
PaST STORYWORkS PRODuCTIONS

ThIS IS hOME was writt en by Tassian-
na Willis, Dante Clark, Will Houston and 
Deandre Evans and directed by Jennifer 
Welch and Jose Vadi in response to Amy 
Julia Harris’ reporti ng on corrupti on and 
squalor in Richmond, California, public 
housing.

alICIa’S MIRaClE was writt en by Oc-
tavio Solis, translated into Spanish by 
Brandon Mears and directed by Jennifer 
Welch in response to Bernice Yeung and 
Andrew Donohue’s investi gati on into the 
use of fumigants in California’s $2.6 bil-
lion strawberry industry.



DIRECTOR’S NOTE | StoryWorks creates immediate artistic responses to some of the 
most controversial and challenging issues our society faces. The format and process is 
to take investigative journalism, commission playwrights to create plays based on the 
stories and then produce the shows both in the San Francisco Bay Area, where The 
Center for Investigative Reporting (CIR) is based, and in the communities most directly 
affected by the issues. Over the last two and half years, StoryWorks has commissioned 
and produced five productions, toured in affected communities, translated and per-
formed work in Spanish and challenged theater and journalism to work in innovative 
ways to represent our world and the immediate issues that confront us. It is an honor 
to present the world premier of “North by Inferno” at The Edge New Works Festival. It 
will also be presented in Williston and Bismarck in North Dakota and in the Bay Area 
in November.

StoryWorks began in 2013. For our inaugural season, we commissioned two plays 
based on CIR’s reporting: “A Guide to the Aftermath,” about female veterans suffering 
from military sexual trauma and PTSD, and “Headlock,” which confronted abuse in Cal-
ifornia’s adult care facilities. What began as an experiment to bring journalism to the 
stage and give voice to the marginalized and oppressed became a challenge to both 
our community as a whole and the artists who work with us to tell these stories. Our 
process evolved as we worked; this had never been done before. Our guiding princi-
ples were to proceed with integrity, following best journalism practices, and to allow 
artistic expression and the creative process to thrive. 

Once we began rehearsals, it became clear that we wanted to give the community an 
opportunity to participate, ask questions, tell their story and listen to those directly 
affected by our reporting. After each performance, the journalists, artists and commu-
nity members join the audience for a conversation about the play and its themes. As 
we delve into the facts of the investigation and the personal stories of those involved, 
these conversations are often as long as the play itself.

“North by Inferno” was commissioned and originally produced by StoryWorks,
from The Center for Investigative Reporting and Jennifer Welch, artistic director. 

ABOUT THE ORIGINAL INVESTIGATION
The Center for Investigative Reporting publishes its award-winning reporting through 
its national public radio show, podcast, and website, Reveal. In June of this year, Reveal 
produced "In North Dakota's oil boom, there will be blood," a deep-dive investigation 
that examined how major oil companies avoid accountability for workers' deaths.

RevealNews.org
@CIRonline | #StoryWorks

“Sometimes, health and safety is not a 
top priority,” Retzer said. “We haven’t had 
a lot of opportunities to talk to workers 
directly. We want to better understand 
what their concerns are and how we can 
address them.”

Kari Cutting, vice president of the North 
Dakota Petroleum Council, dismissed 
the institute’s focus on hazards in the oil 
fields. 

“I do not have any facts that would lead 
me to the conclusion that there are ma-
jor concerns,” said Cutting, whose council 
represents more than 550 companies in 
the oil and gas industry. “I think North 
Dakota is very much in line with other 
states as far as putting safety as priority 
one. Gathering that kind of (survey) in-
formation will go a long way to pointing 
out the fact that the industry has a robust 
safety culture.”
 
This story was edited by Fernando Diaz and 
copy edited by Sheela Kamath.

There have been at least 74 deaths in Bakken accidents since 2006, according to a Reveal 
analysis using data from Canadian and U.S. regulators.

CREDIT: Adithya Sambamurthy/Reveal



NORTH BY INFERNO
Written by Jon Bernson
Directed by Jennifer Welch

inspired by the journalism of Jennifer Gollan

CAST 
Mike Twinn. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Michael Carlisi
Brendan Wegner. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jeff Graham
Guitar Player. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jeff Graham
Jebadiah “Jesse” Stanfill. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . John Terrell
Bartender. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Christian Phillips
Ray Hardy. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . John Terrell
Company Official. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Christian Phillips
Kevin Wegner. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Christian Phillips

PRODUCTION TEAM

Director. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jennifer Welch
Playwright. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jon Bernson
Assistant Director. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Alicia Griffiths
Scenic Design. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Alicia Griffiths
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Community Engagement. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Cole Goins
Editorial Support. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Fernando Diaz
                                                            Robert J. Rosenthal
Reporting. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jennifer Gollan
Development. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .Elizabeth Share
                                                                                       Annie Chabel

RObERT J. ROSENThal is executive director of The Center for Investigative Report-
ing. An award-winning journalist, Rosenthal has worked for some of the most respect-
ed newspapers in the country, including The New York Times, Boston Globe, Philadel-
phia Inquirer and, most recently, the San Francisco Chronicle. Rosenthal worked for 
22 years at the Inquirer, starting as a reporter and eventually becoming its executive 
editor in 1998. He became managing editor of the San Francisco Chronicle in late 
2002 and joined CIR as executive director in 2008. Before joining the Inquirer in 1979, 
Rosenthal worked as a reporter for six years at The Boston Globe and three and a 
half years at The New York Times, where he was a news assistant on the foreign desk 
and an editorial assistant on the Pulitzer Prize-winning Pentagon Papers project. As a 
reporter, Rosenthal won numerous awards, including the Overseas Press Club Award 
for magazine writing, the Sigma Delta Chi Award for distinguished foreign correspon-
dence and the National Association of Black Journalists Award for Third World report-
ing. He was a Pulitzer Prize finalist in international reporting. Rosenthal was a Pulitzer 
Prize judge four times. He has been an adjunct professor at the Columbia University 
Graduate School of Journalism and the University of California at Berkeley Graduate 
School of Journalism.

JOhN TERREll (Jebadiah Stanfill & Ray Hardy), originally from the Southeast, recently 
finished production on Finn Taylor’s film “Unleashed” which will be showing at next 
year’s Sundance Film Festival. He also has been seen in such roles as Tom Jr. in “Sweet 
Bird of Youth” at Tides Theatre,  which was nominated for a Bay Area Theatre Critics 
Circle Best Ensemble Award. Terrell is honored to work on and help tell this incredibly 
powerful and moving story. He would like to thank his family and friends for their 
continued love and support.

JENNIFER WElCh (Director) is the director and co-creator of StoryWorks, a ground-
breaking project launched in 2013 that transforms journalism into theater, from The 
Center for Investigative Reporting, one of the longest-running investigative nonprofit 
news outlets in the country. Welch is a member of Tides Theatre, the executive pro-
ducer of the Des Voix Festival and a founding member of the Howells Transmitter 
Arts Collaborative. She focuses on new play development and theater for impact, so-
cial conversation and change. Her directing credits include: “Alicia’s Miracle,” “This Is 
Home,” “Gruesome Playground Injuries,” “Sweet Bird of Youth,” “Waiting for Godot,” 
“The Little Foxes,” “5 Lesbians Eating a Quiche,” “The Grapes of Wrath,” “Glengarry 
Glen Ross,” “Buried Child,” “The Trip to Bountiful,” “A View From the Bridge,” “The Rose 
Tattoo,” “The Night of the Iguana,” “Lysistrata,” “The Real Inspector Hound,” “Killer Joe” 
and StoryWorks. Her most recent stage credits include Margaret in “Cat on a Hot Tin 
Roof” (winner of the 2014 Bay Area Theatre Critics Circle best actress award), part of a 
StoryWorks ensemble and Stella in “A Streetcar Named Desire.” She currently teaches 
acting for Tides Theatre in San Francisco.



