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All sorts of pits are dug at the well site, all seem to need lining based on the potential 
toxins that could be put into them, but most are not lined. It would be good if people 
knew this before they agreed to allow fracking on their land. 

 
 

Types of pits dug during fracking 
 
a. Reserve Pits 

Pits used: (a) to store additional drilling fluids for use in drilling operations; and/or (b) to 
dispose of wastes generated by drilling operations and initial completion procedures. 

b. Production Pits 

i. Skimming/Settling: Pits used to provide retention time for settling of solids and 
separation of residual oil. 

ii. Produced Water: Pits used for storage of produced water prior to injection for 
enhanced recovery or disposal, off-site transport, or surface-water discharge. 

iii. Percolation: Pits used to dispose of waste liquids via drainage or seepage 
through the bottom and/or sides of the pits into surrounding soils. 

iv. Evaporation: Lined pits used to contain produced waters which evaporate into 
the atmosphere by natural thermal forces. 

c. Special Purpose Pits 

i. Blowdown: Pits used for collecting material resulting from the emptying or 
depressurization of wells or vessels. 

ii. Flare Pits: Pits used exclusively for flaring gas. 

iii. Emergency Pits: Pits used to contain liquids on a temporary basis due to 
process upset conditions. 

iv. Basic Sediment: Lined pits used for temporary storage of production wastes 
from tank batteries or production vessels which may contain residual oil. 

v. Workover: Pits used to contain liquids during the performance of remedial 
operations on a producing well in an effort to increase production. 

5.5.2 Permitting 

a. A permitting or review process should be in place for all pits. Pits may be 
authorized by rule, general permit, individual permit, or as a part of an 
operational permit or program. 

b. Pits may be permitted by rule based upon specific requirements in areas 
where geologic, topographic, hydrologic or other conditions are similar. 

c. Authorization for a pit may be included in operational, facility, or other 
environmental permits (e.g., drilling, workover, gas plant, NPDES discharge). 



The permit application process may have to be expanded to include certain 
additional information concerning the pit (i.e., intake volume, soil type, fluid 
makeup, topography, geology, hydrology, climatology, and such other factors as 
may be necessary to protect human health and the environment). 

d. Construction and use of rule-authorized pits should require prior notification of 
the appropriate regulatory agency to ensure that proper construction, operation, 
and closure methods are used to protect human health and the environment. 

e. State programs should include provisions to accommodate approval of pits for 
emergency situations. 

5.5.3 Construction 

General standards for construction of pits should be included in area or statewide 
regulations and should address the following items: 

a. Size should be sufficient to ensure adequate storage until closure, taking into 
account historical precipitation patterns. 

b. Depth should be such that the bottom does not penetrate groundwater or such 
that the pit contents do not adversely impact groundwater or surface water. A 
review of available information or a study should be made of the area where the 
pit is to be located to determine if aquifers are present and should be protected. 

c. Berm height, slope, and material should be such that the pit is structurally 
sound and that pit integrity is not compromised by terrain or breached by heavy 
rains, winds, seepage, or other natural forces. 

d. If a salt section is anticipated or oil-based muds are used during a drilling 
program, reserve pits should be designed to accommodate those fluids. 

e. Construction standards for pits may differ depending upon the wastes they 
receive, the length of time they are used, and site-specific conditions. 

i. The use of production pits is declining nationally because of concerns 
about potential contamination of air, soils, and groundwater. In many 
instances, equipment consolidation, process modifications, or tanks can 
be used in lieu of pits. The use of alternatives is generally encouraged. 
Where production pits are used, they should generally be lined, except as 
provided below in subsection 5.5.3.e.v. 

ii. In the case of reserve and workover pits, liners should be required in 
certain instances based upon fluid type and site-specific characteristics 
(e.g., unconsolidated soils and/or hydro-geologic conditions that create a 
potential for adverse impact to surface water or groundwater, and 
proximity to environmentally sensitive areas). 

iii. Special purpose pits and other pits such as dehydration, tank drain, 
pipeline drip collector, and compressor scrubber pits should be lined. 

iv. Blowdown, flare and emergency pits may be unlined where the removal 
requirement of Section 5.5.4.k. will prevent adverse groundwater quality 
impacts. 



