
11

www.newtimesslo.com • July 12 - July 19, 2018 • New Times • 11

the Supreme Court decision does not answer the question 
about conflicts between local and state authority. 
 Siegel also contends that a century of court rulings 
in California affirm that local jurisdictions have a lot of 
power to protect themselves from activities they believe 
would be harmful to the public/residents.
 “Measure Z is fully lawful, but regardless of the final 
decision at the end of litigation when all the appeals are 
exhausted,” Siegel said. “Measure G is different. It’s not 
really relevant to what happens with Measure Z.”

Uniquely a G thing
 Measure G, according to Siegel, builds off regulations 
and definitions that already exist in SLO County code. It 
doesn’t seek to regulate wastewater injection or production 
techniques other than fracking. But, similar to Measure Z, 
it would ban land uses associated with drilling new oil and 
gas wells by amending the county’s zoning code. 
 “All of these local oil measure, they respond to the 
local wants and the local needs,” Siegel said. “Measure G 
doesn’t regulate below ground, it regulates what goes on 
above land through zoning.”
 San Benito County, for example, banned oil and gas 
drilling in residential areas of the county. The Santa 
Barbara County measure that failed sought to ban 
enhanced oil extraction techniques, including fracking, 
acid treatment, and steam injection. Monterey County, 
as the fourth largest producer of oil in the state, didn’t 
have any oil and gas regulations on the county books 
before Measure Z passed.
 That lack of oversight was a major reason for 
introducing the measure, according to Mary Hsia-Coron 
with Protect Monterey County. She said that for decades 
Monterey County issued open-ended permits to oil and 
gas operators. 
 “The holder of the permit has a blanket permit,” Hsia-
Coron said. “It basically says you can drill as many wells 
as you want.”
 A fiscal impact statement on Measure Z by the Monterey 
County Auditor stated that in 2015-16, the oil industry paid 
a little less than $8 million in property taxes. In 2014-15, 
the industry paid a little more than $8.5 million. 
 “Because the prevailing price of oil is an important 
factor in calculating property taxes paid by the oil 
industry, collections fluctuate accordingly. Assessments 
are conducted annually,” the statement said. 
 Monterey’s impact statement also estimated that as 
many as 730 jobs were related to the oil services industry 
and related consumer spending. 
 The SLO County Auditor’s Office provided New Times 
with the amount of taxes collected from the companies 
operating the two oil fields in SLO County—currently, 
Sentinel Peak Resources in Price Canyon and E&B 
Natural Resources near Carrizo Plain National 
Monument. In 2016-17, taxes totaled $558,506, according 
to those numbers. It was about the same in 2015-16. 
 According to a flyer from the campaign against Measure 

G, Stop the Oil & Gas Shutdown in San Luis Obispo 
County, the oil and gas industry provides more than 
$1 million to the county’s general fund, and more than 
“230 mainly blue-collar workers and their families” are 
threatened with job loss should G pass in November. The 
flyer also says that the county stands to “lose an industry 
that is responsible for $64 million in economic output.”
 “We have no intent of shutting down the current oil 
operation; we want it to continue,” Timewell with the 
Coalition to Protect SLO County said. 
 He argues that intensifying operations over the Arroyo 
Grande oil field (Phase 5) would shut down the operation 
faster than simply allowing it to continue operating as 
it has been. A Department of Oil, Gas, and Geothermal 
Resources presentation made as part of the 2015 
application to exempt the Arroyo Grande oil field from 
the Safe Drinking Water Act states that the field has 
about 25-plus years of reserves left. 
 “It’s hard for people to wrap their heads around: The 
swimming pool is only filled with so much oil. It’s not an 
endless reserve of oil,” Timewell said. “If you’ve got 25 
years of reserves and you’re going to extract it at eight 
times the current rate, how many years to you have left?” 