COlE GOINS is the distribution and engagement manager for Reveal, where he helps 
build community, conversation and new opportunities for collaboration. Previously, 
Goins was the engagement editor at The Center for Public Integrity in Washington, 
where he led public engagement initiatives and multimedia features for award-win-
ning investigative projects. He earned a degree in journalism and mass communication 
from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where he spent two years as 
music director for WXYC, the student-run radio station. 

JENNIFER GOllaN is a reporter for Reveal, covering worker safety, mistreatment and 
corporate malfeasance. Her work has appeared in various media outlets, including The 
New York Times, Guardian US, Politico Magazine and the PBS  NewsHour. Gollan’s 
2015 investigation, “In North Dakota’s oil boom, there will be blood,” which revealed 
how major oil companies avoid accountability for workers’ deaths, prompted the fed-
eral government to step up enforcement and scrutinize speed bonuses in the Bakken 
oil fields. She has won many awards for her coverage of corruption, fraud and waste 
in state and federal government. Most recently, she and Reveal reporter Matt Smith 
won a first-place award from the Society of American Business Editors and Writers for 
exposing the financial mistreatment of Indian technology workers recruited to the U.S. 
Gollan has worked for The Center for Investigative Reporting, which runs Reveal, since 
2012. Before that, she worked at The Bay Citizen, where she exposed California’s lax 
oversight of vocational schools. The series prompted Gov. Jerry Brown to sign a new 
state law. Gollan was a government watchdog reporter at the South Florida Sun Sen-
tinel from 2006 to 2010. 

JEFF GRahaM (Brendan Wegner & Guitar Player) is appearing for the second time 
with Tides Theatre after playing Bud in 2013’s production of “Sweet Bird of Youth.” His 
theatre credits include Phil from David Rabe’s “Hurlyburly” and Kev from Rajiv Joseph’s 
“Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo” through San Francisco’s Academy of Art University. 
He’s appeared in over a dozen short films at the academy, including Jack Perez’s 2014 
production of “Where’s Roman?” and Ken Estin’s 2015 Web series “Grounded.”

alICIa GRIFFIThS (Assistant Director & Scenic Design) graduated from San Francisco 
State University with a degree in theatre design, then interned with the San Francisco 
Playhouse. She has designed “Sweet Bird of Youth,” “Gruesome Playground Injuries,” 
StoryWorks, “3 Shorts: The Things We Do for Love,” “The Little Foxes,” “Gypsy Honey-
moon,” “5 Lesbians Eating a Quiche” and “That’s What Little Girls Are Made Of.” She is 
the director of production design for Tides Theatre.

ChRISTIaN PhIllIPS (Company Official, Bartender & Kevin Wegner) is a veteran 
of well over 200 stage productions. He served as the artistic director of the Actors 
Theatre of San Francisco between 1989 and 2013.  He also worked as the general 
manager and as an instructor at the famed Jean Shelton acting school throughout 
the 1980s and 1990s. He has worked in film and television and has performed at 
many of the San Francisco Bay Area’s leading theatre companies. Phillips has received 
multiple awards for both acting and directing from the Bay Area Theatre Critics Circle, 
Back Stage West, the Dean Goodman awards, the Bernie awards and the Hollywood 
and San Francisco Drama-Logue awards. Phillips studied theatre with his father, Wen-
dell Phillips; his mother, Jean Shelton; Stella Adler; and Harold Clurman. He currently 
teaches acting classes at the Phoenix Theatre in San Francisco.

JON bERNSON (Playwright & Sound Design) is an interdisciplinary playwright, musi-
cian and multimedia artist from San Francisco. In 2013, he wrote the play, “A Guide 
to the Aftermath,” for the inaugural StoryWorks, which highlighted the struggles of 
homeless female veterans living on Skid Row in Los Angeles. Another recent play called 
“PDX to SFO” was written as a site-specific, interactive overnight Amtrak journey for 
20 passengers and four actors. As a 2015 artist-in-residence at the de Young museum 
in San Francisco, he wrote “Distant Future Symposium,” a play about a series of trans-
missions that were sent back in time from a future spacecraft called Vessel XII. Bern-
son is a resident playwright at the Playwrights Foundation Resident Playwright Initia-
tive, a four-year residency that “provides resources for the pursuit of creative theater 
projects, increases the visibility of Bay Area writers and fosters artistic community.” 
As a musician, he has released more than 20 albums under multiple names, including 
Exray’s, whose music was featured in David Fincher’s Academy-Award winning film, 
“The Social Network.” He has toured the U.S. numerous times and scored more than a 
dozen plays and films, including his recent soundtracks for Rajiv Joseph’s “Gruesome 
Playground Injuries” and Samuel Beckett’s “Waiting for Godot.” “Beautification Ma-
chine,” his multimedia collaboration with Andy Diaz Hope, opened at the Catharine 
Clark Gallery, was presented by Miami Project 2014 and then acquired by the Nevada 
Museum of Art. Bernson is a columnist at Decoder Magazine, a company member at 
Tides Theatre and the founder of Sunset Media Wave, where he has taught writing, 
music and multimedia art for 15 years.

MIChaEl CaRlISI (Mike Twinn) has performed in many theaters around the San Fran-
cisco Bay Area in California.  Recent roles include Gus in Harold Pinter’s “The Dumb 
Waiter,” Federico Garcia Lorca in “Beauty of the Father,” Vince in Sam Shephard’s “Bur-
ied Child” and Curly in a stage adaptation of Steinbeck’s “Of Mice and Men.”

FERNaNDO DIaz is a senior editor for Reveal, overseeing coverage of labor and pri-
vacy and surveillance. He has spent most of his career in Chicago, working at news-
papers, magazines and websites, including as managing editor of Hoy, a Spanish-lan-
guage daily newspaper. He has served on the boards of several nonprofits, including 
the Chicago Headline Club and the National Association of Hispanic Journalists. He 
is a member of Investigative Reporters and Editors and The Society for News Design. 

MEGhaNN FaRNSWORTh is the managing director of distribution, operations and 
engagement for Reveal and The Center for Investigative Reporting. She manages teams 
dedicated to website production and management, technology, analytics, social media, 
distribution, newsletters, online and on-the-ground community building, arts collabora-
tions, and youth engagement. She also helps develop and support media partnerships and 
collaborations for Reveal’s national public radio show and podcast. Previously, Farnsworth 
was the senior digital media manager at Home Front Communications in Washington, D.C., 
where she worked in digital media management, interactive development and outreach for 
nonprofit and government clients. She also served as the associate editor of Forums at PBS 
NewsHour, where she created interactive online forums that helped increase and engage 
the NewsHour’s online audience. She was an inaugural member of the Online News As-
sociation-Poynter Leadership Academy for Women in Digital Media, and she has present-
ed at conferences across the country, including SXSW, ONA, the Logan Symposium, the 
Reynolds Journalism Institute and others. She earned her master’s degree in journalism 
from UC Berkeley and undergraduate degree at the University of Oregon.

