

○ Must plug within one year after drilling or 
operations cease  (SWR 14)
OR

○ Get a plugging extension (Form W-3X)
● Bonds are supposed to help the RRC pay for 

cleanup - but they haven’t been updated since 1991.

* SB 1150 limits extensions to 15 years, unless you 
request and qualify for new exceptions. 

Photo: Texas Tribune
https://www.texastribune.org/2024/06/04/texas-orphan-well--plugging-oil-and-gas/

Caldwell & Guadalupe 
Counties, TX 

Asset retirement obligations insufficient 

https://texreg.sos.state.tx.us/public/readtac$ext.TacPage?sl=T&app=9&p_dir=P&p_rloc=181306&p_tloc=14779&p_ploc=1&pg=3&p_tac=&ti=16&pt=1&ch=3&rl=14
https://www.rrc.texas.gov/media/2vymqxgz/w-3x-fill.pdf


Financial assurance requirements

Individual wells:
● Bond, letter of credit, or cash deposit = $2/foot

○ 10,000 foot well = $20,000 financial security required 
● Operator pays bond @ 3% premium = $600

● RRC average cost to plug = $15/foot (2024 average)
○  10,000 foot well = $150,000

For a 10,000 foot well, this equates to 
$150,000 - $20,000 = 

$130,000 in unfunded financial risk to Texas

Tex. Nat. Res. Code Sec. 91.1041. https://info.keystoneenergytools.com/blog/classification-and-t
ypes-of-drilling-pipe

https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/Docs/NR/htm/NR.91.htm#91.1041


Number of wells Blanket Bond 
Amount

(rate set in 1991)

Per-well range of 
bonding

(RRC ave 2025 plugging cost 
per well $57,000)

10 or fewer $25,000 $2,500 to $25,000

11 to 99 $50,000 $505 to $4,545

100 or more $250,000 $2,500 or less

Blanket bonds don’t come close to covering the actual 
costs of plugging and cleanup:

Tex. Nat. Res. Code Sec.  91.1042.

https://skytruth.org/2014/05/timelapse-west-texas-oil-boom/

https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/Docs/NR/htm/NR.91.htm#91.1042


Challenges in Class II injection oversight
● New permitting injection guidelines are not based on science

○ Area of review should be model-based
● Insufficient limits and reporting requirements for injection 

volumes and pressures
● Injection into overpressurized zones should stop
● Insufficient assessment or monitoring the condition of old 

abandoned wells in impacted area of review



Carbon Capture & Storage



Carbon Capture & Storage:
You Want to Put That Where?!

Putting Our Water First

Potential Drinking Water Impacts of Oil & Gas Injection 
and Underground Carbon Storage



Carbon Capture and Storage

Source: IEEFA, Carbon Capture in the Southeast Asian Market Context, 2022.



This joint already looks 
like SWISS CHEESE!



CO2 is an asphyxiant and is heavier than air. Exposure can cause 
long-term neurological damage or death.

The 2020 gassing of Satartia, MS sent more than 50 people to the hospital 
and caused evacuation of over 300.

What’s the Problem?



● What are aquifer exemptions?

● Railroad Commission does not have a complete idea of which aquifers 
are exempt

● Railroad Commissions UIC Oversight Responsibilities

● Railroad Commission confirms lapses in oversight that puts drinking 
water at risk

○ Clean Water Action is skeptical of the Railroad Commission’s view that its 
program is effective in protecting USDWs

○ Railroad Commission must reform UIC Oversight to protect drinking 
water

○ Now the RRC will oversee Class VI Permanent Storage Injections (Primacy 
was granting August 2025)

Texas Aquifer Exemptions:
Ignoring Federal Law to Fast-Track Oil & Gas Drilling



● There are no federal rules regulating CO2 pipeline safety.

● In Texas, people living next to Class II wells and oil and gas waste pits 
have reported numerous unresolved pollution issues.

● The impact of Class II injection on surface uplift and subsidence 
(sinkholes) and induced seismicity is well-documented.

○ https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-018-23143-6

● We risk repeating Class II oversight failures with Class IV oversight for 
CCUS.

Is Texas Ready for Widespread Commercial CCUS?

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-018-23143-6


A Few More Questions about CCS in Texas

Who?
What?

Where?

When?
Why?

How?

Who’s getting rich?

Who’s suffering?



● “Regulating Oil & Gas Activities to Protect Drinking Water: the Safe Drinking Water 
Act’s Underground Injections Control Program - Overview and Concerns”

● Aquifer Exemptions: A First-Ever Look at the Regulatory Program that Writes Off 
Drinking Water Resources for Oil, Gas, and Uranium Profits

● The Environmental Risks and Oversight of Enhanced Oil Recovery in the United 
States

● Roadmap for Reform: Federal and State Action Needed to Protect Water from 
Upstream Oil and Gas ACtivities, Summary of SDWA and Clean Water Act 
Recommendations

● Carbon Dioxide Enhanced Oil Recovery (CO2-EOR): A Threat to Drinking Water and 
the Environment

● Texas Aquifer Exemptions: Ignoring Federal Law to Fast Track Oil & Gas Drilling

