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Aera Energy’s Plan to Drill Santa Barbara Tar Sands
Aera Energy (“Aera”) is looking to drill hundreds of wells to tap heavy, dirty crude oil in the
northern part of Santa Barbara County.1 An intensive well stimulation method called cyclic steam
injection would be used to tap the thick, bituminous oil — an unconventional drilling technique
that is sometimes referred to as steam fracking. 2 If this drilling is permitted, Santa Barbara would
be vulnerable to pollution, water depletion, and an increased risk of sinkholes and earthquakes.
The Santa Barbara County Planning and Development Department must not allow Aera to expand
its operations.

The Company
A joint venture of Shell and Exxon, Aera is one of the largest oil producers in California and the largest in Ventura
County.3ΖWKDVXVHGLWVGHHSȴQDQFLDOFRHUVWRLQȵXHQFH
organizations and politicians and to challenge anti-fossil fuel
initiatives. Since 2001, Aera has poured about $40 million
into state political campaigns, mostly ballot measures.4 In
$HUDIXQQHOHGFORVHWRPLOOLRQLQWRȴJKWLQJEDOORW
measure Z to ban fracking in Monterey County.5
Aera brags that it gives money to various organizations.6
This common propaganda practice enables oil and gas companies to present themselves as good community stewards.
But their deep-pocketed donations detract attention from
heinous and polluting industrial practices.

The Proposal
Aera has proposed a massive development project to revive
SURGXFWLRQLQWKH(DVW&DW&DQ\RQRLOȴHOGLQ6DQWD%DUbara.7 The plan includes drilling hundreds of tar sands oil
wells in the Sisquoc formation (atop the Monetary Shale),8
which would lock in decades of polluting oil production.
The oil would be tapped through a method called steam
injection, a thermal oil recovery process that involves injecting highly pressurized, super-heated steam into tar sands
wells to liquefy and separate the thick oil, then pumping the
resulting mixture to the surface.9 Toxic solvents or acids can
be added to loosen the oil from the sand.10

foodandwaterwatch.org

PHOTO CC-BY © LOCO STEVE / FLICKR.COM

The plan also includes a 14-mile gas pipeline to transport
fuel to onsite steam generators, as well as various processing facilities, which bring risks of leaks and explosions.11

The Dangers
The underground pressure from steam injection can push
bitumen, and its contaminants, into nearby rock formaWLRQVDQGDTXLIHUVWKURXJKQDWXUDOO\RFFXUULQJȴVVXUHVDQG
faults.12 The risk of groundwater contamination is greater
than with other drilling techniques because of steam injection’s propensity for breaking well casings.13 Faulty well casings are a common cause of groundwater pollution.14
Steam injection can also stress water resources, which is
bad news for drought-ridden California. Steam injection
wastes about half a barrel of water for every barrel of oil —
1.6 to 5 times as much as conventional oil drilling.15 During
2016, California’s steam fracking industry used 17.8 billion
gallons of water, comparable to the water use of 572,127
California residents in a year.16
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Steam fracking can also cause earthquakes and sinkholes,
and California tar sands oil is among the most climatepolluting fuel sources in the world.17 Moreover, state regulations on gas fracking do not apply to steam injection
techniques, and California’s oversight and enforcement is
inadequate to safely oversee this drilling method, according
to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.18

Shoddy Track Record
Aera’s poor track record compounds the inherent risks of
drilling hundreds of new oil wells. Over the past decade
Aera has racked up about $1.6 million in penalties for enviURQPHQWDORVKRUHGULOOLQJDQGKHDOWKYLRODWLRQV19
ΖQLQ9HQWXUD&RXQW\$HUDZDVȴQHGDIWHUDFKHPLFDO
release at a production facility caused over 300 nearby resiGHQWVWRUHSRUWEXUQLQJH\HVDQGQRVHVWRWKHȴUHGHSDUWment.20 Two years later in Kern County, Aera was ordered
to pay a farm $9 million for contaminating groundwater

needed for its crops; the farm had to remove 2,000 acres
from production.21 And in 2016, equipment failure at an
idle Aera well in Ventura County resulted in a gas leak and a
dusty cloud over the production site, causing road closures
and resulting in an evacuation order.22

Aera Must Be Stopped
Santa Barbara’s Planning Department must reject Aera’s
proposal to revive production in the East Cat Canyon oil
ȴHOGDQG&DOLIRUQLD*RYHUQRU*DYLQ1HZVRPPXVWEDQ
drilling, fracking, and all forms of well stimulation.
Continued investment in oil and gas operations prolongs
dependence on dirty fuel, delays the shift to clean, renewable energy and forestalls any meaningful reductions in
greenhouse gas emissions. Instead of locking in decades
more of dirty fossil fuels, California needs to rapidly transition to 100 percent clean, renewable energy.
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