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Via Email (apcwestla@lacity.org) 
West Los Angeles Area Planning Commission 
City of Los Angeles 
200 N. Spring Street 
Los Angeles, CA 90012 
       

Re:  Request for Reconsideration of Determination on Case Nos. ZA-1989-
17683-PA2, ENV-2020-1328-CE, ZA-1989-17683-PA2-1A 

 
Honorable Commissioners:  
 

On behalf of Neighbors for A Safe Environment (NASE), a California nonprofit 
corporation seeking to protect neighborhoods from the impacts of oil drilling and 
production, we write in follow-up to the appeal hearing regarding the West Pico Drill 
Site.  The intent of this letter is to: 
 

• Identify significant misstatements of information that were presented to the 
Commission at the August 18, 2021 West LA Area Planning Commission (APC) 
hearing on NASE’s appeal; and 
 

• Request that at the September 1, 2021 APC meeting, you vote to reconsider the 
NASE appeal because the significant misinformation was material to the central 
and largest issues in NASE’s appeal and was relied upon by the Commission in 
your deliberations. 

 
This letter identifies the three most consequential pieces of misinformation that 

were provided to the Commission by the Zoning Administrator (ZA) during the appeal 
hearing, most of which was presented after the close of the public testimony.  To 
demonstrate the errors, we will contrast the misrepresentations that were made with clear 
documentation contained within the case file for the West Pico Drill Site.  In summary, 
the three issues we will focus on are: 

 
• The ZA stated that “no new wells” had been drilled on the West Pico Drill 

Site since the ZA approval of 2000 (ZA-1989-17683-PAD) and the 
Settlement Agreement of 2001. NASE presents in this letter clear 
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documentation contained in the case file that new wells were drilled in 2005-06 
and 2010. 
 

• The ZA stated that the Settlement Agreement between NASE and the City 
prevents the alteration of any conditions of approval, including Condition 
72, and that NASE was requesting the City rewrite the Settlement 
Agreement. This statement is based on a lack of review of the Settlement 
Agreement.  The Settlement Agreement does not enshrine or mention 
Condition 72 and does not enshrine under court approval all of the conditions 
set in the 2000 cases. Instead, the Settlement Agreement references only 
Conditions 77 and 78, which expressly empower the ZA to revise all 
conditions and impose additional conditions when addressing “neighborhood 
impacts” and “the efficacy of mitigation measures” and extends the ability to 
revise conditions to the 5-year reviews required by the Settlement Agreement. 
 

• The ZA informed the Commission that well conversions are mere 
reclassifications on paper and “vested rights” that require only the filing 
of paperwork. These statements are wholly untrue. Well conversions are 
construction projects that entail substantial changes to wells below the surface 
and above the surface. Well conversions have required full review and 
approval by the ZA as discretionary actions since at least 1955, by the terms of 
LAMC 13.01.H and 13.01.I.  

 
1. New Wells Were Drilled In 2005-06 and 2010.  

 
One of the largest, clearest, and most consequential untrue statements made by the 

ZA was his repeated assertion that “no new wells” had been drilled since the 2000 ZA 
approval in ZA-1989-17683-PAD and the Settlement Agreement. The ZA said this in 
response to questions from Commissioner Laing about the dates on which new wells 
were drilled. On the official recording of the hearing, you will find this exchange starting 
at the 1:58:45 mark.  This statement is categorically incorrect, contrary to documentation 
in the ZA case file, contrary to documentation in the appeal case file, and contrary to 
knowledge of Planning staff. 

 
First, and simplest of all, on June 19, 2020, the applicant and site operator, PCEC, 

straightforwardly informed the ZA, the Chief ZA, and the City Attorney that two new 
wells had been drilled since 2000 without the ZA approval required by LAMC 13.01.H 
and 13.01.I.  PCEC identified the wells as West Pico 58 drilled in 2005-06 and West Pico 
59 drilled in 2010.  

 
Below are key excerpts from PCEC’s June 19, 2020 email. Multiple copies of this 

email from PCEC are in the ZA case file and NASE also submitted copies of this email to 
the Commission in support of its appeal.  
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In addition to the documentation from the site operator, Professor Michael Salman 

also submitted copies of the State regulatory agency DOGGR’s (now CalGEM’s) 
documents proving that these two new wells had been drilled, one in 2005-06 and the 
other in 2010, sending the materials to the ZA, the Chief ZA, and the Director of 
Planning.  Below are snapshots of key excerpts from the DOGGR permit applications for 
new wells, DOGGR permits for new wells, and the DOGGR work history forms 
submitted by the site operator. 

