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February 9, 2016 

 

 

Via Email and Overnight Delivery 

 

Mike Feuer (mike.n.feuer@lacity.org) 

Los Angeles City Attorney 

800 City Hall East 

200 North Main Street 

Los Angeles, California 90012 

 

Re: SoCalGas Well Blowout – Migration into City’s Methane Buffer Zones 

 

Dear Mr. Feuer, 

 

 We write on behalf of thousands of Porter Ranch residents and Save Porter Ranch first to 

extend our appreciation to you, Mayor Eric Garcetti, and Councilmember Mitchell Englander for 

your support over the last 109 days as 13,000 residents were forced to move out of their homes 

due to the negligence of SoCalGas.   

 

We now write to ask your office to assist in answering this question – is it safe to return 

to Porter Ranch?  We agree with your statement that after finding their lives upended for months, 

Porter Ranch residents deserve a reasonable amount of time to move back into their homes – 

following independent assurance the blowout truly has stopped.  As you and Councilmember 

Englander indicated in your media release, this is not just about returning home, it is about 

returning to a safe home. 

 

As you may be aware, in 2004, the City of Los Angeles adopted Ordinance Number 

175790 (Section 91.106.4.1 and Division 71 of Article 1of the L.A. Municipal Code) which 

designated areas of Porter Ranch as methane buffer zones.  These zones mean methane may 

migrate underground and enter the homes.  Such zones require special soil testing and permitting 

for occupancy.  The risk of migration into the methane buffer zones and other areas in Porter 

Ranch is arguably greater now because methane may be migrating underground from the gas 

injection well that blew out in Aliso Canyon.   

 

Save Porter Ranch attempted to use public documents to determine whether it is safe to 

return.  However, the permit files for the injection wells owned by SoCalGas are incomplete or 

do not allow for an easy determination of where and how far methane migrates after it’s injected 

by SoCalGas.  Save Porter Ranch believes DOGGR failed to require the engineering studies 

needed to address the risks for Porter Ranch.  As a result, there is no public data to address the 

concerns raised in this letter.  We ask your office to assist in determining the extent of 

underground migration and in doing so, help restore the public trust.   
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 Is Returning to Porter Ranch Safe? 

 

 Methane Buffer Zones in Porter Ranch 

 

The City of Los Angeles adopted methane buffer zones to protect communities where 

subsurface migration of methane may create safety hazards.  The City adopted this ordinance 

when a department store (Ross Dress for Less) blew up from subsurface migration of methane 

into the store.   The City correctly recognized in the wake of that fire that there are pockets of 

methane gas, and builders needed to install mitigation systems to protect people.  The City 

required that permits be issued only upon a showing of “adequate protection against flammable 

gas incursion by providing the installation of suitable methane mitigation systems.”  (Ordinance 

Number 175790 (emphasis added).) 

   

In methane buffer zones – like those in Porter Ranch – soil is tested to determine whether 

there is a potential for methane to migrate into buildings.  Thus far, SoCalGas has not disclosed 

any testing of soil to determine the existence of a fire hazard underground.   

 

The public safety question then arises as to why is SoCalGas withholding test results (or 

why has SoCalGas not taken soil tests)?   

 

Save Porter Ranch believes that the City’s creation of methane buffer zones in Porter 

Ranch put SoCalGas on notice that it can and should be taking soil tests to determine whether the 

methane is migrating underground.  SoCalGas created the mess hurting so many vulnerable 

families, and it should be responsible for making sure the blowout did not create any further 

danger from underground migration of methane.  Save Porter Ranch expressly uses the term 

blowout because this term means the leak could not be controlled by SoCalGas – a blowout is 

“an uncontrolled flow of gas, oil, or other well fluids into the atmosphere or into an underground 

formation.”   

 

 Migration from Gas Injection Wells   

 

As the city is aware, SoCalGas operates over 91 gas injection wells in the Aliso Canyon 

Oilfield, and the typical risk for any injection well is migration of the gas underground.  This risk 

arises because SoCalGas must inject gas at a sufficient pressure to defeat gravity.  Thus, every 

one of the injection wells operated by SoCalGas uses so much pressure, the well forces the gas 

into nearby geological formations, past fault lines, or into old oil/gas wells. 

