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For the people who live in the most remote areas of western North Dakota, it seems ironic that they can see natural 
gas flares dot their landscape and yet they cannot access this resource to heat their homes and water heaters.  
Natural gas is piped throughout the most populous area of the region. Extending such natural gas availability to 
smaller communities must be a priority

The build-out of the Bakken comes at a time of a great discovery of natural gas resources throughout North America. 
The result has been a substantial decrease in the price of natural gas. 

Oddly, the greatest factor in determining the ability of additional communities to be served by natural gas is not 
residential demand, but industrial development. That is, it will be difficult to justify additional residential service without 
larger industrial users or additional community investment.

Currently, there are two such large-scale industrial development projects in the planning stages—both are fertilizer 
plants.  One potential plant is near Jamestown and the other is in Grand Forks.  Both prospects would exceed the 
entire residential natural gas distribution from the region’s largest provider, Montana-Dakota Utilities (MDU) Co.  
Montana-Dakota currently serves 250,000 customers in the region.  

The greatest prospect, 
therefore, for un-served 
communities will be 
the likely extension of 
additional transmission 
pipelines headed east to 
Jamestown and Grand 
Forks.  This high-pressure pipeline then likely would connect to the Viking Pipeline, which runs north-south, connecting 
to Chicago and other markets.

“We could connect every remaining residential home in the region and not make a dent 
compared to the potential demand of these prospective new fertilizer plants.”

Larry Oswald
Manager, Business Development, Energy Programs and Marketing, Montana-Dakota Utilities Co.

ISSUE:  natural gas availability

The Issue
While the land across the region is dotted with natural 
gas flares, nearby communities have no access 
to natural gas to heat their homes and power their 
water heaters.  Communities want to leverage future 
investments in natural gas pipelines and plant capacity 
to benefit their residents.

RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Study the Provision of Natural Gas to Communities 

Throughout Western North Dakota Utilizing Oil Impact Grant 
Funding

2. Build a Relationship with the State’s Flaring Task Force
3. Collaborate with the North Dakota Industrial Commission in 

Requiring Companies to Submit a Flaring Reduction Plan by 
January 2015
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Natural Gas Availability

Establishing a pattern of orderly growth is a great challenge to the region.  In order to meet tight construction timelines, 
contractors frequently opt for electricity rather than gas in their housing plans.  While this may not be an optimal 
solution in the long run, it meets the immediate demand for new housing.

North Dakota Industrial Commission Adopted Flaring Recommendations

NDIC Action Items

1. Require Gas Capture Plans for all future increased density, temporary spacing, and proper spacing cases
2. Require Gas Capture Plans for all application for permit to drill (APD) after June 1, 2014

•	 Add requirement of affidavit that GCP has been provided to listed gathering companies in area
3. Meet semi-annually with gathering companies to gauge effect of Gas Capture Plans, production curtailments, contracts, and service 

interruptions
4. Dedicate IT resources to develop a web based pipeline incident report form
5. Direct Pipeline Authority to track flaring on-off Fort Berthold and to track and report capture status vs goals
6. Docket for hearing a motion to review and revise all Bakken and Three Forks field rules governing production curtailment

North Dakota Petroleum Council Right-of-Way Task Force: Scoping the Issue

North Dakota Petroleum Council – ROW Task Force

Headwinds

1. Flaring.
•	 One of the keys to solving flaring is pipelines.
•	 Obtaining right of way has become a significant issue.

2. Oil Takeaway.
•	 Railcars: congested mainline, accidents, interference with Ag, Coal, & Amtrak.
•	 Pipelines. Again back to right of way issues. 
•	 Can up to 1.6-million barrels per day be moved with the current strategy?

3. Continual truck pounding along well corridor roads.
•	 Local entities lack of funds to continue repairing roads.
•	 May lead to road closures.
•	 Move as much fluid as possible by pipelines, back to right of way.

Leading Issues

•	 Weariness.
•	 Fatigue associated with everything that is going on.
•	 Don’t want to be bothered any longer.

•	 Wariness.
•	 Remediation issues on older pipeline leaks and spills and then asking for new right of way.
•	 Cleanup and restoration issues on newly installed pipelines and then asking for more.
•	 Legislation coming?

•	 Wagner.
•	 My neighbor growing up.
•	 I’m just trying to survive this and protect my land!

A Solution

1. Pipeline corridors along the main corridor roads.
•	 Many States require these.
•	 Pipeline bundle in a tighter area.
•	 Sharing of pipelines between companies.
•	 Legislation involvement.

2. This is a difficult problem with a lot of pieces, but the value of an equitable solution is huge!
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Natural Gas Availability

ReCommendaTion #1: sTudy The pRovision of naTuRal Gas To CommuniTies 
ThRouGhouT WesTeRn noRTh dakoTa uTilizinG oil impaCT GRanT fundinG
Summary: Many communities in western North Dakota would benefit by accessing natural gas as an option for home heating and other purposes.  
Unfortunately, this option does not exist despite the availability of natural gas, which is currently primarily a by-product for the oil industry (the 
economics of the situation are now changing and natural gas is becoming economically viable to transport and process).

Vision West ND should consider the utilization of some of its Solutions Fund to help determine the business case for the provision of natural gas to 
western North Dakota communities.

