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Introduction

Union Oil Company of California (Unocal) currently produces natural gas from the Swanson River Field (SRF) within the Kenai National Wildlife Refuge (KNWR).  Unocal proposes to explore for and produce natural gas in two areas near the SRF through a project collectively termed the “Swanson River Satellites Project” (SRS).  Unocal will explore for and, if successful, produce natural gas in partnership with Marathon Oil Company (MOC) in an area termed the East SRS.  In partnership with MOC and CIRI Production Company (CPC), Unocal proposes to establish production from the Birch Hills Unit and conduct additional natural gas exploration in an area termed the North SRS. 

The entire project is within the Kenai National Wildlife Refuge and is subject to approval of a Right of Way from the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USF&WS).  Cook Inlet Region, Inc. has title to the subsurface estate under the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA) and is entitled to adequate and feasible access to these resources. 

Unocal and MOC are seeking to bring natural gas to market by drilling exploratory wells from two surface locations identified in the East SRS.  Unocal, in partnership with CPC plans to re-enter the existing Birch Hill Unit gas well to establish production and conduct additional drilling in the North SRS.  Unocal, MOC and CPC are exploring for gas to increase the gas reserves available to the Cook Inlet market and ensure adequate supply.  No oil exploration or development is proposed and discovery of oil is not anticipated.  

In total, full development of the proposed project will include construction of approximately 12 miles of new gravel roads, the installation of buried pipeline/utility systems (including gas, produced water lines and utilities) adjacent to the roads, and construction of three new drill pads and upgrading of a fourth drill pad.  Less than 186 acres will be developed.  The KNWR is comprised of 1.92 million acres.  In cooperation with USF&WS, the proposed project was modified from an original development plan to impact fewer acres, reduce the number of drill pads and eliminate a bridge crossing of the Swanson River.

Once permits are obtained, clearing and road construction to the East Satellite could begin as early as February of 2003.

An Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for this project was issued in July, 2002.  The purpose of the EIS is to ensure that exploration and construction facilities are subject to reasonable regulations necessary to protect the natural and other values of the refuge.  A copy of the complete DEIS and the Executive Summary may be obtained by accessing the USF&WS website at:  http://alaska.fws.gov/refuges.cfm .

A public hearing is scheduled for September 5, 2002, 7-9 p.m. at the Aspen Hotel, 326 Binkley Circle, Soldotna, Alaska.  A second hearing will be held on September 17, 2002, at the USF&WS offices in Arlington, Virginia.  The comment period ends October 1, 2002.  Written comments should be submitted to:  


Brian Anderson


U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service


Division of Natural Resources


Stop 221


1011 E. Tudor Road


Anchorage, Alaska   99503

Project Description

East Swanson

At the East SRS, activities initially will be limited to construction of an approximately 6.4 mile gravel access road and gravel pad and drilling of up to four exploration wells.  The access road will run from the existing Swanson River Field (SRF) east to the proposed East Swanson Pad A.  If yields from exploration wells indicate commercially viable natural gas, field delineation and development wells may be drilled and gas production facilities installed on Pad A.   Pipelines and utility lines between the SRF and Pad A will be installed adjacent to the access road.  Additional exploration wells are planned from the East Swanson Pad B which will be reached via an additional 1.9 miles of gravel road.  From Pad B, directional drilling techniques will be used to reach natural gas targets to the north and east of the Swanson River.  If successful, additional gas pipeline and production facilities will be installed to support Pad B. 

North Swanson-Birch Hill

North SRS gas exploration was conducted at one Birch Hill Unit (BHU) well (BHU22-25) in 1965.  Natural gas was discovered at that time and the well has remained in a “suspended” status since discovery. To bring the gas to market, a 3.5 mile gravel access road will be constructed northward from the Swanson River Field to Birch Hill Unit.  The existing pad at BHU 22-25 will be enlarged to accommodate additional drilling.  Production facilities will be installed on the pad and a pipeline/utility system will be buried adjacent to the gravel access road.  An additional new pad, North Swanson Pad A (NS-A), along the road proposed, may be used for future development.