 

We are confident that you will agree; the key question before anyone moves back into 

their homes is – how far did the gas travel underground during the blowout in well SS-25?   

 

Once that key question is answered, the next question the City should address is whether 

SoCalGas President Dennis Arriola correctly stated that the other “leaking” wells (15 at last 

count) also stopped leaking.  Assuming the wells appear safe on the surface, the final question to 

address for public safety is how long will it take for methane to migrate underground into the 

residential areas of Porter Ranch?   
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The Division of Oil, Gas & Geothermal Resources (DOGGR) should have two things in 

the SoCalGas permit file that would help show how far the gas would travel and how long it will 

take to reach Porter Ranch:   

 

(1)  Geological studies, and  

(2)  Engineering studies.  See, e.g., C.C.R. §§ 14 CCR 1724.7(a) (4), 1724.7(b).   

 

Such studies are required for the entire area affected by the project – or “area of review” 

as commonly described by DOGGR.  Indeed, the area of review (or AOR) is the entire “zone of 

endangering influence” where injected gas or fluid may travel.   

 

We would suggest that your office, working with the County, ask DOGGR to calculate 

the underground impact of how far the gas would travel before it issued any permit to SoCalGas 

to inject gas.  DOGGR issued many permits to SoCalGas after these regulations were adopted in 

1978 (and amended in 1984). Thus, at some point in time, DOGGR should have required these 

studies before approving further injection wells by SoCalGas.  This brings us to the next concern 

Save Porter Ranch raises.   

 

 EPA Audit Concludes DOGGR Illegally Issues Injection Well Permits 

 

It is virtually impossible from existing records to determine how far the blowout travelled 

underground because DOGGR did not require the proper area of review for any SoCalGas 

injection wells.  We scoured well records and could not find sufficient geological or engineering 

studies to determine the area impacted by the injections.   

 

This is confirmed – in part – by the United States EPA in its audit issued on July 18, 

2011.  The EPA concluded DOGGR was illegally approving injection permits by (among other 

problems) assuming the injected fluids would never travel more than 1/4 of a mile.  (See 

enclosed letter.)  In other words, DOGGR was not determining how far injected fluids or gas 

would travel before issuing permits to inject underground.   

 

The focus of the EPA audit was migration of injected fluids into fresh water because the 

greatest danger of injection wells is what is hidden – contamination of fresh water and migration 

into other geological areas.  Because of these risks, all injection wells must be permitted under 

the Safe Drinking Water Act to confirm the water will not be contaminated.  Surface blowouts 

and leaks are more easily observed for injection wells, but no one knows what happens 

underground unless there are engineering and geological studies for the entire area impacted.   

 

These protections extend beyond injections that may contaminate water – the California 

Code of Regulations required SoCalGas to provide engineering studies that included casing 

diagrams and evidence showing that the injection will “not have an adverse effect . . . or cause 

damage to life, health, property, or natural resources.” 14 CCR § 1724.7(a) (4) (emphasis 

added).  These regulations (along with additional safety regulations) expressly apply to gas 

storage injection wells. 14 CCR § 1724.9.   
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 Cross-Section Map Showing Migration from SoCalGas Injection Well 

 

The United States EPA also tracks data for the entire country about how gases and fluids 

migrate after being injected underground.  This is critical.  As mentioned, underground injections 

are not easily detected; the injections can destroy fresh water and damage public health.   

 

Taking an image created by the federal government in analyzing EPA data about 

injection wells, we created the following cross-section to show how the gas may migrate from 

SoCalGas injection wells to (1) cracks or faults like the Santa Susana Fault; and (2) old wells 

like those in the methane buffer zones in the residential areas in Porter Ranch.  

 
SoCalGas proclaimed last month the danger has been overblown, but it is failing to 

provide any information to address how far the gas migrated underground during the blowout – 

or frankly, before the blowout.  It is thus impossible to determine whether it is safe to return in 1 

day or 21 days.   

 

With this new information, we hope your office will demand that SoCalGas provide 

information that addresses the underground migration of contamination before residents in Porter 

Ranch are asked to return, including return to areas already designated by the City as methane 

buffer zones.  This is consistent with federal law and the local and state regulations designed to 

protect the community.   

 

To be sure, there are geological formations that suggest possible migration.  The Santa 

Susana fault zone crosses the Porter Ranch community, which may serve as a conduit to bring 

methane up and into the residential areas in Porter Ranch.   



