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Thank you President Lopez, and also to all of the organizers of this 
event, for having me here today.  I am a supporter of all of the great 
universities in New Mexico—especially those institutions represented here 
today. In fact, about a decade ago, I helped to secure some of the funding 
to get the School of Energy at San Juan College off the ground.  

 
I visited the San Juan College in 2007 and at that time I said that “I 

continue to believe that the nation's ever-growing thirst for energy can only 
be satisfied through institutions like the San Juan College's School of 
Energy, which trains young professionals to develop and harness U.S. 
energy resources.”   This is more true now than ever before. We will need 
to prepare thousands of individuals with the skills needed to secure highly 
skilled, good paying jobs in the energy industry, especially here in New 
Mexico.   

 
I have known Farmington for a long time, and over the years, I have 

seen how natural gas production in the San Juan basin has sustained the 
economy here.  But it hasn’t always been an easy path forward: natural gas 
prices have been volatile and have brought both tears of joy, and pain. 
Conventional oil wells once boomed, but production over time declined.  

 
Secretary George Shultz is known for the phrase “Happy times,” and I 

think it is a fitting quote.  Because today we have awoken with a gift on our 
doorstep.  

 
The Mancos shale is estimated to have up to 30 billion barrels of oil, 

and that is just the portion of the formation in New Mexico, not to mention 
that it extends into Colorado, Utah, and Wyoming.  Not all of this oil is 
economically recoverable, but experts estimate that about 5 percent or 1.5 
billion barrels is. This is a stunning amount of oil, especially if you consider 



 

that over the past 90 years the basin has produced about 300 million 
barrels of oil.  I would add that I am not an expert—you’ll hear from them 
later today. But the message that I hear is that the Mancos resources are 
large, and that we now have the technology to make a run at recovering a 
huge amount of energy resources from the region. 
 

Technological advances in horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing 
have unlocked a tremendous volume of additional oil and gas resources in 
North American shale formations.  Many of you have likely heard about 
George P. Mitchell, the founder of Mitchell Energy & Development 
Corporation, who combined horizontal drilling, hydraulic fracturing, and 
microseismic imaging to unlock the vast gas and oil deposits in shale 
formations. The combination of these technologies is now widespread.  
These advances are the product of decades of research and development 
undertaken by producers of oil and gas, by the federal government, and in 
some cases, collaboration between the two.  

 
I have two short stories to share with you. The first relates to the 

development of downhole instrumentation to “see” what is happening in 
the wellbore.   

 
In the early 1970’s the Bureau of Mines, at their facility in Laramie, 

WY, was conducting field tests to extract energy from fossil energy 
resources: underground coal gasification (UCG ) and the in situ retorting of 
oil shale.  Both of these were rudimentary, brute-force efforts: wells were 
drilled into the resource, the fuel was ignited, air was pumped in one well, 
and gas or oil was extracted from another.  All instrumentation was at the 
surface; no one had any idea what was going on underground.  But in 1975, 
Case 0471 would become the first fossil energy funding at Sandia National 
Laboratories, and the investigators would go on to begin development of 
downhole instrumentation.  

 



 

Now, you might ask why Sandia National Lab would be a good place 
to do this type of research.  The instrumentation Sandia had proposed to 
apply to oil and gas well instrumentation had been developed for 
underground nuclear testing: a short duration test occurring at a known 
time.  It was then applied to hydraulic fracturing, which is similar in 
principle.  There are many other important advances that are linked to 
federal investments in R&D that were made beginning in the 1970’s at the 
National Labs.  
 

A second effort that I remember very well was the research and 
development conducted at the labs that enabled companies to “see” the oil 
and gas reserves in tight formations using microseismic imaging technology.  