Facilities

The typical drilling and production gravel pad is approximately 300’ x 400’.  The planned directional drilling at East Swanson will require a slightly larger pad, approximately 385’ x 485’, to accommodate drilling wells and installation of production facilities.  However, this will reduce the number of drilling pads that would have been constructed for the project if directional drilling were not utilized.

Approximately 280,500 cubic yards of grave is required.  No concrete or asphalt surfacing will be needed.  Although it is hoped that gravel reclaimed from the SRF will be available to support the project, indigenous gravel along the new road or gravel sources within SRF will most likely be utilized.  In cooperation with USF&WS, several potential sources for gravel have been identified within the KNWR.   The reuse of gravel from former production pads within the Swanson River Field cannot be undertaken until existing wells have been abandoned and the gravel reclaimed.   Sampling protocols and cleanup standards for the gravel will have to be established that are satisfactory to all oversight agencies.  It is unlikely that this process will be completed prior to the start of project construction.  Partners will consider gravel reuse as the reclamation process is established and gravel is made available during the life of the project.

Each satellite development will require installation of a 4- to 10- inch pipeline, which will tie to existing pipeline infrastructure at the SRF.  Production facilities at each pad may include small buildings or skid mounted units housing: a heater separator, a glycol dehydrator, a methanol system, natural gas-fueled generator, and an electrical/control system.  

Upon cessation of production operations, all production facilities and roads will be removed, wells will be abandoned in accordance with state and federal regulations, and surface sites will be restored.

Field studies to support preparation of an EIS covering the project area began in spring 2000 and were completed fall 2001.  No construction, development, drilling or production activities are anticipated until 2003.  Rights-of-way will be altered as necessary pending the findings of the Final EIS.

Ownership

Surface resources in the East SRS are owned by the Federal government and managed by the USF&WS as part of the KNWR.  The subsurface oil, gas, and coal mineral estate is owned by CIRI, an Alaska Native Regional Corporation established under ANCSA.  

Ownership of surface resources in the North SRS is mixed. Federally–owned surface lands (KNWR) occur within T. 8N, R. 9W, Seward Meridian. Within T. 9N, R 9W, Seward Meridian, the surface estate has been conveyed to Tyonek Native Corporation (TNC).  The entire subsurface estate within the two oil and gas units, SRF and BHU are owned by the Federal government.  Outside the SRF and BHU, CIRI has title to over 150,000 acres of the coal, oil and gas resources within the KNWR. 

 All gravel resources within the project area are owned by the Federal government. CIRI has the rights to use the gravel for the development of its minerals. Under Title XI, Section 110(b) and 43 CFR 36.10, both TNC and CIRI are entitled to adequate and feasible access to their valid inholdings for economic and other purposes, subject to reasonable regulations necessary to protect the natural and other values of the refuge.

Permits and Approvals

In addition to the Right-of-Way and Material Sale Contract from USF&WS, a Section 404 permit from the U. S. Army Corps of Engineers, Bureau of Land Management Notice of Staking/Permit to Drill, and U.S. Environmental Protection Agency NPDES General Permit and SPCC plan will be necessary for the project to proceed.  The following state permits and approvals may pertain to the project:

ADNR Water Use Permit

ADEC Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plan

ADEC General Permit for Excavation Dewatering Wastewater Disposal

ADEC General Permit for Hydrostatic Testing Wastewater Discharge

AOGCC Permit to Drill and Sundry Notice

ADEC Temporary Drilling Waste Storage Plan Approval 

SHPO Cultural Resource Clearance

It is not anticipated that an Oil Discharge Prevention and Contingency Plan will be required for this gas project.  The applicant will submit a request to the ADEC and AOGCC for a waiver for this requirement since liquid hydrocarbon (oil) is not expected in the stratigraphic intervals believed to contain natural gas.  It is also not anticipated that any access road or pipeline will cross a stream specified by ADF&G as being important for the spawning, rearing, or migration of anadromous fish, or any stream that supports resident fish species.  Therefore, an ADF&G Fish Habitat Permit will likely not be required.   Exploration drilling will be conducted under ADEC air Permit-by-Rule.  Letters of non-objection will be secured from TNC.  
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