v. Variances to the above liner requirements should only be provided, and 
percolation pits should only be used, where it is clearly demonstrated 
there is minimal potential to affect adversely groundwater quality. 

vi. Liners can consist of natural or synthetic materials, should meet 
accepted engineering practices, and should be compatible with expected 
pit contents. 

f. Requirements for fencing, netting, and caging, or any other method to secure a 
pit, should be set by area or statewide regulations, as necessary, to protect the 
public, domestic animals, and/or wildlife. Netting of a pit is recommended as the 
preferred method to protect wildlife in circumstances, among others, where pits 
have oil on the surface, where pits are used for long periods, and/or where pits 
are located in areas with arid climates. 

g. Where feasible, reserve pits should be placed to directly receive the discharge 
from solids separation equipment and to collect rigwash water, spills, and leaks 
from drilling equipment. 

5.5.4 Operational Requirements 

a. Specific restrictions on the type of wastes that can be placed in the different 
types of pits should be included in area or statewide regulations. Restrictions 
should consider salinity, hydrocarbon content, pH, radionuclides associated with 
E&P NORM, or other characteristics that may be detrimental to the environment. 

b. General security guidelines should protect the public, the environment, and 
wildlife. 

c. Liquids should be maintained at a freeboard level determined by the state that 
takes into account extreme precipitation events or other possibilities and 
prevents overtopping or un-permitted discharges. 

d. Lined pits should be operated in a manner that ensures liner integrity. 

e. Inspections and monitoring should be conducted at regular intervals or as 
necessary to ensure that pits meet all operating and structural integrity 
requirements and to ensure that pit contents do not adversely impact 
groundwater or surface water. 

f. Hydrocarbons that inadvertently accumulate in an unlined reserve pit should be 
skimmed off the pit at the cessation of drilling and completion operations. 

g. Separated oil or accumulated wastes should be periodically removed from 
unlined skimming/settling pits. 

h. Produced water pits should be used only for storage of produced water prior to 
injection or off-site transport. 

i. Percolation pits should be used only for disposal of produced waters and only 
when area or statewide restrictions established under Section 5.5.4.a. above are 
met. 



j. Evaporation pits should be periodically inspected for compliance with permitted 
input volumes and liner integrity. Evaporation pits should be skimmed as 
necessary to maintain an optimum evaporation rate. 

k. Blowdown, flare, and emergency pits should not be used for long-term storage 
or disposal. The regulatory agency should be notified promptly of the use of 
emergency pits. Fluids diverted to emergency pits should be removed as quickly 
as practical following the end of the emergency. 

l. Unlined basic sediment pits should not be used for storage of oily wastes; they 
should be replaced by lined pits or tanks. 

m. Workover pits should be open only for the duration of workover operations 
and should be closed within 120 days after workover operations are complete. 

n. Pit wastes that exhibit oilfield NORM above regulatory action levels should be 
managed in accordance with the criteria of Section 7 and any other applicable 
criteria of these guidelines. 

5.5.5 Closure 

a. Pits should be closed in accordance with local, state, and federal regulations 
and, if on private property, consistent with lease obligations. 

b. Reserve pits should be closed as soon as practical but no later than 12 
months after cessation of drilling operations. However, the closure of reserve pits 
beyond 12 months after cessation of drilling operations may be allowed in 
unusual circumstances if good cause can be demonstrated. 

c. Pit liquids should have free oil removed and, when appropriate, should be 
sampled prior to closure for salinity, hydrocarbon content, pH, radionuclides 
associated with E&P NORM, or other characteristics which may be detrimental to 
the environment. On-site disposal of pit contents should be conducted in 
accordance with the landspreading, burial, and landfilling criteria of Sections 5.6. 
and 5.7, or by NPDES or UIC permit. 

d. Liquid and nonliquid materials not satisfying the on-site criteria for 
landspreading or burial (Sections 5.6. and 5.7.) should be disposed in federal or 
state approved disposal facilities. 

e. Pit sites should be capped, compacted, contoured, and vegetated where 
necessary, and in accordance with applicable state or area regulations to ensure 
ground support stability and to prevent erosion and ponding. 

f. Records should be permanently kept by the regulatory agency of all pit 
locations and should be available to the public for inspection and copying. A 
permit to drill may serve as adequate record keeping for the location of all pits 
within 200 feet of the well location. 

 