CAST & CREATIVE TEAM
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Executi ve Director Robert J. Rosenthal
Managing Director Meghann Farnsworth
Senior Editor Fernando Diaz
Reporter Jennifer Gollan
Director of StoryWorks Jennifer Welch
Distributi on and Engagement Manager Cole Goins

Ty Albers
Suze Allen
Joaquin Alvarado
Renzo Ampuero
Laila Ansari
Edward Asselsti ne
Linda Ayres-Frederick
Chris Beard
Keith Baker
Karen & Hank Bernson
Emily Berry
William Bivins
Lindsey Brier
Phil Bronstein
Chloe Bronzan
Jean Brownell
Kellie Brownell
Keith Burkland
Ryan Calo
Nancy Carlin
Mimi Chakarova
Amber Crane
Robby Cronholm
Suzy & Bob Cronholm
George Corona
Zoe Corona
Jim & Pam Campe
Christi an Cunningham
Rachel Cunningham
Richard Colman
Susi Damilano
Hair By Dante
John Dwyer
Hillary Easom
Karin Edwards
Emily Ellingson
Bill English
Caitlin Evenson
Mileana Fiore
Doug Frazer
Peter Gabel
Sabrina & Niels Gabel
Bernice Yeung
Susanne Reber
Andrew Donohue
Jose Vadi
Cole Goins
Ryan Gabrielson
Eben Gillett e
Alisa Greene
Stephen Gustavson
Kevin Hackett 
Fonta Hadley
Larry Hall
Maura Halloran
Jack Halton

Colin Held
Brian Herndon
Winfi eld M. Hopkins
Michelle Ianiro
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FRIENDS OF STORYWORKS



REVEAL’s investigation, “In North Dakota’s oil boom, there will be blood,” examined 
how major oil companies avoid accountability for workers’ deaths. 

On average, someone dies about every six weeks from an accident in the Bakken – at 
least 74 since 2006, according to an analysis by Reveal, the first comprehensive ac-
counting of such deaths using data obtained from Canadian and U.S. regulators.

Across the Bakken, deeply entrenched corporate practices and weak federal oversight 
inoculate energy producers against responsibility when workers are killed or injured, 
while shifting the blame to others, Reveal found. Even though large companies often 
exert the most control over safety on their well sites, there is no specific federal work-
place safety standard that applies to the oil and gas industry, which allows producers 
to dodge severe penalties for workers’ injuries and deaths.

Oil companies also offer financial incentives to workers for speeding up production 
– potentially jeopardizing their safety – and shield themselves through a web of com-
panies to avoid paying the full cost of settlements to workers and their families when 
something goes wrong.

The investigation was published on RevealNews.org and Politico Magazine. A televi-
sion version was broadcast on PBS NewsHour, and a segment ran on the Reveal radio 
show, which aired on more than 280 radio stations across the country. 

The investigation prompted the federal government to step up enforcement in an ef-
fort to hold major oil companies accountable for workers’ deaths and to scrutinize 
speed bonuses for workers in the Bakken oil fields. 

Government scientists also have taken notice. In the largest study of its kind, the Na-
tional Institute for Occupational Safety and Health, which investigates the causes of 
workplace health problems, said it will examine the factors that contribute to injuries 
and accidents in the Bakken oil fields and beyond in an effort to improve safety.

In addition, North Dakota state lawmakers are preparing to draft two bills that would 
increase the ranks of state inspectors investigating accidents in the oil fields and block 
energy companies from shirking financial responsibility when workers are killed and 
injured. 

TAKE ACTION
Got a tip? 
Contact Reveal reporter Jennifer Gollan: 415-754-5221 (c); jgollan@cironline.org

Would you like to see more accountability and federal oversight in the oil and gas in-
dustry? Would you like to see North Dakota pass a law that prevents companies from 
adding provisions to oil and gas production contracts that require smaller contractors 
to indemnify them when workers are injured or die on the job? Write to your state 
lawmaker or member of Congress:

Director of communications for U.S. Rep. Kevin Cramer:
jason.stverak@mail.house.gov

Communications director for Sen. John Hoeven of North Dakota:
don_canton@hoeven.senate.gov

Press secretary for Sen. Heidi Heitkamp of North Dakota:
Julia_Krieger@heitkamp.senate.gov
 
Members of the North Dakota state Legislature:
joshuaboschee@gmail.com
georgesinner@nd.gov

Labor policy adviser to the Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor and Pen-
sions:
Sean_Thurman@help.senate.gov

Oil companies offer financial incentives to workers for speeding up production, potentially 
jeopardizing their safety. 
Credit: Adithya Sambamurthy/Reveal



StoryWorks - PAST PRODUCTIONS
hEaDlOCk was written by William Bivins and directed by Jennifer Welch based on 
Ryan Gabrielson’s investigation into abuse at California’s adult care facilities.

a GuIDE TO ThE aFTERMaTh was written by Jon Bernson and directed by Jennifer 
Welch, inspired by Mimi Chakarova’s documentary about female veterans suffering 
from PTSD and military sexual trauma.

ThIS IS hOME was written by Tassianna Willis, Dante Clark, Will Houston and De-
andre Evans and directed by Jennifer Welch and Jose Vadi in response to Amy Julia 
Harris’ reporting on corruption and squalor in Richmond, California, public housing.

alICIa’S MIRaClE was written by Octavio Solis, translated into Spanish by Bran-
don Mears and directed by Jennifer Welch in response to Bernice Yeung and Andrew 
Donohue’s investigation into the use of fumigants in California’s $2.6 billion strawber-
ry industry.

ing illustration of how big oil companies 
have largely written the rules governing 
their own accountability for accidents.

Across the Bakken, deeply entrenched 
corporate practices and weak federal 
oversight inoculate energy producers 
against responsibility when workers are 
killed or injured, while shifting the blame 
to others. Oil companies also offer finan-
cial incentives to workers for speeding 
up production – potentially jeopardiz-
ing their safety – and shield themselves 
through a web of companies to avoid 
paying the full cost of settlements to 
workers and their families when some-
thing goes wrong.

An estimated 7.4 billion barrels of undis-
covered oil is sitting in the U.S. portion of 
the Bakken and Three Forks formations 
of the Williston Basin, a 170,000-square-
mile area that stretches from southern 
Saskatchewan, Canada, to northern 
South Dakota. North Dakota now ranks 
just behind Texas with the second-largest 
oil reserve in the U.S. Both states now ac-
count for half of all the crude oil produc-
tion in the country.

But the boom also has been a serial killer. 
On average, someone dies about every 
six weeks from an accident in the Bakken 
at least 74 since 2006, according to an 
analysis by Reveal, the first comprehen-
sive accounting of such deaths using data 
obtained from Canadian and U.S. regula-
tors. The number of deaths is likely higher 
because federal regulators don’t have a 
systematic way to record oil- and gas-re-
lated deaths, and the U.S. Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration doesn’t 
include certain fatalities, such as those of 
independent contractors.

Only one energy operator that leases or 
owns wells has been cited for worker 
deaths in North Dakota or Montana over 
the past five years, Reveal’s analysis has 
found. Slawson Exploration Co. Inc. paid 
a $7,000 penalty in 2013 after a contract 

worker died in an explosion.

OSHA officials say they are concerned 
that plummeting oil prices in the past 
year are prompting energy producers to 
shortchange safety even more. To others, 
the deaths and injuries would be prevent-
able if not for a combination of greed, 
inadequate training and lack of govern-
ment oversight.

“These workers are paying for cheap gas 
with their lives and their limbs,” said Peg 
Seminario, director of safety and health 
for the AFL-CIO.

‘ALL I SAW WAS JUST A 
FIREBALL’
On the day of the North Dakota explosion 
in 2011, the job of Brendan Wegner and 
the three other workers of Carlson Well 
Service was to get the well to produce 
more oil. Carlson was hired by the well’s 
owner, Oasis Petroleum North America 
LLC, which is part of Houston-based oil 
giant Oasis Petroleum Inc.

Michael Twinn, an experienced floorhand 
on the rig, had told his co-workers soon 
after they started work that day that he 
was worried about the well because it 
was “talking,” meaning it was showing 
signs of being under pressure. He had 
warned Loren Baltrusch, an independent 
contractor hired through Mitchell’s Oil 
Field Service who was supervising the 
site for Oasis, that there might have been 
a buildup of hydrocarbon gas, according 
to Justin Williams, a lawyer for Doug 
Hysjulien, the lone survivor, and Wegn-
er’s parents, who spoke with Twinn about 
his ordeal before he died. Carlson Well 
Service officials later would testify that 
Wegner and his crew were not trained to 
work on wells under pressure.