Resources: Clean Water Action/Clean Water Fund Reports

https://www.cleanwateraction.org/sites/default/files/docs/publications/UIC%20-%20Clean%20Water%20report%201.6.15.pdf
https://www.cleanwateraction.org/sites/default/files/docs/publications/UIC%20-%20Clean%20Water%20report%201.6.15.pdf
https://www.cleanwateraction.org/sites/default/files/docs/publications/Aquifer%20Exemptions%20-%20Clean%20Water%20report%201.6.15.pdf
https://www.cleanwateraction.org/sites/default/files/docs/publications/Aquifer%20Exemptions%20-%20Clean%20Water%20report%201.6.15.pdf
https://cleanwater.org/sites/default/files/docs/publications/The%20Environmental%20Risks%20and%20Oversight%20of%20Enhanced%20Oil%20Recovery%20in%20the%20United%20States.pdf
https://cleanwater.org/sites/default/files/docs/publications/The%20Environmental%20Risks%20and%20Oversight%20of%20Enhanced%20Oil%20Recovery%20in%20the%20United%20States.pdf
https://www.cleanwateraction.org/sites/default/files/docs/publications/Roadmap%20to%20Reform%20--%20Clean%20Water%20Action%20--%20March%202021.pdf
https://www.cleanwateraction.org/sites/default/files/docs/publications/Roadmap%20to%20Reform%20--%20Clean%20Water%20Action%20--%20March%202021.pdf
https://www.cleanwateraction.org/sites/default/files/docs/publications/Roadmap%20to%20Reform%20--%20Clean%20Water%20Action%20--%20March%202021.pdf
https://cleanwater.org/sites/default/files/docs/publications/Carbon%20Dioxide%20EOR%20-%20A%20Threat%20To%20Water%20and%20the%20Environment%20-%20Nov%202017.pdf
https://cleanwater.org/sites/default/files/docs/publications/Carbon%20Dioxide%20EOR%20-%20A%20Threat%20To%20Water%20and%20the%20Environment%20-%20Nov%202017.pdf
https://www.cleanwateraction.org/sites/default/files/docs/publications/Texas%20Aquifer%20Exemptions%20-%20Clean%20Water%20Action%20August%202016.pdf


Becky Smith, Texas Director

bsmith@cleanwater.org

617.314.2347 (mobile)

cleanwater.org

@CleanH2OAction

CONTACT



Solutions



Orphaned Well Policy Solutions
● Collect the right amount of financial assurance

○ Full cost bonding with a sinking trust fund

● Address well transfer liability
○ Full cost financial assurance for individual wells before transfer
○ Limit transfer of idle wells of with ongoing enforcement proceedings
○ Joint and several liability

● Limit inactive well plugging extensions - 15 years still 
too long

● Stop assuming a plugged well is plugged
○ Improve tracking and assess the condition of old plugged wells

     
Learn about solutions on YouTube: 
@CommissionShift



Solution: 
Save for 

retirement



Injection well permitting reforms needed
● Update rules for Class II injection wells
● Base Area of Review radius on where the 

fluid will go
○ May span multiple miles

● Stronger scrutiny of injection locations  
○ End or reduce injection into overpressurized zones

● Greater scrutiny of penetrations in area of 
review 

○ Wells in plume must be properly plugged
○ No plugging extensions

● Monitor injected fluid plume
● Injection pressure & volume limitsMapped distribution model of CO2 in the uppermost layer beneath the 

caprock with time

Chart: Onoja, M.U. and Shariatipour, S.M. (2019) 
https://doi.org/10.1002/ghg.1932

https://doi.org/10.1002/ghg.1932


Concerns with Produced Water Treatment for 
Beneficial Reuse 
● Unproven at scale

○ More technology vetting needed
● Fill knowledge gaps 

○ Water testing insufficient for unknown chemicals
○ Require disclosure for proprietary chemicals

● Ensure beneficial reuse rules protect 
humans and environment

○ Effective rules need to be based on solid science, 
complete risk assessments, and fully vetted 
treatment technologies 

● Consortiums need more transparency 

Rulemaking in progress now for SB 1145 that transfers 
land application authority to TCEQ from RRC

https://www.texastribune.org/2024/12/02/texas-farmers-pfas-forever-chemicals-bios
olids-fertilizer/

Images: Tony and Karen Coleman

Cautionary Tale



Failure disclosures and reporting reforms 
● Increase reporting for injection volumes and pressures 
● Strengthen clean up and monitoring requirements for failures
● Strenghten well failure reporting requirements 

○ Individual well leak disclosures
■ Location, well, operator & lease information
■ Information about failures

● Type & location of failure 
○ In freshwater stratus? Signs of subsurface crossflow? Flow at 

surface? 
● Volumes leaked, constituents leaked
● Clean up requirements & clean up status 

○ Compiled failure report for all wells
● Make data publicly available 

Compensation requirements for those harmed



● Funding, training, & equipment provision for first responders during 
CCUS permitting

● Require injection wells to be plugged within one year of closure, without 
plugging extensions

● Robust and consistent carbon accounting methodologies; is it really 
staying “down there”? 

● Provide for long-term monitoring and financial liability after post injection 
site-closure (PISC)

● Make sure no one ever uses it later for industrial uses

● Allow injured people to make claims for non-economic damages

(Just Some) Solutions for CCS



Always a Solution: Party!
(Actually, Building Community)



Q&A



email placeholder

phone number placeholder

QR code

Virginia Palacios
Executive Director
vpalacios@commissionshift.org
(512) 791-1973

Julie Range
Policy Manager
jrange@commissionshift.org
(512) 589-5274


