
Setback Distances, Variances, Including Well Spacing  

Full Draft Oil & Gas Rules  see pages 56 (well spacing), 95 (well spacing), 97-98 (variances) 
 

 Draft rules say that a “perforated” well bore to be used for fracking must be at least 500 feet 
from the boundary of drilling unit. Given that fractures have been documented to extend as 
much as ½ mile from the perforated well bore, a minimum distance of 1,000 feet  
from drilling unit boundaries must be required. 
 
Draft Rules provide following setbacks from well head, edge of waste pit, production 
equipment, tanks:  
 
(1) occupied dwellings and high occupancy buildings:    650 feet;  
(2) edge of public road, highway, utility or right-of-way:   100 feet; 
(3) a perennial stream, river, watercourse, pond, lake, or other natural and artificial bodies of 
water including wetlands and trout stream:     200 feet; 
(4) intermittent stream:     100 feet; and 
(5) public or private water well intended for human consumption or household use:    650 feet.  
(b)  The permittee shall ensure a minimum setback of 100 feet from each oil or gas wellhead, 
tank, tank battery, or pit to the edge of the mapped 100-year floodplain and floodway. 
 

 Although we were promised the "best protections in the country" the setbacks in these draft 
rules are smaller than those recommended by several other states. The recently published 
Marcellus Shale Safe Drilling Initiative Study, Part II, July 2014 recommends significantly larger 
larger setbacks than our MEC proposes for most setbacks, including surface waters, occupied 
buildings, private and public wells. 
 

Health studies indicate the potential for exposure to toxic air emissions causing respiratory 
and neurological disorders and even DNA damage as far as 1,500 meters from drilling 
operations (ie, over 4,500 feet). The 650 foot setback to occupied buildings  
required by the draft setback rule falls far short of protecting human health and must be a 
minimum of 1,500 feet, the distance at which toxic volatile organic compounds were found at 
dangerous levels in a 2012 published Univ. Colorado School of Public Health study. Variances to 
the setback from occupied buildings to 1,000 feet should be allowed only when the building is 
owner-occupied and no children under 18 are resident. Several well accidents (fires, explosions) 
that have occurred recently in relatively unpopulated areas would have been far more deadly 
and damaging for occupants and emergency responders if occupied buildings had been located 
at or near the proposed setback distance of 650 feet.   
 

The potential for uncontrolled fracturing following high pressure injection of frack fluids could 
extend fractures beyond the “target” shale or other formation and interconnect with already 
existing dykes and fractures. To protect drinking water supplies, the rules must call for a 
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minimum setback distance from private wells of at least 1,000 feet, and a setback from public 
wells of at least 1,500 feet. 
 

Pre-and post-testing of water supply wells is necessary but not sufficient to protect the 
public’s groundwater. Groundwater monitoring wells must be installed at no greater than 50% 
of the setback distance from gas wellhead to water wells (500 feet)  
 

The setback of gas wells from surface waters must be increased from 200 to at least 1,000 feet 
on level ground (less than 5% slope), greater on sloped surfaces to prevent runoff from well 
pads, on which toxic materials are stored and handled, from reaching public waters. Wellheads 
must be at least 500 feet from intermittent streams. 
 

All gas wells, waste and chemical storage, and wastewater pits must have a setback a 
minimum of 1,500 feet from known landslide sites. 
 

Any gas well and any perforated bore to be used for hydraulic fracturing must be a minimum 
vertical distance of 2,000 feet between the target gas-bearing formation and the lowest level of 
groundwater sources useable for private or water supply.  
 
 
 