Oasis declined an interview, but in a writ-
ten statement, spokesman Brian Kennedy 
said: “Pressure gauge readings confirmed 
that the well was in fact static when op-



A North Dakota oil rig was still smoldering the day after a 2011 explosion, when federal 
investigators drove to the scene and began their work.
CREDIT: Courtesy of the Occupational Safety and Health Administration

In the early evening of Sept. 14, 2011, 
Jebadiah Stanfill was working near the 

top of an oil rig at a bend in the Missouri 
River in North Dakota. Jolted by a deaf-
ening boom in the distance, he swung 
around from his perch and saw a pillar of 
black smoke twisting into the sky.

Less than a mile away, another rig had ex-
ploded. “There’s men over there!” a work-
er below him shouted.

Stanfill, a compact and muscular man in 
his 30s, descended to the ground and 
hopped into the bed of a red pickup driv-
en by a co-worker. Bruce Jorgenson, a 
manager overseeing the work of Stanfill 
and his crew, jumped into the passenger 
seat, and they raced to the explosion.

A few minutes later, they reached the 
burning rig and pulled up next to Doug 
Hysjulien, who was wandering in a valley 
and clutching the front of his underwear. 
The rest of his clothes were gone.

“They’re over there,” Hysjulien shouted, 
pointing toward the fiery rig. “Go help the 
other boys. They’re worse.”

Stanfill sprinted until he spotted Ray Har-
dy, who had been hurled into a patch of 
gravel. His skin was charred black and 
peeling. His nails were bent back, expos-
ing the stark white bones of his fingers.

“How many people were on the rig?” 
Stanfill asked Hardy.

“He’s over there,” Hardy responded, 
gazing toward a field near the rig. Stan-
fill scrambled over a berm and waded 

through knee-high wheat until he found 
Michael Twinn, lying on his back naked 
and seared. His hair was singed and his 
work boots had curled up in the heat. He 
cried out in agony.

“The derrick man’s dead! The derrick 
man’s dead!” Twinn screamed.

“They were beyond burned,” Stanfill re-
called. “Nothing but char. The smell of 
flesh burning. … It smelled of crude oil.”

Brendan Wegner, 21, had been scram-
bling down a derrick ladder when the well 
exploded, consuming him in a fiery torna-
do of oil and petroleum vapors. Rescuers 
found his body pinned under a heap of 
twisted steel pipes melted by the inferno. 
His charred hands were recovered later, 
still gripping the derrick ladder. It was his 
first day on the rig.

Hardy died the next day of his burns. 
Twinn had his lower legs amputated. 
Dogged by post-traumatic stress disor-
der, he killed himself in October 2013. 
Each left behind three children. Hysjulien 
suffered debilitating third-degree burns 
over half of his body. He is the lone sur-
vivor.

To this day, the explosion – pieced to-
gether from interviews, court documents 
and federal and local reports – remains 
the worst accident in the expansive Bak-
ken oil fields since the boom began in 
2006.

Beyond the human toll from that day, 
which continues to haunt Stanfill and 
others, the 2011 explosion offers a strik-

IN NORTH DAKOTA’S OIL BAKKEN BOOM,
THERE WILL BE BLOOD
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erations began. Any suggestion that Mr. 
Baltrusch or Oasis Petroleum might have 
knowingly put workers in danger is pa-
tently false.”

The day before the accident, Baltrusch 
pumped heavy salt water into the well to 
prevent volatile gases from escaping be-
fore the crew set to work the next day, 
OSHA documents show. But on the day 
of the explosion, the well started to over-
flow with oil as the crew inserted more 
pipes into the well hole. That’s when the 
workers saw the oil rocketing 50 feet into 
the air. Then the inferno. Then their bod-
ies burning.

“It shook my whole shack,” Bruce Jor-
genson said in an interview. He was in a 
trailer less than a mile away working for 
Oasis, which had hired him through RPM 
Consulting Inc. to oversee another well 
site. “I went outside to investigate; that’s 
when all I saw was just a fireball.”

He called 911. His crew grabbed fire ex-
tinguishers and first-aid kits and sped to-
ward the blast.

“We needed to try to help them in any 
way we could,” Jorgenson said. “Ray 
(Hardy) just seemed in shock … and 
Mike (Twinn) was in a lot of pain; he was 
screaming.”

When he saw Doug Hysjulien, Jorgenson 
recognized him immediately. They had 
both lived in Powers Lake, North Dako-
ta, at one point. “His skin was very red. 
At first, I thought it was strings from his 
gloves hanging off of his hands, but it was 
his skin.”

“I said, ‘Doug, what happened?’ He said, 
‘It fucking blew up.’ ”

Jebadiah Stanfill helped load Hardy and 
Twinn into the back of a pickup. When 
they placed Hardy in the bed of the truck, 
the coarse lining sheared skin off his 
scorched back. Stanfill cradled Twinn as 

they raced across the cratered dirt road 
to an ambulance on the main road. The 
flames had turned their skin to wax.

On the way, the men frantically begged 
Stanfill to call their wives on his cellphone 
to say goodbye.

“There’s been an accident at the rig, and 
your husband wants to talk to you,” Stan-
fill said urgently into the phone to Twinn’s 
wife before putting her on speaker.

“How bad was it?” she asked her hus-
band.

“It ain’t nothing,” Twinn said. “I love you.”

Stanfill hurriedly dialed Hardy’s wife next 
and handed him the phone.

“Don’t worry about it, I’m OK,” Hardy told 
his wife hours before he died. “I love you. 
I’ll meet you at the hospital. Everything’s 
fine.”

Stanfill says he can still hear the women’s 
“painful, wretched screams.”

INVESTIGATING THE EXPLO-
SION
The rig was still smoldering when federal 
investigators drove to the scene the next 
day and began their work. Staff from the 
small OSHA office that serves the area 
interviewed witnesses and company offi-
cials in an attempt to re-create the blow-
out.

In 2011, the year of the deadly explo-
sion, the agency’s office in Bismarck, 
North Dakota, had five field investiga-
tors – compared with eight this year – to 
handle tasks ranging from fielding com-
plaints about butcher shops to triaging 
construction site hazards, along with far 
more technical cases involving oil and 
gas. The office covers roughly 148,000 
square miles in North Dakota and South 
Dakota, including more than 12,000 pro-

on the same day, Carlson’s insurance 
company argued that it did not have to 
pay damages to the injured workers on 
behalf of Oasis. In the end, Carlson’s in-
surance company agreed to share part 
of the settlement costs with Oasis’ insur-
ance company, interviews show. The in-
surance company for Mitchell’s Oil Field 
Service, Loren Baltrusch’s employer, also 
contributed to the settlements.

“We found a way to protect Oasis,” said 
Kevin Cook, a Texas attorney who repre-
sented Carlson’s insurance company in 
the lawsuit against Oasis and its insurer 
in North Dakota federal court. “We re-
solved our differences with Oasis and 
their insurer by agreeing with them to 
divide these settlements.”

To Peggy Wegner, the shifting responsi-
bility and finger-pointing means that Oa-
sis “has never been held accountable” for 
the accident that killed her son. “It’s just 
another way to cover their ass,” she said. 
“It’s bizarre to me that a contract like this 
can even take place.”

“Indemnity provisions are contained in 
most commercial contracts in nearly ev-
ery sector of the economy,” Oasis spokes-
man Brian Kennedy said.

