
AltaRock suspends Geysers drilling project 
Written by Elizabeth Larson    

Thursday, 03 September 2009 

THE GEYSERS – A geothermal company is suspending its plans to conduct drilling for a 

bedrock fracturing project in The Geysers. 

 

On Wednesday, AltaRock Energy, which has offices in Sausalito and Seattle, announced it was 

suspending its demonstration drilling project on a well located on federal lease land above 

Middletown. 

 

The company was planning to test out its engineered geothermal systems technology, which 

involves drilling deep into the earth's surface to create fractures in bedrock, and then injecting 

water to harness steam for power production.

 

“AltaRock Energy Inc. has encountered a number of physical difficulties in the drilling of well E

-7, the first well planned as part of its engineered geothermal systems (EGS) demonstration 

project in the Geysers, resulting from geologic anomalies particular to the formation 

underlying this well location,” the company said in its Wednesday statement.

 

“As a result, we have suspended the drilling of this well as part of the Geysers Demonstration 

project. We are continuing with the development of our EGS technology and are currently 

evaluating a number of alternative well locations, at the Geysers and elsewhere for 

demonstrating this technology,” the statement added.

 

John Dearing, a BLM spokesman in the agency's Sacramento office, said Thursday that the 

BLM had authorized AltaRock to stop drilling after the company notified them last week of 

their intention to suspend activity.

 

“That was authorized last week, verbally, and they're doing their paperwork right now,” said 

Dearing.

 

Dearing said AltaRock could decide to come back to the site and wouldn't need new permits, 

which only would be necessitated if they wanted to operate on a different drilling site.

 

He said the Department of Energy was conducting the additional evaluation. Department of 

Energy representatives did not return calls placed Thursday by Lake County News.

 

Meriel Medrano, a longtime resident of Anderson Springs, the closest community to The 

Geysers drilling operations, said she's not sorry to see the company go.

 

“Maybe they can regroup and do it right this time,” said Medrano, who added that she expects 

the company will come back with another attempt. 

 

The energy is needed, said Medrano, but she added that there needs to be more research. 

“We don't know if it's going to work.”
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Jeff Gospe, president of the Anderson Springs Community Alliance, agreed that more 

transparency was needed in the process, as well as a complete assessment of the potential 

risks.

 

“We're not categorically opposed to the project, but we are opposed to things being rushed 

through,” he said.

 

Gospe also suggested that the fact the company had trouble with just the initial drilling “raises 

a lot of reasonable doubts” about AltaRock's capabilities. He thinks the press, scrutiny from 

officials and pressure from investors led to the project's suspension. Gospe said the drill rig is 

now being dismantled.

 

The federal government had given approval to the project after a month-long public comment 

period on the company's proposed plan and one community meeting in Middletown this 

spring, as Lake County News has reported.

 

But concerns about the company's EGS technology – first raised in June in a New York Times 

article, followed by coverage by local and national media – led to a reevaluation by the 

Department of Energy and the Bureau of Land management. 

 

In Basel, Switzerland, and other parts of the world where the EGS technology is used, it has 

been known to trigger earthquakes. Bureau of Land Management official Rich Eastabrook said 

in June that the company hadn't mentioned the issues in Basel, with company officials 

replying that the Basel earthquakes – beginning with a 3.4 in 2006 that was followed by 3,500 

more over the following year – were well known in the industry.

 

In July, the Department of Energy and BLM ordered further review, a decision which Dr. Ernie 

Majer, a scientist and geophysics department deputy division director for the Lawrence 

Berkeley National Laboratory, told Lake County News came directly from Dr. Steven Chu, head 

of the Department of Energy.

 

Community groups have kept up the pressure on officials over their concerns about the drilling 

project, which was locating in the already seismically active Geysers area. 

 

Those concerns were punctuated in early July when – shortly after AltaRock began its initial 

drilling –the Geysers area experienced five quakes measuring 3.0 magnitude and above in a 

matter of only a few weeks. 

 

On Aug. 26, Hamilton Hess, chair of the Friends of Cobb Mountain, and Gospe sent a letter to 

Ed Wall, project manager for geothermal technologies in the Department of Energy's Office of 

Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy in Washington, D.C.

 

In the letter, Hess and Gospe requested that a full environmental impact study be conducted 

on the proposed project under the requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act. 
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They cited the project's controversial nature and the precedent it would set, and stated that it 

“entails an undeniable risk of significant to severe earthquake activity.” A full study was 

necessary in the interests of transparency, they asserted.