SoCalGas Well Blowout – Migration into City’s Methane Buffer Zones 

February 9, 2016 

Page 5 

 

 

DOGGR’s map also shows the presence of old wells in Porter Ranch.  (See map with 

black or black & white dots for old wells in residential areas.)  These idle wells can operate as 

conduits (or straws) if the gas storage reservoir or other geological formations connect to these 

wells.  

 

Save Porter Ranch wants your office to assist in determining whether methane will 

migrate into the methane buffer zones in Porter Ranch, and if methane is migrating, is it safe to 

return now or in the foreseeable future.  This map alone should demonstrate why we need to 

understand what is happening underground.   

 

 DOGGR’s Conflict of Interest 

 

 Save Porter Ranch is concerned about the role of DOGGR in any discussions with the 

City about permitting.  DOGGR’s issuance of illegal injection permits to SoCalGas led to 

multiple lawsuits for inverse condemnation.  DOGGR also is a defendant in a RICO lawsuit 

where there are allegations Governor Brown took contributions in exchange for DOGGR’s 

agreement to issue permits to Occidental Oil to engage in hydraulic fracturing in an almond 

orchard.  As detailed in various court documents that we would be happy to provide your office, 

this included DOGGR agreeingnot to enforce California’s underground injection regulations, the 

Safe Drinking Water Act, and the California Environmental Quality Act.   

 

The illegal nature of DOGGR’s operations are present even in this case.  In addition to 

the conflict of interest mentioned above, DOGGR does not have the proper engineering studies 
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required for injection permits, and DOGGR’s records do not show the zone of influence by all of 

the injection wells operated by SoCalGas in any recognizable area of review.  

 

Indeed, DOGGR’s conflicts are apparent in every aspect of the permitting for the 

injection wells operated by SoCalGas.  SoCalGas submitted to DOGGR tests results each year 

that purportedly show a casing diagram with a “SSSV” at the same level underground as the 

subsurface safety valve (SSSV) SoCalGas admits was removed or did not work.  Most of the 

wells in question do not have subsurface safety valves.  DOGGR, however, lets SoCalGas 

continue to operate in the face of annual submissions by SoCalGas of misleading, if not 

fraudulent, test results.  Save Porter Ranch asks that the City not rely upon conflicted state 

agencies (like DOGGR) to address the safety of further operations.   

 

 Steps Needed to Restore Public Trust 
 

 It is often said that sunlight is the best disinfectant. The spotlight your office has brought 

to this issue has been invaluable; however, the residents of Porter Ranch still need your help.  

 

 How can anyone in Porter Ranch feel safe when SoCalGas (a government sanctioned 

monopoly) is allowed to violate federal and state regulations and treat public safety as less 

important than increasing profits from injecting gas underground?  There is no market check in 

terms of competition on SoCalGas.  The only check is what the government should have done, 

but did not do, when DOGGR illegally issued the injection well permits.   

 

First, the concerns raised in this letter must be addressed with a public discussion of 

where gas is migrating underground.  The City of Los Angeles itself has an interest in leading 

this discussion because the City is seeking to reclaim the San Fernando Aquifer to use for water 

storage in years of drought.  Obviously it is imperative the City know what is injected, where it is 

injected, and how it may migrate into water.    

 

Second, it is imperative that all stakeholders be invited to address the relocation and 

return of Porter Ranch residents and restore public trust.  This includes:   

  

 Save Porter Ranch and its counsel with expertise in legality of the injection wells at issue. 

As you may know, Save Porter Ranch is a nonprofit environmental group formed 18 

months before the gas blowout to protect Porter Ranch for illegal operations in Aliso 

Canyon.  Save Porter Ranch has over 1,223 people who support its activities.  With the 

exception of SoCalGas, Save Porter Ranch is the sole organization (private and 

governmental) to participate in all public hearings and meetings about the gas well 

blowout.   

 

 The County Department of Public Health because it issued the order requiring relocation 

of the family members.   

 

Third, the City should also address the lack of transparency in air testing and the 

migration of the plume of contaminants from the blown-out well into the San Fernando Valley.  

Within 9 days of the BP Oil Spill, the state of Louisiana was modelling where the plume would 
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