Fight for the future
 Halley with Sentinel Peak declines to mention specifics 
about how quickly oil reserves would be depleted should 
the company intensify its operations. 
 “With ongoing love, it could be ongoing,” she says as 
the Sentinel Peak SUV pulls up next to a pad of linear 
rod pumps. 
 She adds that the field has managed to continuously 
produce oil for 112 years, and that has to do with good 
maintenance, technology, shutting down wells that no 
longer produce, and drilling new ones. 
 “If you were to look at oil production in Arroyo Grande 40 
years ago, you would have thought we’d be done,” she says. 
 The presentation from 2015 notes that the first 
oil well in Price Canyon was completed in 1906 and 
approximately 560 wells have been drilled since then, 
producing 19 million barrels of oil. The operation started 
steam flooding in 1980. With oil production at around 
1,350 barrels per day at the time of the 2015 application, 
the field produced almost 30,000 barrels of water per day 
and reinjected about 12,000 barrels of wastewater. 
 Oil wells do stop producing over time, Halley says. 
Redrilling those wells or shutting them down and 
drilling new ones is part of how oil companies operate. 
Stopping Sentinel Peak’s ability to do that, in essence, 
will prevent the company from maintaining its existing 
operations, she argues. 
 And for someone like DeLorenzo, who’s spent decades 
working at the AG Oil Field—even as it’s changed hands 
over and over again—that’s unacceptable. DeLorenzo 
says he’s been through quite a few different operators, 
the most recent of which is Sentinel Peak. Freeport 
McMoRan sold Price Canyon and its other California oil 
holdings to Sentinel Peak in 2016 for $592 million.
 “It’s important that we carefully consider before we 
eliminate jobs,” DeLorenzo said at a June 19 Board of 
Supervisors meeting, adding that his 39 years of work 
in Price Canyon has provided for three generations of 
his family.
 Price Canyon isn’t the only oil 
producing area of the county. 
In 2016, Russell Ranch oil field 
on the Carrizo Plain National 
Monument produced less than 
50,000 barrels of oil, according 
to a June 2017 report from the 
California Air Resources Board. 
E&B Natural Resources, which 
operates the field, recently got 
approval from the Bureau of 
Land Management to drill a 
new well. 
 The San Ardo oil field, 
Monterey County’s main oil 
producer, produced almost 8 
million barrels of oil in 2016, 
according to that report. Arroyo 
Grande oil field, which is SLO 
County’s largest producer, 
produced 572,000 barrels of oil 
in 2016. In 2016, the same report 
shows Arroyo Grande had the 
second most carbon intense oil 
while San Ardo had the sixth out 
of 154 fields in the state. Carbon 
intensity is calculated based on 
production and transport of the 

crude oil supplied as petroleum feedstock.  
 Measure G, proponents argue, would keep that “dirty 
oil” in the ground.
 “It’s just dirty stuff, with a huge, probably the 
biggest—I’m not saying Arroyo Grande in particular, 
but operations like Arroyo Grande—have the dirtiest 
footprint in the world,” Timewell said. 
 Coalition to Protect SLO County leaders like Varni 
and Timewell have a goal of raising a dollar for every 
signature collected on the initiative, or $20,473. Varni 
said they’re in their first big fundraising challenge. 
According to a major donor campaign finance filing for the 
period between Jan. 1 and June 30, 2018, Sentinel Peak 
Resources has donated $500,000 to the Stop the Oil and 
Gas Shutdown, A Coalition of Concerned San Luis Obispo 
Taxpayers and Energy Companies committee.
 “We’re still grassroots, and the whole public outreach 
part of the campaign is still the root,” Varni said. “We 
know there’s no way to compete, but how can we utilize 
resources—a fundamental one being people.”
 Varni said they are working on outreach and 
education, including attending City Council meetings 
to plead their case for supporting the measure. 
Groundwater is ultimately the crux of what proponents 
are fighting to save. 
 “San Luis Obispo County is really at a crossroads in 
its ability to protect its groundwater resources going into 
the future decades, and what we have an opportunity to 
protect those resources from is a threat of contamination 
from expanded oil field operations in the county,” Varni 
said. “And that threat is imminent at the Arroyo Grande 
oil field, and it’s constant across the rest of the county.” ∆
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TECHNOLOGICAL ADVANCE Linear rod pumps like 
these are dispersed among old style pump-jacks on the 
Arroyo Grande oil field. 

SMALL FOOTPRINT Sentinel Peak Resource’s oil 
operations are developed on 14 percent of the 1,400-acre 
parcel the company owns in Price Canyon. 

FIGHT FOR TOMORROW Volunteers with the Coalition to Protect SLO County 
gathered more than 20,000 signatures to qualify Measure G, a ban on fracking and 
new oil wells, for the November ballot. 


