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Unlined waste disposai pits
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San Joaquin Valley
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Oil drilling rig (‘nodding donkey") in the east of the
Paso Robles area in the western San Joaquin

Valley - San Luis Obispo County -central California,
USA. Source - Downtowngal, CC SA 3.0.

For decades, lax oversight has allowed
oil and gas developers to dump billions
of barrels of toxic wastewater into the
ground, endangering California’s San
Joaquin Valley's dwindling groundwater
supplies.

Even though California is considered a
leader in climate and environmental
policy, it is surprising to learn that the
state allows the oil and gas industry to
store wastewater produced during
drilling and extraction in unlined pits in
the ground, a practice that began in the
early 1900s.
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A new study by the energy science and ADVERTISEMENT
policy research institute, Physicians,

Scientists, and Engineers (PSE) for

Healthy Energy, published

in Environmental Science and

Technology on October 15, 2021, is the

first to analyze the statewide impact of

the current and historical use of unlined
produced water ponds to dispose of
produced water.

“California jumps out as being the only
state that allows this disposal practice,
which has been going on for over 100
years,” said study leader Dominic
DiGiulio, a senior research scientist PSE
for health Energy, reports Inside Climate

News. “You have to ask, why is
California still allowing it?”
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California’s San Joaquin Valley in 2013. Source —
On*ste82, CC SA 3.0.

According to the study, by examining
publicly available data, the authors
found at least 1,850 active, inactive, and
closed produced water ponds
throughout the Tulare Basin, where 99
percent of the state’s ponds are located.
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Most oil- and gas-bearing rocks also
contain water. When the oil or gas is DIGITAL JOURNAL
extracted from these rocks, the water
comes out too. This “produced water”

is a byproduct of almost all oil and gas
extraction, though the amounts of
produced water can vary widely in
different places or over the lifetime of a

single well. What does this
When hydraulic fracturing (“fracking”) real Iy mean?

has been used, some of the frac fluid
may also return to the surface. This is
sometimes called “flow-back water” to
distinguish it from the naturally
occurring produced water that is

Digital Journal'’s
weekly newsletter.

extracted from the rock formation.
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Hydraulic Fracturing is the process of mixing water
with fracking fluids to be injected into the ground. A
process known as Fracking. Source — Joshua
Doubek, CC SA 3.0.

Produced water contains naturally
occurring salts, heavy metals, and
radioactive materials, along with a
diverse array of toxic and cancer-
causing additives. Oil companies
primarily manage this wastewater by

https://www.digitaljournal.com/tech-science/unlined-waste-disposal-pits-endanger-groundwater-in-san-joaquin-valley/article 4/9



4/28/26, 8:16 PM Unlined waste disposal pits endanger groundwater in San Joaquin Valley - Digital Journal

injecting it into the ground for disposal
. TRENDING
or to recover more oil.
1 Alberta launches IP Office, with plans to tie

. funding to IP strategy
During the study, the researchers found

that out of 1,565 ponds in the Tulare
Basin used exclusively for produced
water disposal, 484 were unlined and
are still being used for the disposal of
produced water. This amounts to nearly
one-third of the ponds. The spread of
the water plume on some of these
ponds extended nearly four kilometers
toward agricultural wells.

Op-Ed: GPT 5.5 — Hype, obviously, but
redefining the Al environment as well

Is a mysterious ‘fifth force’ hiding out in the
depths our solar system?

Canada’s Cohere buys Germany's Aleph
Alpha to take on US Al giants
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China's DeepSeek says releases long-
awaited new Al model

“Since the early 1900s, the oil and gas
industry has deposited tens of billions
of barrels of highly saline, and
otherwise contaminated water into
unlined pits,” DiGiulio, reports Phys.org.
“This practice has impacted
groundwater resources necessary for
present and future potential agricultural,
municipal, and domestic use. Once
groundwater is contaminated, it is often
too expensive to remediate.”

During production, the process of separating oil and
produced water using heat treaters is often
ineffective. The produced water is either discharged
into surface waters, injected underground, or

https://www.digitaljournal.com/tech-science/unlined-waste-disposal-pits-endanger-groundwater-in-san-joaquin-valley/article 5/9



4/28/26, 8:16 PM

transported to a commercial oil field waste disposal
facility. Commercial oil field waste disposal facilities
also pose significant risks to wildlife. Source — U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service — Public Domain

This study is important because it
highlights the ongoing risks to
California’'s water supply during a
climate crisis-induced time of historic
drought. The San Joaquin Valley is
home to four million people who rely on
groundwater for residential use — and
thousands of wells are expected to run
dry this year.

Farmers in this region traditionally have
relied on surface water from winter and
spring snowpack melt. But during
droughts, farms often draw on
underground water for their crops and
livestock. Added to this crisis, California
law does not provide a single standard
for water protection.

Instead, the Central Valley Regional
Water Quality Control Board
(CVRWQCB), the regulatory body with
jurisdiction for produced water ponds in
the Tulare Basin, appears to make
decisions on a case-by-case basis.

In the case of produced water, the law

provides a lower standard of protection
than for other oil and gas industry
practices, such as hydraulic fracturing.
It appears that this inconsistency is a
key driver for the continued use of
unlined ponds.
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san joaquin valley

WRITTEN BY
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We are deeply
saddened to announce
the passing of our dear
friend Karen Graham,
who served as Editor-
at-Large at Digital
Journal. She was 78
years old. Karen's view
of what is happening in
our world was colored
by her love of history
and how the past
influences events
taking place today. Her
belief in humankind's
part in the care of the
planet and our
environment has led
her to focus on the
need for action in
dealing with climate
change. It was said by
Geoffrey C. Ward,
"Journalism is merely
history's first draft."
Everyone who writes
about what is
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happening today is
indeed, writing a small
part of our history.
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What does this
really mean?
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