Action: Study

Lead: Vision West ND

Studying the Cost and Benefits of Natural Gas Availability

There are no current plans for any significant extensions of natural gas services to un-served communities within the region.  This is primarily due to 
the tremendous fixed cost (extension of miles of natural gas transmission lines) to overcome.  

One un-served community, Hettinger in Adams County, illustrates this problem.  Hettinger is approximately 20 miles from the nearest natural gas 
pipeline.  The estimated cost to extend the pipeline to Hettinger is $15-$20 million.  There are over 60 communities in western North Dakota that do 
not have access to natural gas.  For communities, the benefit is just not the gains experienced by homeowners, but business developers seeking new 
commercial and industrial businesses also benefit and seek by the availability of low-cost natural gas.

In addition to the major one-time cost of building transmission lines, a second complicating factor is the cost to homeowners to convert their homes 
to be able to utilize natural gas.  The average price of a home conversion for space heaters and hot water is $1000-$1800.  Typically, only 40%-50% 
of homeowners will make the investment in the first two years.  This low percentage further deters such projects that would extend natural gas 
availability.

ReCommendaTion #2: build a RelaTionship WiTh The sTaTe’s flaRinG Task foRCe
Summary: The task force may not consider a relationship with Vision West ND to be a part of their mission. However, adding this to the scope of their 
mission may be the best way to gain traction on this economically challenging problem.

Action: Advocate, Convene

Lead: Vision West ND

Addressing the Impacts of Natural Gas Flaring

The Vision West ND Consortium is not the only entity looking for solutions related to natural gas flaring throughout the region.  Recently, the North 
Dakota Industrial Commission directed a task force working under the North Dakota Petroleum Council to achieve three basic goals regarding this 
issue: reduce flared volume, reduce the number of wells flaring and reduce the ratio of flaring from wells. 

The problem stems from the incredible pace of oil and natural gas drilling throughout the region.  Because of the pace, oil and gas companies have not 
been able to significantly reduce flaring, as 29% of all natural gas is being flared. This is far in excess of an emerging state goal of 5%-10%.

Although the oil and natural gas industry has been working on the problem since 2006, there are two overarching problems related to the timing of 
resolving the issue:  getting appropriate rights-of-way for pipelines and then installing the actual infrastructure.  Several new natural gas plants are 
now online within the region, so the focus has shifted to the natural gas gathering systems and pipelines to the gas plants. 

North Dakota flared 9.4 billion cubic feet of natural gas in August 2013, 29% of the total produced in the state.  Thirteen percent of that was 
flared because there was no pipeline connection available, while the other 16% was flared by wells not connected to existing pipelines because of 
infrastructure issues. 

local Industry

MDU is the largest end-use supplier of natural gas and the largest electric customer supplier in the region.  Notably, cooperatives serve more load 
due to oil development being in their service territory.  The MDU Resources, of which Montana-Dakota is a division, is developing two projects 
designed to support the economy and environment of the region. 
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Natural Gas Availability

Recently, lawsuits have been filed in four Oil Patch counties by mineral owners seeking damages from oil and gas companies for lost royalties from 
flared natural gas.  

The industry has already built nearly 10,000 miles of natural gas pipelines in the region, investing over $6 billion on natural gas infrastructure since 
2006.  Investments for 2014-2015 announced publicly so far amount to $775 million to $875 million, including more than 1,000 miles of gas gathering 
pipelines.  

Currently, North Dakota has gas-processing facilities, which are processing 1.1 billion cubic feet per day, enough to heat 10,000 homes for a year (note 
that additional information related to natural gas flaring is also noted in the Pipelines Section and the Environmental Impacts Section). 

While the state has charged the task force with reducing the overall volume of natural gas flared, and the industry has indicated its intention to comply 
with such goals, neither the state nor the industry is focused upon meeting community goals as addressed by Vision West ND.  Specifically, the 
Consortium’s goal of serving new communities with natural gas is not on the table.

ReCommendaTion #3:  CollaboRaTe WiTh The noRTh dakoTa indusTRial Commission 
in ReQuiRinG Companies To submiT a flaRinG ReduCTion plan by januaRy 2015
Summary: The North Dakota Industrial Commission should work with industry to develop guidelines for companies to develop a plan to reduce 
flaring from current levels to 5% within five years. Financial incentives should be considered for early compliance, as well as enforcement provisions, 
including penalties for non-compliance.

Action: Advocate

Lead: NDIC and VWND

literature Review
“The Williston Basin: Greasing the Gears for Growth in North Dakota” 
(Bentek Energy for the North Dakota Pipeline Authority, 2012)

•	 Forecast	of	natural	gas	production	growth	through	2025
•	 To	determine	needed	adequate	natural	gas	pipeline	infrastructure	in	North	Dakota
•	 Focus	on	how	the	gas-to-oil	ratio	may	change	over	the	life	of	a	Williston	Basin	well
•	 Gas	production	is	expected	to	climb	steeply	between	2012	and	2025.

“Presentation by North Dakota Pipeline Authority” 
(North Dakota Oil and Gas Research Council , May 2013)

•	 North	Dakota	drilling	statistics
•	 North	Dakota	pipeline	miles
•	 Forecast	of	Williston	Basin	oil	production
•	 North	Dakota	crude	oil	pipelines
•	 Oil	loading	rail	facilities
•	 Estimated	rail	export	volumes
•	 North	Dakota	crude	oil	gathering
•	 Oil	pricing