 
These documents (and more in the ZA case file) prove beyond a shadow of a 

doubt that two new wells were drilled in 2005-06 and 2010.  Thus, the APC’s decision on 
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August 18, 2021 was based on inaccurate information provided by the ZA and should be 
re-evaluated in light of the facts. 

 
DOGGR Application, Permit, and Well Summary for drilling of new well in 2010. 
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DOGGR Application, Permit, Change of Well Name, and Well Summary for well drilled in 
2005-06 
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2. The Settlement Agreement Does Not Prevent Revisions of Conditions, and it 
in Fact Requires Revisions When Warranted. 
 
At the August 18 APC hearing, the ZA repeatedly stated the process before the 

Commission was a Review of Compliance with the conditions of the Settlement 
Agreement, and that everyone should “close the book on it” (2:11:37), not change his 
determination so that he could “clean it up” and move on to a new process, one that could 
allow for the revision of conditions of approval.  This is a fundamental misrepresentation 
of the Settlement Agreement between NASE and the City and the process required by the 
Settlement Agreement.  

 
Of overarching significance is the fact that the Settlement Agreement does not 

lock in place all 2000 conditions of approval and instead requires 5-year reviews of those 
conditions to ensure they are still adequate to protect the surrounding community and 
ensure compliance by the site operator.  If the conditions fail to do so, the 5-year review 
is intended to be the process wherein new or revised conditions are imposed upon the 
West Pico Drill Site.  The inaccuracy of the ZA’s claims regarding the Settlement 
Agreement can be best demonstrated by a review of the Agreement itself, along with the 
condition it references. 

 
Section 4.b of the Settlement Agreement, inserted below, refers expressly to 

Condition 78 of the 2000 ZA approval: 
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Condition 78, inserted below, prescribes what is supposed to happen in the 5-year 

reviews required by the Settlement Agreement: 
 

 
 
 
Thus, pursuant to the Settlement Agreement and Condition 78, the ZA was 

required in the current review case to evaluate “neighborhood impacts,” evaluate “the 
efficacy of mitigation measures,” and the ZA was empowered to assign “corrective 
conditions.” Unfortunately, the ZA failed to follow these requirements and has instead 
advocated for kicking the can down the road to an uncertain future process.  Not only is 
this an inefficient use of City resources, it delays relief for the community. Moreover, 
while the 5-year review is legally required, the ZA does not have the authority require a 
new process at this time.   

 
The ZA made additional misrepresentations regarding the Settlement Agreement 

that are also material to the Commission’s determination.  At the APC hearing, the ZA 
repeatedly said that Condition 72 was imposed by and enshrined in the Settlement 
Agreement, along with all other conditions, and therefore he did not have the authority to 
change it because the agreement was approved by a Court. (Statements made starting at 
20:15 and 2:07:35 marks.) As set forth above, the Settlement Agreement specifically 
contemplates revisions to conditions, thus demonstrating this statement is incorrect.  
Moreover, as can be seen in a review of the attached Settlement Agreement, the only 
conditions of approval referenced within the Agreement are Conditions 77 and 78, both 
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of which provide the ZA the ability to revise the remaining conditions.  (Attachment 1.)  
Condition 72 is not included in the Settlement Agreement, nor was it agreed upon in the 
Settlement Agreement as claimed by the ZA.  

 
NASE presented in written and oral testimony that Condition 72 does not allow 

the site operator to drill new wells or convert existing wells without ZA approval or 
CEQA review, and to the extent it is interpreted as allowing redrilling of wells without 
ZA approval or CEQA review, the condition must be considered void because it violates 
the long-standing requirements of Los Angeles Municipal Code section 13.01.H and I.  
The misrepresentations made by the ZA prevented the Commission from addressing the 
illegality of Condition 72, as well as the illegal drilling, redrilling and conversion of 
wells.  Thus, reconsideration of this appeal based on the facts at hand is necessary. 

