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<ontamination

Jrom PAGE 1

is news to him.

1} have yet to see anything
regarding mercury contami-
nation. That’s a new one," he
said.

Although the brine contami-
natfon is bad enough, Osborn
said he is especially concerned
abeut the possibility of mercu-
rycontamination.

"If we do have it in the water,
we cannot even sell our cattle,"
Osborn said. "If we do have
mercury in our wells, we're
just hung." '

Darrold Stephenson, a Jal
City councilor and Lea County
commissioner, said he wants
the City of Jal to test for met-
als--in its water system.
Stephenson’s property is also
just north of Jal and he said he
worries that if there is mercu-
ry contamination on Osborn’s
property it may have found its
way into the water.

Stephenson said he doesn’t
believe the city’s water has
been affected, but said it would
be a good idea to test the city’s
water anyway to make sure.

"T don’t think the people of
Jal know if the water is con-
taminated," Stephenson said.

So far, only private wells along
the north edge of town have
been contaminated with brine
and chlorides. It’s not clear if
thé contamination includes
mereury or if it threatens the
city’s municipal supply.

On Monday, representatives
from the state Environment
Department  visited the
Osborn ranch to collect water
samples. Lisa D. Brown, a
water resource engineering
specialist with - the
Environment

Department,

: TAMMY MCKINLEY/ HOBBS NEWS-SUN
Traces of mercury are found on the Jal
ranch of Clay Osborn Monday. Osborn
recently had his wells salinated and is test-

ing for mercury in his water.

said normally the department
oversees only public water
supplies. However, since
Osborn’s concerns involve pos-
sible mercury contamination,
Brown agreed to collect sam-
ples at his home and the
Stephensons as a courtesy.

Most alarming . for
Stephenson, his wife, JoAn, has
tested positive for mercury. Tests
conducted earlier this year by a
Roswell physician showed very
elevated levels of mercury.

Stephenson said he has not
heard of anyone else in the
area testing positive for mercu-

_ ry levels, and said they are not
sure yet what the source of the
positive results were. He said
the mercury could have come
from old dental fillings or
some other source, but with
mercury found closely in
Osborn’s land, they are also
concerned the material may
have found its way into the
ground water.

"We've got to start eliminat-
ing all these sources and find
out where it’s coming from,"
Osborn said.

While the possibility of mer-
cury contamination is still

somewhat speculative, the brine .

and chiloride levels are not.

After finding the wells con-
taminated with chlorides and
brine, Osborn shut off most of
his wells and allowed the stock
ponds on his ranch to dry up.
In spots where the spills were
particularly large, entire
swaths of vegetation have sim-
ply died, leaving only the open
sandy soil and a few salt-toler-
ant weeds. The Osborns have
been hauling water from town
to use for drinking and cook-
ing for more than a year.

"We're getting
awful tired of
hauling,"
Osborn said.

The area in
question, the
South Langlie
Jal Unit, is cur-
rently owned
by Chaparral
Energy. That
company is not,
however, the
one responsible
for the contami-
nation.

Chaparral
bought the unit
out of bank-
ruptcy when it
acquired
Bristol
Resources. The
company

admits it didn’t particularly
want that area, and knew there
was some pending litigation
because of the contamination.

"We did buy it out of bank-
ruptey, (and) initially it was
not part of the sales package.
But when you go into a bank-
ruptey like that you don’t
always have it come out the
way you want it to," Lang said.

He also said that it’s not fair

‘to single out one company. He

especially points out that the
SLJU area has been in use
since the earliest days of the
oiifield in Lea County — per-
haps as far back as the 1920s —
and that makes it hard to pin
responsibility on just one per-
son or company. He also notes
that the soils in the area make
ground water contamination
especially easy.

"The problem is widespread;
you can pin blame on just
about anybody in that part of
the country be they in the oil
business, the cattle business or
any other business," Lang said.
"Your soils are such that any-
thing you spill on the ground
will eventually more than like-
ly wind up.in the aquifer.
There’s no totally imperme-
able barrier between the sur-
face and the first aquifer."

Lang also points out that not
all the wells in the area are
contaminated, and that it
would be premature to place
all the responsibility on
Chaparral until further tests
have been done.

"T have no reason to doubt
Mr. Osborn,” Lang said. "It
appears that he does have a
water problem. But there are
also ... wells from this same
zone where the water is very
good and not too far from him."

Although Chaparral is not the
company that caused the con-
tamination, it is the owner and
must file an abatement plan.
The company filed a stage-1
abatement with the OCD in
August to start the process of
deciding what cleanup proce-
dures should be taken. This is
the same plan the City of Jal
wrote a letter in response to,
and Osborn also finds the abate-
ment plan inadequate.

"The context of the abate-
ment plan is too general,"
Osborn wrote in his rebuttal to
Chaparral’s plan, "and incor-
rectly assumes that the
ground-water resources under-
lying the Osborn property was
initially of poor quality"

Lang, who authored
Chaparral’s plan, has pointed
out that elevated levels of chlo-
rides have-been detected as far
back as the early 1950s, long



before Bristol or Chaparral
became involved.

"They’ve been contaminated
for quite some time,” Lang
said. v '

For their part, the Osborns
said they aren’t after a big set-
tlement; they simply want
Chaparral to put their land
‘back in order. ’

"What we’re after is our land
restored and our water
restored,” Jeri Osborn said.

The Osborns say they want-
ed to retire on the ranch. The

area has particular sentimen- -

tal value for them since Jeri’s
great-grandmother home-
steaded the property in 1908.

Jeri Osborn said they contin-
ue to stick it out on their ranch
because they hope eventually
something will change.

" -YWe"-keep hoping somebody
will help," she said.

Osborn said over time his
attempts to document the
leaks and spills Bristol was
responsible for became some-
thing of a contest.

"When they found outIwas a
cowboy with a camera, they
tried to get out here to cover it
up before I could get here,”
Osborn said.

" Osborn’s ~ documentation
efforts often paid off. In a letter
from Olson to officials at
Bristol about their environ-
mental assessment of condi-
tions on Osborn’s ranch, Olson
notes that OCD staff visited
the ranch and found things

weren’t quite the way Bristol
said they were.

"In addition, the OCD’s
inspection and Mr. Osborn’s
documents show that there are
several other BRC (Bristol
Resources Corporation) spill
sites upgradient of Mr. Osborn’s
wells that were not addressed in
BRC’s environmental assess-
ments," the letter reads.

"It’s just sickening some-
times, the amount of damage
that’s been done," Osborn said.
"You get mad is what you do."