In a more recent case, for example, Conti-
nental Resources Inc. won a favorable de-
cision in February following a well blow-
out that injured three contract workers 
in July 2011 near Beach, North Dakota. 
The workers’ employer, Cyclone Drilling 
Inc., had signed a contract containing an 
indemnity provision in favor of Continen-
tal that was unlimited and without regard 
to the cause of the accident, according to 
the agreement.

In addition, Cyclone’s insurance policy 
included coverage for Continental pro-
tecting it from paying the cost of any 
suits brought by Cyclone’s workers who 
were injured or families of workers killed 
on the job. As a result, a federal judge 

allowed Continental and its contractors 
to shift up to $6 million for the workers’ 
injuries to Cyclone’s insurance compa-
ny,court records show.

Continental officials declined to address 
questions about this case or the compa-
ny’s agreements with contractors.

“As to the cause of the incident the public 
records show who was cited,” Eric Eissen-
stat, Continental’s senior vice president, 
general counsel, chief risk officer and sec-
retary, said in an email.

Patrick Hladky, Cyclone’s president, did 
not respond to requests for comment.

If the top energy producers that control 
sites with fracked wells – in which oil 
and gas are extracted from shale with 
high-pressure mixtures of water, sand 
or gravel and chemicals – are permitted 
to offload the responsibility to smaller 
contractors, then there is little incen-
tive to make worksites safer, said Paul 
Sanderson, a North Dakota attorney who 
frequently has encountered these agree-
ments.

This phenomenon seems to be lost on 
the federal regulators who cover the Bak-
ken. Asked whether these agreements 
could make energy producers indifferent 
to worker safety, Eric Brooks, OSHA’s 
Bismarck office director, said of the prac-
tice: “I’m not aware of that at all.”

To Justin Williams, the attorney for Weg-
ner’s parents, as well as industry insiders, 
the agreements allow top companies to 
operate with impunity.

“The Bakken is the most dangerous oil 
field to work in the U.S.,” Williams said. 
“The energy producers never pay for their 
mistakes; the insurance company for the 
contractor pays. It doesn’t give them any 
incentive to change the procedures that 
are unsafe.”



ducing wells in North Dakota alone.

From the start, the agency’s focus main-
ly fell on Carlson Well Service, the North 
Dakota-based company that employed 
Brendan Wegner and his three co-work-
ers. The well itself was owned by Oasis 
Petroleum North America.

Investigators took dozens of photographs 
and several videos of the smoking nest of 
pipes and bent rig. They sifted through 
Carlson’s internal company documents 
such as work invoices and researched the 
company’s equipment. Over the course 
of six months, investigators interviewed 
about a dozen people and drafted reports 
totaling more than 200 pages.

Part of their investigation included re-
searching the equipment they were in-
specting – on Wikipedia. OSHA’s safety 
narrative report on the accident includes 
diagrams and information credited to the 
website’s entries for “blowout preventer” 
and “pumpjack.”

In the end, OSHA inspectors gave Oasis 
Petroleum cursory attention in their re-
ports. A handwritten note from an OSHA 
investigator shows that Loren Baltrusch 
killed the well, or temporarily closed it, 
the day before the explosion, yet he was 
deemed an independent contractor. This 
was key because it is difficult for OSHA 
to cite energy producers that do not have 
direct employees on a worksite.

“No Oasis employee on site,” the inves-
tigator concluded. The company was not 
fined or penalized in any way by the gov-
ernment regulator.

Instead, OSHA penalized Carlson for 
failing to properly install and test the 
blowout preventer, a mechanism that can 
help control an oil and gas well, as well as 
failing to provide flame-resistant clothing 
and an emergency escape line for Wegn-
er to abandon the rig.

None of these steps would have prevent-
ed the accident in the first place, said 
Williams, adding that Oasis bore ultimate 
responsibility for making the proper en-
gineering decisions that would have pre-
vented the dangerous pressure buildup.

“It’s a simple engineering calculation,” he 
said. “They should have people qualified 
to do so, but they didn’t do that to start 
with.” Williams added that an expert he 
consulted said it would have taken no 
more than three tanker trucks of heavy 
brine water, costing about $1,500 com-
bined, to properly kill the well.

Oasis’ Brian Kennedy said it was Baltrus-
ch who arranged and oversaw the salt 
water injections – both the day before 
and the morning of the explosion – which 
he maintained rendered the well “static 
when work began.”

“The release of gas and the subsequent 
fire was caused by a kick, or sudden and 
unexpected flow of gas into the well-
bore,” Kennedy concluded.

In March 2012, Carlson was fined 
$84,000, in part for failing to provide 
required safety equipment. The compa-
ny’s lawyers hit back, arguing that one of 
the violations was not “willful,” as OSHA 
investigators had claimed. After negotia-
tions, federal officials reduced that fine to 
$63,000. A top Carlson official declined 
to comment on the accident or OSHA 
fines. Carlson sold its business last year.

Like Carlson, many smaller contractors 
in the Bakken often receive fines, rather 
than the energy producers that own and 
lease the wells. Even though large com-
panies often exert the most control over 
safety on their well sites, there is no spe-
cific federal workplace safety standard 
that applies to the oil and gas industry, 
which allows producers to dodge severe 
penalties.

In 1983, OSHA proposed workplace 

safety requirements for the oil and gas in-
dustry, but the rules never were imposed, 
leaving a “bit of a hole,” said Eric Brooks, 
director of OSHA’s Bismarck Area Office. 
As a result, OSHA primarily relies on the 
so-called general duty clause, which re-
quires all employers to provide a safe 
workplace.

By contrast, the mining and construction 
industries are subject to stringent feder-
al workplace safety regulations that ad-
dress specific hazards. In fact, the Mine 
Safety and Health Administration enforc-
es specific health and safety rules for the 
nation’s mines to reduce deaths and in-
juries.

In the absence of comprehensive work-
place safety regulations, OSHA frequently 
invokes standards written by the industry 
itself, including those from the American 
Petroleum Institute, to determine wheth-
er employees are being exposed to haz-
ards.

For example, companies involved in drill-
ing and well servicing activities such as 
hydraulic fracturing are exempt from 
federal workplace safety laws requiring 
machines and equipment that are under-
going maintenance or repairs to be locked 
and tagged to prevent injuries. The Amer-
ican Petroleum Institute recommends 
such practices but does not require them.

For some, this is a direct conflict of inter-
est.

“This premise is counterintuitive to the in-
tent of government oversight. The prob-
lem with this scenario is that API is the 
lobbying arm of the industry,” said Dennis 
Schmitz, a former oil worker who is the 
chairman of the MonDaks Safety Net-
work, an organization in North Dakota 
that promotes safety in the oil fields.

Following the accident, OSHA investiga-
tors interviewed Oasis officials and scru-
tinized Baltrusch’s role to determine how 

much control Oasis exercised over Carl-
son’s crew, Brooks said. OSHA didn’t fine 
the company because “in the absence of 
federal laws directly covering work on oil 
and gas sites, we couldn’t support a cita-
tion against Oasis,” Brooks said.

Brooks said that given another chance, 
OSHA likely would reverse itself and pe-
nalize Oasis. “If I had to look back on it, 
do I think things would be done different-
ly? Absolutely,” he said. “I think we might 
have taken our chances and issued cita-
tions on that.”

OSHA’s statute of limitations, which is six 
months from an accident, would prevent 
the agency from citing Oasis now, Brooks 
said.

INSULATED FROM LIABILITY
After major accidents like the one that 
killed Ray Hardy and Brendan Wegner, 
big oil companies are insulated from fi-
nancial costs. A spiderweb of corporate 
relationships allows big energy firms to 
shield themselves from collateral dam-
age by forcing insurance companies for 
contractors at the bottom of the pecking 
order to pay.

Even though the government did not cite 
Oasis for responsibility for the accident, 
the company negotiated four separate 
settlements for undisclosed amounts 
with Wegner’s parents, Peggy and Kevin; 
Doug Hysjulien; Michael Twinn; and Har-
dy’s wife. During this process, disputes 
arose over who should pay the victims.