 

“The residents of the region are already plagued by geothermally induced earthquakes, and 

we find the prospect of increased numbers of quakes to be unacceptable,” Hess and Gospe 

wrote.

 

In July the Board of Supervisors granted AltaRock's request to be added to the Anderson 

Springs Geothermal Mitigation Committee. 

 

Medrano, who sits on the committee, said company representatives were at the last 

committee meeting, held last week. 

 

Company officials pledged to deposit $10,000 into a community mitigation fund, which 

Medrano called “a good will gesture.” Gospe said those funs have been placed in a separate 

account.

 

The company gave an additional $10,000 toward Anderson Springs' sewer project. That 

money was headed to the county. 

 

County Administrative Office Kelly Cox said the county already has received the money. 

 

“We cashed the check,” Cox said Thursday, noting that he doesn't believe the county can give 

it back at this point because it in in the county's treasury and would constitute a gift of public 

funds.

 

AltaRock, which received more than $6 million in federal Department of Energy funds and an 

additional $30 million in venture capital for its plans, said it has a portfolio of approximately 20 

patent filings relating to EGS and is actively continuing with the development of its proprietary 

technology in this area. 

 

“We believe EGS is a clean, renewable energy alternative capable of reducing our economy’s 

dependence on fossil fuels and creating a more sustainable future, and this technology is the 

best way of tapping this non-carbon based source of power,” the company's statement 

concluded.

 

E-mail Elizabeth Larson at elarson@lakeconews.com . Follow Lake County News on 
Twitter at http://twitter.com/LakeCoNews .
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Why not trigger earthquakes on top of a massive volcano? 
written by hbhbglenn, September 04, 2009  

Does it strike anyone else as insane that we would risk upsetting the delicate balance above 

what could be a civilization ending volcano, just to extract a little energy? It is well known 

that before the geysers were dug, there weren't all these earthquakes, and now these idiots 

want - and have federal and county permission - to blast away down there, with no idea 

what the consequences might be.  

Are there any risks we won't take to provide profits for the already wealthy? 

Worth 
written by a guest, September 04, 2009  

it. Crummy environmentalists always looking for ways to stick it in your eye. Show me an 

environmentalist in the area that has no electricity, water and car and I will show you a big 

bum parading as a real hum dinging weirdo with a real crappy income flow that shouts out 

"Hey I am Green", and always has some obvious deficit of brain to make a living anywhere.  

 

Bring back the drills it brings jobs to Cobb and keeps the economy here, running on empty. 

Good job , say Heck of a job in keeping us in the ice age. 

GOOD RIDDANCE TO BAD RUBBISH 
written by BlackMagic, September 04, 2009  

Its bad enough we have to endure the already numerous Earthquakes in Cobb. But the 

people from Sonoma County don't care about our Earthquakes as long as they have 

someplace to pump their sewage!  

But you throw a Magnitude 3.0 Earthquake in Santa Rosa, and everyone starts screaming 

"the sky is falling"! Now if we can just get rid of the Pot CO-OP thats going in next to the 

Post Office in Cobb....... 

Gee ... 
written by sailor21, September 04, 2009  

Do you THINK this might cause more earthquakes?? 

Response to guest and his "crummy environmentalist" rant 
written by hbhbglenn, September 04, 2009  

Good work beating up your straw man environmentalist, while giving thanks for whatever 

crumbs our corporate rulers toss our way.  

Good "thinking." With a few million more like you we could have a corporate dictatorship. Or 

have I counted wrong? 

pot co-op? 
written by a guest, September 04, 2009  
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They are putting a pot co-op next to the Post Office? Wow! 

pot co-op? 
written by a guest, September 04, 2009  

They are putting a pot co-op next to the Post Office on Cobb? OMG 

... 
written by BlackMagic, September 04, 2009  

"They are putting a pot co-op next to the Post Office on Cobb? OMG"  

 

 

 

Yep. Go check it out. Bars on all the doors & Windows. Every Window/Door is covered with a 

Blanket so you can't see inside. There's a new solid Core door on the outside and a newly 

installed "Doorbell" in the Front. The ironic thing is that the "Cafe" sign outside the building 

has recently been touched up to say "Coming Soon Cafe".Funny I never remember any 

Cafe's having STEEL BARS on ALL the Doors/Windows and a Doorbell you have to use to get 

inside!!!  

Let your Supervisor Rob Brown know ( 707 0263-2368 ), if you don't want this kind of 

"Business" in Cobb!!!  
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