 
Finally, the ZA misled the Commission when stating on slide 9 of the powerpoint 

presented at the APC that there had been no violation of the Settlement Agreement. There 
can be no questioning the fact that 5-year reviews were not held in 2010-11 and 2015-16, 
and that both the City and the operator breached the terms of the Settlement Agreement.  
This is supported by findings buried within the ZA’s June 2, 2021 determination: 
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 Thus, due to the misinformation the ZA presented to the Commission regarding 
the Settlement Agreement and the process required by the Settlement Agreement, the 
APC should reconsider its determination regarding NASE’s appeal.  Contrary to claims 
made by the ZA, the documentation presented herein and elsewhere in the record clearly 
demonstrates that the Settlement Agreement and the 2000 ZA approval both specifically 
empower the ZA to change conditions of use whenever necessary or warranted. Thus, the 
issue is not just that the ZA erroneously believed no changes were needed. The 
overarching issue is that the ZA short-circuited the review process and the CEQA process 
by claiming that conditions could not be revised. 
 

3. Well Conversions Are Not Mere Paper Reclassifications and There is No 
Vested Right to Convert Wells. 

 
There is no dispute that 10 well conversions have occurred on the West Pico Drill Site 

since 2000.  PCEC provided documentation of these well conversions in their June 19, 
2020 email.  NASE also documented these well conversions with documents obtained by 
Professor Salman from DOGGR/CalGEM.  At issue is that fact that the ZA misinformed 
the Commission regarding the nature of well conversions. At the APC hearing, the ZA 
stated that well conversions are mere paper reclassifications of wells, and nothing more, 
which is both a factual and legal misrepresentation.  The ZA determination and written 
response to NASE’s appeal also falsely claimed that well conversions were covered by 
Condition 72. 
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As an initial matter, NASE believes some background information on the nature of 
well conversions would be helpful.  Well conversion refers to converting a producer well 
into an injection well, or vice versa. Most of the wells at the West Pico Drill Site are 
producer wells (Class A in the terms used in LAMC 13.01) that extract crude oil, natural 
gas, and brine water from well bottoms more than 8,000 feet deep. They extract a fluid 
and natural gas slurry by means of pumps that are located inside the wells. The pumps 
pull the slurry up out of the wells and push it into pipes that join together to connect to a 
pipeline that carries the slurry from the 9101 West Pico half of the drill site to the 9151 
West Pico half of the drill site. At the 9151 West Pico half of the drill site, the slurry is 
separated into its three major components of crude oil, natural gas, and “produced water” 
(aka brine water). The oil and natural gas are processed before being pumped into 
pipelines to take them out for sale. The produced water is sent to giant pumps located on 
the 9151 West Pico half of the drill site, which pump the produced water into a second 
pipeline crossing back to the 9101 West Pico half, where the water goes into injection 
wells. 

 
The remainder of the wells at the West Pico Drill Site are injection wells (Class B 

in LAMC 13.01) that return produced water to the hydrocarbon bearing geological strata. 
Injection wells serve three major purposes: They are required by law to safely place the 
heavily contaminated brine water back down in the geological strata from whence it 
came. Returning the produced water helps to prevent subsidence of soil, which had been 
a major problem in some oil operations before the invention of injection wells in the 
1940s. Last, the injected produced water both repressurizes the oil field and can sweep 
remaining oil toward the bottoms of producer wells, so the use of injection wells is part 
of oil production. All of this injection part of oil production is regulated by layers of City 
law, State law, and Federal law. 

 
Converting wells entails substantial work both underground in the well 

(“downhole”) and on the surface. A well conversion is a substantial physical project that 
can have significant impacts during the construction phase and later during ongoing 
operation.  

 
To convert a producer well to an injector, at minimum the process involves: 

• disconnecting the producer well from the surface pipes that collect the 
fluid and gas slurry from producer wells and send it by pipeline to the 9151 
West Pico half of the drill site. 

• opening up the well and removing the extraction pump 
• remove production tubing and well packing at designated intervals that 

separate hydrocarbons from the fresh water table 
• repairs and reworking of well components is common, and can be 

substantial 
• generally, the production tubing is replaced with injection tubing called an 

“injection string” and new well packing is installed at designated intervals 
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• the well is then connected to new piping that connects to the pipeline 
bringing produced water back to the 9101 West Pico half of the drill site 
from the giant injection pumps located at the 9151 West Pico half of the 
drill site. 
 

To convert an injection well to a producer is the same process in reverse, 
including installing a new downhole extraction pump and production tubing, etc. 