So the companies and their insurers 
took it to federal court. In the first law-
suit, Carlson Well Service argued that it 
should not have to defend or indemnify 
Oasis under their contract. The case ul-
timately was dismissed in June 2013 as 
part of a confidential settlement agree-
ment.

In a second case, filed in the same court 



INDUSTRY LOBBYISTS 
FEND OFF REFORMS
While Oasis contends that Carlson Well 
Service was largely at fault in the 2011 
explosion, the contractor’s experience 
afterward is not uncommon. Smaller con-
tractors have little choice but to agree to 
the terms in their contracts. Their insur-
ance companies often end up shoulder-
ing part or all of the costs of settlements 
with workers and their families.

“The big oil companies have you locked 
in,” said Connie Krinke, business manag-
er for Diamond H Service LLC, an oil and 
gas service company based in Bowman, 
North Dakota.

“You really don’t have the ability to re-
fuse to sign these agreements because 
most of these companies are billion-dol-
lar companies, and we’re just a small pea 
in the big pod of people that work for 
them,” she added. “They have really good 
lawyers.”

When state lawmakers in North Dakota 
have tried to fix the problem, the oil and 
gas industry has used its considerable in-
fluence to kill any reform.

A bill proposed in the state Legislative 
Assembly in January 2011 sought to pre-
vent companies from adding provisions 
to oil and gas production contracts that 
required smaller contractors to indemnify 
them when people are injured or die be-
cause of the action of the companies or 
their independent contractors.

“If you break it, you buy it,” said Paul 
Sanderson, a North Dakota lawyer who 
crafted the bill in response to growing 
concern among insurers following several 
oil field accidents. “When a person is not 
responsible for their actions, they disre-
gard the consequences.”

The bill passed out of the House Judiciary 
Committee. But the effort was torpedoed 

nearly a week later after heavy lobbying 
from the oil industry, Sanderson said. The 
bill was unnecessary and interfered with 
contracting in the oil industry, a lobbyist 
for the North Dakota Petroleum Council 
argued at the time. The bill was defeated 
63-27 on the House floor, state legisla-
tive records show.

Yet the dangerous nature of the oil and 
gas industry has prompted four of the 
largest energy-producing states – Texas, 
Louisiana, New Mexico and Wyoming – 
to adopt statutes that prevent or limit oil 
companies from shifting liability, includ-
ing legal costs, jury awards and settle-
ments for workers’ injuries or wrongful 
death suits, to smaller contractors.

Today in North Dakota, under some 
agreements, oil companies and smaller 
contractors indemnify each other, mean-
ing each will shoulder the cost of claims 
for damages made by their own employ-
ees involved in accidents, regardless of 
who is at fault. But this works only if large 
companies dispatch direct employees to 
work on their well sites, which they often 
do not.

“This bill could have saved lives,” Sander-
son said, adding: “When everyone is held 
responsible for their own conduct … it’s 
going to create a safer work environment. 
You have situations where the oil compa-
nies know they are not going to be held 
responsible.”

Bill or not, safety is the top priority for 
oil and gas companies in the Bakken, 
said Kari Cutting, vice president of the 
North Dakota Petroleum Council, which 
represents 550 companies. “Any lan-
guage written in a contract is not going to 
change where safety is in their priorities. 
A lot of these companies are very savvy 
and don’t want to be the headline in any 
news cycle.”

didn’t exercise a sufficient degree of con-
trol over the company man or any of the 
smaller contractors on site.

In the case, the judge reviewed a string 
of emails between Oasis and its com-
pany men, but ruled that they “merely 
constitute evidence as to Oasis’ end goal 
for the Ross well.” In addition, the judge 
ruled, Oasis did not owe a duty to exer-
cise reasonable care to prevent this kind 
of accident.

In 2014, Nabors Drilling USA was or-
dered to pay a $12,000 fine to OSHA for 
two electrical violations related to Kro-
nberg’s death.

Margo Kronberg was prevented from 
suing Nabors under North Dakota law, 
which generally prohibits employees who 
are injured on the job and their families 
from suing their employers.

She appealed the decision to a federal 
appeals court at the end of March and 
declined to comment. The case is still 
pending.

Insiders overseeing drilling in the Bakken 
oil fields say Oasis is not the only com-
pany that pays bonuses for increasing 
production and profit. They say top com-
panies such as EOG, Whiting Petroleum 
Corp. and many others also dole out in-
centives.

On EOG sites, for example, some work-
ers earn $1,600 to $3,000 for “beating 
the curve,” or rapidly drilling their wells, 
according to two workers who declined 
to be identified for fear it would jeopar-
dize their jobs.

EOG declined to comment. Whiting did 
not respond to a request for comment.

“Over the past five or six years, there’s 
been a culture that’s been primarily fo-
cused on the production side,” said Den-
nis Schmitz of the MonDaks Safety Net-

work. “There’s been a culture of gettin’ it 
done.”

Among the most common oil field in-
juries are amputations, broken bones 
and burns, which can severely disfigure 
workers and diminish their career pros-
pects, OSHA’s Eric Brooks said. Despite 
the dangers, workers are drawn to the 
Bakken for hefty salaries, some in the six 
figures.

Drilling and well servicing in the Bakken 
is high stakes, at an average cost of about 
$9 million per well, according to the 
North Dakota Industrial Commission’s 
Department of Mineral Resources. The 
faster the oil gushes, the faster it gets to 
market to turn a profit, which averages 
$27 million per well.

That was true when oil was $100 a bar-
rel. And now that oil has slipped to about 
$60 a barrel, that pressure has intensi-
fied, Schmitz said. In addition, with slim-
mer margins, Schmitz said several com-
panies have fired their safety managers.

On their websites, many energy produc-
ers promote a “stop work” culture, in 
which workers are encouraged to speak 
out and stop the job if they deem some-
thing unsafe. But dozens of workers in-
terviewed in the Bakken said that when 
they’re drilling, time is money.

“You’ve seen that in a lot of the accidents 
that happen out here, guys saying yes 
and meaning no,” said Matthew Danks, 
vice president and partner of Oilfield 
Support Services, a New Town, North Da-
kota-based company that builds facilities 
after wells are drilled to separate oil, gas 
and water.

Asked about speed bonuses, Brooks said 
that while he has not seen any specific 
examples, he would consider asking his 
investigators to scrutinize the practice.

“If you have a bonus that is simply based 



Oasis paid bonuses worth a combined 
$33,000 to 23 of Kronberg’s co-workers 
in part for working quickly – even after 
Kronberg died, internal company records 
show. At a well on the same site where 
Kronberg died and another nearby well, 
Oasis paid workers performance bonuses 
of $150 per day for drilling quickly, com-
pared with $40 a day for drilling safely, 
records show.

“Safety is tantamount at Oasis,” spokes-
man Brian Kennedy said, but when 
pressed, he acknowledged that in the 
case of Kronberg’s co-workers, “bonuses 
should not have been paid, and we regret 
that they were.”

Internal Oasis documents show that 
company officials also have actively en-
couraged company men to set records.

“Nabors 149 just set a new record for 
Oasis on the Kline with Stoneham 18 
following close behind on the Lynn. Con-
grats guys, keep it up!!” Laura Strong, an 
Oasis drilling engineer, wrote in a May 
27, 2011, email to top company officials 
and company men.

Strong went on to call the record-hold-
ing well, Kline 5300 11-18H, the “Pace 
setter.”

It was the same well that exploded less 
than four months later, killing Wegner 
and his co-worker.

In a lawsuit filed in January 2013 in feder-
al court in North Dakota, lawyers for Kro-
nberg’s widow, Margo, asserted that the 
company fosters a culture of recklessness 
in which there is one imperative: speed.

