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48Reclamation is a complex process which takes
Twplace
eet

before, during and after drilling. When done
right, reclaimed land can be as good as – or even
better than – it was before it was disturbed.
Reclamation in Colorado faces unique challenges,
but a combination of government regulations and
tangible benefits prompts landowners, energy
companies and reclamation services to overcome
42
those challenges.
Reclamation on government and private land
adheres to different regulations and requirements.
0
For drilling on public land, the Bureau of Land
Share
Management, U.S. Forest Service and the
Colorado Oil and Gas Commission set strict
standards for companies. Private land adheres to
less strict regulations, but because it often occurs
alongside agricultural activity, many private
individuals maintain equally strict or even stricter
standards.

Land reclamation regulations requires that land be restored to as
good or better conditions than before drilling. PHOTO:

Regardless of whether the drilling occurs on public
Morguefile.com
or private land, reclamation begins even before the
drilling starts. Soil is mapped, stored and protected, and erosion control measures are set in place.
As drilling proceeds, interim reclamation occurs. This involves continued erosion control, noxious
weed control, frequent environmental testing and reseeding. On public land, 70 percent of basal
vegetation cover must be continuously maintained.

“Reclamation isn’t a one-time event,” says David Chenoweth, head of Western States Reclamation.
“The key is monitoring and identifying work that has to be done to get back to a stable, selfsustaining vegetation community.”
When drilling ends, land is restored to its original condition. Soil is returned, and everything must be
returned to conditions as close as possible to their pre-drilling state. In public areas – which in
Colorado are often mountainous – this means restoring the original contour of the land, drainages
and slopes, as well as erosion prevention and road removal.
Re-vegetation begins, with vegetation chosen based on the use of the land – for instance, wildlife or
cattle pasture. On private land, this means restoring the soil with the appropriate topsoil layer and
resuming farming activities.
End results of reclamation

In Colorado, reclamation companies face unique difficulties such as low annual precipitation – or
even drought conditions – low quality soil and weed invasions. Irrigated farmland is often reclaimed
faster because plants have enough water. In mountainous areas and on the Western slope, poor soil
can make this more difficult. To combat these issues, some companies add organic soil
amendments to improve soil quality, bringing the land back to better than it was before.
“It’s a science and an art to getting a successful reclamation,” Chenoweth notes.
After being reclaimed, land can be used almost as it was before. It should support the same wildlife,
and farmland should be as productive as it was prior to drilling. The major exception is that some
public land is not open to cattle grazing to prevent erosion.
In addition to the environmental importance of reclamation, there are economic benefits for all
parties, and land can remain productive agricultural land. Reclamation activities are vital to Colorado
and help balance Colorado’s energy needs with its environmental and agricultural ones.
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