 
The first systematic research into microseismic fracture mapping, 

done by Los Alamos National Lab (LANL) in Los Alamos, New Mexico, in the 
1970s, was related to fractures in geothermal wells. Somewhat later, the 
National Energy Technology Laboratory (NETL) collaborated with Sandia 
National Laboratory to build and deploy receivers for testing similar 
mapping technology. In the 1980s, this system was used at the NETL 
Multiwell Site experiment in Colorado, where major fracture experiments 
were successfully monitored.  Now, this technology was originally funded 
for use in geothermal wells. But our colleagues in industry had other ideas, 
and it was eventually applied to oil and gas production as well. 

 
Will Rogers once said: “Even if you’re on the right track, you’ll get run 

over if you just sit there.”  Based on what I have been able to read and 
discern, I am confident that this technology is and will continue to be 
deployed safely. If the technology is properly applied, we can continue to 
produce oil and natural gas in an environmentally sound manner. But we 
should never let ourselves become complacent. 

 
Our innovation continues in the environmental performance of 

hydraulic fracturing. Just late last week, Lockheed Martin, which runs 



 

Sandia National Labs, announced that it had produced a way to engineer 
grapheme, a product just one atom in thickness, that will allow desalination 
of water more efficiently by a factor of approximately 100 percent. And, the 
company noted that this breakthrough could be used to purify beyond 
anything anticipated the waste water from hydraulic fracturing.  

 
This shows, once again, that if we allow the innovative spirit of the 

private sector freedom, we can both be environmentally sound and more 
energy secure.  

 
Until recently U.S. supplies of oil and natural gas were also perceived 

as limited.  Scarcity of oil and natural gas constrained our ability to achieve 
our energy security and environmental goals.  And scarcity of natural gas in 
particular also implied that natural gas markets would continue to be 
susceptible to the price run-ups and spectacular volatility that had captured 
news headlines in the mid-1990s and again in the early and mid-2000s. 

 
The emergence of hydraulic fracturing has fundamentally altered the 

supply outlook for oil and natural gas.  For gas, current assessments suggest 
that domestic gas resources are now thought to be sufficient to support 
more than 100 years of demand at present levels of consumption. For oil, 
the U.S. production is projected to exceed that of Saudi Arabia within the 
next decade (roughly by 2020).  

 
According to the Energy Information Administration, natural gas 

production from shale formations rose by more than 700 percent from 
2005 to 2012.  Also, in 2012, U.S. oil production reached 7 million barrels 
per day, the highest production level since 1992. 

 
This is very good news for the country, and will be for the state and 

the 4 corners region—whether the objective is reduce U.S. dependence on 
energy imports, to maintain a competitive industrial base, to create jobs 
and grow the economy, or to reduce pollutant emissions. 



 

Expanded production of oil and natural gas offers a number of 
benefits to the country: 

 

 Lower and more stable natural gas prices for all market 
participants. Prices have dropped nearly 70 percent from 2008 to 
2012. This trend has been driven by increased shale gas production 
as well as softened demand due to the recession.  

 Reinvigorate domestic manufacturing. Low-cost, abundant domestic 
natural gas is a boon to U.S. manufacturers. A wave of tens of billions 
of dollars of reinvestment in gas-based infrastructure is already 
underway. 

 Direct Jobs and Tax Revenue. Expanded oil and natural gas 
production creates jobs not only where shale resources are located 
but in those industries that supply the equipment and other inputs 
needed in oil and natural gas production as well. 
 
We are often a fortunate country.  Over the years we have spent 

more than 6 trillion dollars on crude oil imports. Now we have found 
business men and women, scientists, and engineers that refused to remain 
complacent. They recognized the value of the tremendous quantity of oil 
and natural gas locked in shale formations, and worked tirelessly to find a 
way to unlock it.  And with the key advances that they achieved, we once 
again find ourselves an energy-rich country. 

 
The American spirit of ingenuity and the power of the market have 

unlocked wealth that will bring decades of prosperity to this great country. 
This is not a hollow promise—the proof is already demonstrated by the 
surge in production of oil and gas.  

 
Can you believe that America is on track to be a net-exporter of 

natural gas within the next decade?  And can you believe that we in New 
Mexico will be able to unlock more than a billion barrels of oil, and that is 
just in the Four Corners region? These are “happy times,” indeed! 