In court papers, lawyers for Oasis said 
Nabors Drilling USA LP, a contractor, 
would be required to cover the cost of 
any judgment in the case under its drill-
ing contract. A federal judge concluded 
that Oasis was not responsible for Joseph 
Kronberg’s death, concluding that Oasis 

THE ROLE OF THE COMPANY 
MAN
Oasis’ company man the day of the 2011 
explosion was Loren Baltrusch. Soon af-
ter the accident, he gave conflicting ac-
counts to authorities and regulators of 
his precise role that day.

Just after the accident, Baltrusch told a 
McKenzie County sheriff’s deputy that 
he was “kind of supervising” when the rig 
exploded, a video shows.

Soon after the interview begins, an un-
identified man interrupts: “Hey Loren, 
that’s the guys in Houston; they’re very 
concerned about you,” he says in an ap-
parent reference to Oasis officials. “You 
need to get checked out.

“We need to get – I know you’re not in 
the right frame here,” he continued, refer-
ring to Baltrusch’s shaken state of mind 
following the explosion.

His interview with the sheriff’s deputy 
ends abruptly.

Baltrusch later told OSHA investigators 
that he was charged with consulting with 
Oasis on the engineering aspects and 
directing servicing activities on the well. 
But then he said he “really did not know 
what his authority was since it had never 
been explained to him,” OSHA records 
show. Baltrusch declined to comment.

Because Oasis did not have a direct em-
ployee on the site, federal regulators 
could not cite the company for the ex-
plosion.

This loophole has allowed Oasis and oth-
er energy producers to shift blame and 
protect their bottom lines from govern-
ment fines when workers are injured or 
killed. They hire so-called company men 
to be their eyes and ears, executing or-
ders and supervising drilling and other 
tasks.

“If you ask anyone who is in control at 
these well sites, they’ll tell you the com-
pany man,” said Eric Brooks, OSHA’s Bis-
marck office director. “They are dictating 
what you’re doing, how you’re doing it. 
They’re communicating every detail in 
real time to the companies about what’s 
happening with the drilling process.”

But because most of these managers are 
independent contractors, they are not 
covered under federal workplace safety 
laws. So company men generally allow 
energy producers to duck federal fines 
for accidents.

“Company men became independent 
contractors to protect the company,” said 
Tom Dickson, an attorney in Bismarck 
who has represented dozens of workers 
in personal injury and wrongful death 
suits. “They’re not accountable to any-
body when something bad happens. It 
protects the top dog from accountability.”

That’s what happened after an explosion 
at the Zacher oil well in Mountrail Coun-
ty, North Dakota, in 2007. EOG Resourc-
es Inc., formerly known as Enron Oil and 
Gas Co., was using an open-top tank to 
reclaim wastewater from a fracking well 
to save money, according to court re-
cords.

When EOG’s company man, Paul Berger, 
decided to jump-start a defective light 
tower late one evening, gas vapors waft-
ing from the experimental tank ignited, 
scorching the crew. Berger said he was 
under pressure from EOG to get the well 
flowing, according to a deposition.

“You know, every – all the oil companies 
are in a hurry to get oil in the tanks to 
sell,” Berger said. “That’s the cash regis-
ter.”

After the explosion, EOG prevailed in a 
lawsuit in federal court in North Dakota, 
arguing that a provision of its contract 

required its contractors to indemnify the 
company, the well’s owner and operator, 
against other lawsuits that three injured 
workers had brought against EOG. While 
EOG ultimately controlled the well site, 
OSHA did not cite or fine the company.

A spokeswoman for EOG declined to 
comment.

Few suffered the consequences of that 
thirst for cash more than Ted Seidler, one 
of the workers injured at the EOG site, 
who underwent a series of operations af-
ter he was burned on his hands, legs, face 
and backside.

“It was hell,” Seidler said in a phone inter-
view from his home in North Dakota. “It 
was a whole year that I never worked be-
cause of the burns. My wife quit her job 
to take care of me.”

Seidler, 66, tried to return to his old job. 
But the confluence of North Dakota’s ex-
treme temperatures and his tender skin 
forced him to quit the oil fields. In 2009, 
Seidler settled with EOG and several of 
its contractors for an undisclosed amount 
after filing a lawsuit in state court.

“Everybody was passing the buck,” Se-
idler said. “They shouldn’t be allowed 
to do that. EOG should be the one who 
should be held accountable for the whole 
deal because they are the owners of the 
well.”

INCENTIVES FOR SPEED
Oasis provides workers with financial in-
centives to drill quickly and has lavished 
them with praise for setting records when 
they reach target well depths.

Four months before Brendan Wegner 
died, Joseph Kronberg, a 52-year-old fa-
ther of three, was electrocuted and died 
at another North Dakota well owned by 
Oasis Petroleum North America.



When Bruce Jorgenson returned to 
the site this past March to start drilling 
the new well, “the anxiety came back. I 
relived every minute of it. I’ve been in-
volved in other bad things in the oil field, 
and this one was the only one that gave 
me nightmares.”

Even so, Jorgenson said he hasn’t dis-
cussed the explosion with his current 
crew. “I didn’t want them freaked out by 
it in any way. I wanted their mind on what 
we were doing.”

On a recent visit, the lone reminder of 
that day was a modest wooden cross 
bearing Wegner’s name near the well 
site. Trucks thundered past.

Data reporter Emmanuel Martinez contrib-
uted data research. This story was edited by 
Fernando Diaz and copy edited by Sheela 
Kamath and Nikki Frick.

on getting it done faster,” Brooks said, “… 
you’ve got a recipe for disaster.”

Jebadiah Stanfill, who helped the men in 
the 2011 explosion, says he will never re-
turn to the oil fields.

For his efforts in trying to save his breth-
ren, Stanfill says he was fired from his job 
at Xtreme Drilling and Coil Services Corp. 
Stanfill said he was told by managers at 
Xtreme and Oasis that he’d gone beyond 
his “scope of employment.” He should 
have remained on his own rig instead of 
rushing to the scene.

Oasis spokesman Brian Kennedy said: “As 
Mr. Stanfill was an employee of Xtreme 
Drilling and not Oasis Petroleum, we 
were not party to or responsible for any 
decisions regarding his employment.”

Benjamin Smith, Xtreme’s vice president 
of human resources, said Stanfill’s claim 
is “bogus.” Instead, Smith said Stanfill 
was fired for turning off a valve that cut 
power to a drilling rig, which he said en-
dangered other employees – a claim that 
Stanfill dismissed as “a bald-faced lie.”

“Why would I put my life 
on the line for those men 
on the burning rig and 
then turn off the power 
on a rig so that my own 
co-workers will die?” 
Stanfill said. “That makes 
no sense. I don’t even 
know how to turn off a 
rig.”

Now a handyman living 
in Alabama, he said he 
still struggles with PTSD, 
often wearing black work 
gloves to prevent the 
sight of his hands from triggering memo-
ries of skin sliding off in his palms.

“I always seem to think I still have those 
men’s skin on my hands,” he said.

Jebadiah Stanfill was working on an oil rig 
in North Dakota in September 2011 when 
he was jolted by a deafening boom in the 

distance. Less than a mile away, another rig 
had exploded. 

CREDIT: Jebadiah Stanfill

The oil boom in North Dakota and 
elsewhere has helped the U.S. be-

come the world’s leading energy pro-
vider and has captured the attention 
of Hollywood producers. It also has 
claimed the lives of dozens of oil field 
workers.

Now, that fallout from the boom is draw-
ing renewed attention from government 
scientists.  
 
In the largest study of its kind, the Na-
tional Institute for Occupational Safety 
and Health, which investigates the caus-
es of workplace health problems, said it 
intends to examine the factors that cause 
injuries and accidents in the oil fields in 
an effort to improve safety. 