 
With that background on the extensive physical activity and potential for impacts 

involved when converting wells, it becomes clear that these are not mere paper 
reclassifications as claimed by the ZA.  The attached DOGGR permitting and work 
history documentation for 2 of the 10 well conversions that have taken place at the West 
Pico Drill Site since 2000 demonstrate the well conversion work is time consuming, 
taking one month for one well and 7 months for the other.  (Attachment 2.)  

 
In addition to being factually incorrect that well conversions are mere paper 

reclassification, the ZA was also incorrect as to the legal requirements applicable to well 
conversions.  The City has established clear legal requirements for ZA discretionary 
review and consideration prior to the approval of well conversions, and also the need for 
environmental review of well conversions.   

 
Below is Los Angeles Municipal Code section 13.01.I and the relevant section of 

LAMC 13.01.H addressing review procedure, both of which have been in effect in the 
City since 1955. For more than 65 years City Code has defined well conversions as a 
specific kind of project that requires application to and approval from the ZA as per 
LAMC 13.01.H. The ZA’s claims that such review was not required was misleading and 
inaccurate.    

 

 
 
Key passages from ZA Memo 133, in effect since September 2016, are also 

included below.  This memorandum requires public hearings on well conversion projects 
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and forbids reliance on a categorical exemption from CEQA when approving a well 
conversion.  
 
 
 
From page 6 of ZA Memo 133: 

 

 
 

Page 5 of ZA Memo 133: 
 

 
 
 
Further, the ZA incorrectly claimed that well conversions are covered by 

Condition 72 of the 2000 ZA approval for the West Pico Drill Site. See page A10 of the 
ZA rebuttal to NASE’s appeal:  

 

 
 
Whether Condition 72 on redrilling is legal or illegal, it says nothing about well 

conversions, which are a different project from redrilling a well. Here is Condition 72, 
copied from the 2000 BZA decision which did not alter Condition 72 from the original 
version in the 2000 ZA approval (ZA-1989-17683-PAD). Note that neither the words 
“well conversion” nor any synonym appear in Condition 72: 



West LA APC 
August 27, 2021 
Page 16 
 

 
 
 
During the August 18, 2021 APC hearing, the ZA provided this misinformation 

about well conversions and new wells to the Commission only after the public testimony 
phase of the hearing was closed. We therefore could not respond to his fundamental 
misinformation about the new wells and well conversion projects. Thus, we write now to 
urge you to reconsider your determination based on an accurate recitation of critical facts 
and legal requirements.  

 
 

Conclusion 
 

The three examples of misinformation detailed above were far from the only such 
examples, but do represent the most egregious.  The entire 5-review process was tainted 
by the ZA’s decision to improperly narrow the focus of the review, thus failing to fulfil 
the requirements mandated by the Settlement Agreement and Condition 78, and thus 
continues the City’s violations of those binding obligations. 

 
The only proper solution is to overturn the ZA’s decision in its entirety: the 

determination, findings, and fatally flawed statements of fact.  If allowed to stand, the 
ZA’s determination and findings will give de facto approval to by-right oil drilling 
without ZA approval. It will put the City in breach of the Settlement Agreement. It will 
put the City in continuing violation of CEQA and its own CEQA guidelines. And it will 
make an utter hash out of any ability to rely on the City’s Zoning Administration process 
when it comes to oil cases at this drill site and at all the others. 
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We ask the Commission to please vote to reconsider its decision of August 18, 
2021, to retain and extend jurisdiction over this case, to set it on the agenda for a meeting 
in the near future, and, most of all, for the Commissioners to take the time necessary to 
get down to the facts in a complicated case.  

 
 
Sincerely, 

  
  
       Amy Minteer 
 
Enclosures 
 
cc:  Oscar Medellin, Deputy City Attorney (oscar.medellin@lacity.org) 
 James K. Williams, APC Executive Assistant (james.k.williams@lacity.org)   
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Attachment 1



































Attachment 2a



DOGGR Application, Permit, and Well Summary of downhole work to convert well West 
Pico 26, API 037-20926, in 2006 

 



 



 



 

 



 

 



Attachment 2b



DOGGR Permit, and Well Summary of downhole work to convert well SW 7, API 037-
21181, in 2017. (Application is not in State agency’s online file) 

 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 