Scientists from the institute will distrib-
ute questionnaires starting next year to 
500 oil field workers in North Dakota, 
Texas and one other state that will be de-
termined in the coming months.
 
“This is a high-hazard industry, and differ-
ent states have different levels of matu-
rity when it comes to safety and health 
for this workforce,” said Kyla Retzer, a 
Denver-based epidemiologist with the 
institute’s oil and gas program, which will 
be administering the study. 

A recent investigation by Reveal showed 
how major oil companies avoid account-
ability for workers’ deaths in the Bakken 
oil fields of North Dakota and Montana. 
On average, someone dies about every 
six weeks from an accident in the Bak-
ken – at least 74 since 2006, according 
to the first comprehensive accounting of 
such deaths using data obtained from Ca-

SpATE Of OIL fIELD DEATHS pROMpTS
NEW STuDy Of WORKpLAcE HAzARDS

nadian and U.S. regulators. The number 
of deaths is likely higher because federal 
regulators don’t have a systematic way to 
record oil- and gas-related deaths, and 
the U.S. Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration doesn’t include certain 
fatalities. 

In response to Reveal’s investigation, the 
federal agency pledged to step up en-
forcement against major oil companies 
and scrutinize speed bonuses in the Bak-
ken, which some critics fear undermine 
safety.

As part of the new study, workers will be 
asked the hours they work and wheth-
er they wear protective gear as well as 
whether employers typically provide 
written safety policies and make their 
employees aware of their right to stop 
a job when they spot a potential safety 
hazard. Truck drivers in the industry will 
be asked whether they are paid by the 
hour or the load and whether their em-
ployers require that they drive in bad 
weather. The institute is collecting com-
ments from the public on the forthcom-
ing survey through Sept. 8.

Scientists plan to ask energy companies 
for permission to invite workers at man 
camps, which house laborers; trucking 
centers and other facilities to participate 
in the survey. The results of the study, 
which will be finished by early 2017, will 
be published in peer-reviewed health and 
safety journals. In addition, scientists in-
tend to share their findings with federal 
OSHA officials and make specific recom-
mendations on potential improvements 
at safety or oil and gas industry confer-
ences.

by Jennifer Gollan
Reveal

This story was originally published August 14, 2015, on RevealNews.org.



ers often evade federal fines for accidents 
because they hire what are known as 
company men, who are mostly indepen-
dent contractors, to supervise their sites. 
“If I can say that both employers were 
exposing employers, you could hold both 
employers accountable under the gener-
al duty clause,” Brooks said, referring to 
the broad workplace safety requirements 
that OSHA primarily uses in the absence 
of an oil- and gas-specific standard. “And 
that both employers are actively dictating 
operations.”

In addition, Reveal’s recent findings will 
be considered as part of ongoing discus-
sions on the potential development of 
federal workplace safety standards that 
address specific hazards in the oil and gas 
industry, an OSHA spokeswoman wrote 
in an email. If the agency decides to move 
ahead, however, it could take up to seven 
years to impose industry-specific stan-
dards. The last time OSHA proposed oil 
and gas requirements was in 1983, but 
they never went into effect.

“Logic tells us that companies that sub-
stantially create or control a workplace 
hazard should be held legally responsible 
for the existence of that hazard, especially 
if workers are hurt,” David Michaels, the 
assistant labor secretary who oversees 
OSHA, said in a separate email through 
a spokeswoman in response to Reveal’s 
investigation. 

“The OSHA law was written more than 40 
years ago, and does not reflect changes 
in the structure of employment relation-
ships that we now see in many industries, 
including oil and gas production. As a re-
sult, many families and communities who 
have lost loved ones never feel that their 
losses have been properly addressed, or 
that adequate measures have been taken 
to prevent others from losing loved ones 
to the same preventable hazards,” he said.

Kari Cutting, vice president of the North 
Dakota Petroleum Council, which rep-

resents more than 525 companies, said 
her organization was prepared to provide 
input on any new OSHA regulations. 

“Safety is priority No. 1” in the oil and gas 
industry, she said, adding that there was 
no correlation between performance in-
centives and accidents. 

“Accountability rests where it should,” Cut-
ting said of subcontractors hired to work 
on sites controlled by energy producers.

A spokesman for Rep. Kevin Cramer, 
R-N.D., said Cramer was on vacation and 
unavailable for comment.

Told of OSHA’s plans, Rebecca Reindel, a 
senior safety and health specialist at the 
AFL-CIO, said stepped-up enforcement 
would yield more accountability in the oil 
and gas industry.  

“This is an important first step that will 
save lives,” she said. “The industry has 
gone unregulated for far too long. This Re-
veal investigation was a needed spotlight 
on the industry.”

This story was edited by Fernando Diaz and 
copy edited by Sheela Kamath.

In its investigation, the Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration’s focus mainly fell 

on Carlson Well Service, the North Dako-
ta-based company that employed Brendan 

Wegner and his three co-workers.
CREDIT: Courtesy of the Occupational Safety 

and Health Administration

a top federal workplace safety 
regulator in North Dakota this 

week announced plans for a more 
aggressive enforcement strategy 
intended to hold major oil com-
panies accountable for workplace 
accidents in the Bakken oil fields.

Federal investigators examining new 
injuries and accidents in Montana, 
North Dakota and South Dakota 
now will scrutinize whether em-
ployers, including big oil companies, 
that are involved in workplace inju-
ries and deaths pay their employ-
ees speed bonuses at the expense 
of safety. In addition, Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration 
lawyers in Denver are research-
ing strategies for holding more top 
energy producers accountable for 
workplace accidents.

While not illegal, “if someone has 
a speed bonus, we will be asking, 
‘Why?’ ” said Eric Brooks, director of 
OSHA’s Bismarck Area Office, which 
oversees North and South Dakota. 
“If you’re incentivizing time at the 
expense of safety, then sooner or 
later, you will write a direction for 
disaster.”

The moves follow a recent Reveal 
investigation into accidents in the 
Bakken oil fields, which found that 
shrewd corporate practices and 
weak federal oversight shield en-
ergy producers from responsibility 
when workers die, while shifting the 
blame to others. The investigation 
detailed how major oil companies 
offer financial incentives to workers 

for speeding up production – potentially 
jeopardizing their safety. 

Reveal found that top oil companies rare-
ly are held accountable when workers 
die. There are no comprehensive work-
place safety regulations for the oil and 
gas industry, which allows major energy 
companies to dodge government cita-
tions because they often do not have di-
rect employees at their work sites. Only 
one energy operator that leases or owns 
wells has been cited for worker deaths in 
North Dakota or Montana over the past 
five years. Since 2006, there have been at 
least 74 workplace fatalities in the Bak-
ken, which stretches into North Dakota, 
Montana and two Canadian provinces, 
according to an analysis by Reveal, the 
first comprehensive accounting of such 
deaths using data obtained from Canadi-
an and U.S. regulators.

Reveal’s investigation underscored the 
need for a more stringent enforcement 
structure to ensure the safety and health 
of all employees on oil and gas work sites, 
Brooks said. 

“The end goal is to hold all employers in 
oil and gas accountable,” he said.

Brooks said his office is aiming for a 
tougher strategy that will help investiga-
tors show that top energy operators in 
the Bakken can be “exposing employers” 
– much like their subcontractors, who 
typically are fined instead of these pro-
ducers when accidents occur.

Currently, it is difficult for OSHA to cite 
energy companies that do not have direct 
employees on a work site. These produc-

OSHA TO TAKE HARD LOOK 
AT ‘BIG OIL’ IN THE BAKKEN
by Jennifer Gollan
Reveal

This story was originally published July 3, 2015, on RevealNews.org.


