
GRANADA, Nicaragua —
In this quaint colonial town,
vigilant residents who keep
close tabs on their neighbors
know the enigmatic woman
as Doña Anita, a sometime
hairdresser with a mean
temper.

They describe her as a
night owl prone to cursing,
buying Coca-Cola by the case
and watching dirty movies so
loudly the volume has kept

them up at

night.
The FBI in Miami knows

her as Ana Sol Alliegro, a po-
litical consultant and poten-
tial key witness in a federal
corruption investigation into
whether former U.S. Rep. Da-
vid Rivera had ties to an ille-
gally funded congressional
campaign.

In Miami, Alliegro has a
reputation as an erratic polit-
ical operative, a three-time
failed candidate who de-
scribes herself on Twitter as
a “Republican Political Guru

and Conservative Bad Girl!” 
When she became the cen-

ter of the investigation last fall
into longtime friend Rivera,
Alliegro disappeared.

She reappeared in Granada,
where she has been living for
months and has only added to
her notoriety.

Neighbors, who say they
are so frightened of her they
asked not to be identified by
name, say she smashed an ex-
lover’s car windows and tried 

TRACKING A SOUTH FLORIDA SCANDAL
Aug. 14, 2012: Political novice
Justin Lamar Sternad loses
Democratic primary.
Aug. 15: Herald/El Nuevo pub-
lish story alleging Sternad
broke campaign-finance laws.
Campaign manager Ana Al-
liegro declines comment.
Aug. 21: Vendors tell Herald/El
Nuevo Rep. David Rivera paid
Sternad’s mailers and Alliegro

delivered cash payments.
Aug. 22: FBI opens probe of
Sternad campaign.
Sept. 6: Alliegro fails to show
for FBI interview.
Nov. 6: Rivera loses to Demo-
crat Joe Garcia.
March 15, 2013: Sternad pleads
guilty in federal court.
April 11: Alliegro turns up in
Nicaragua, claims innocence.

BY PATRICIA MAZZEI
pmazzei@MiamiHerald.com

•TURN TO ALLIEGRO, 2A

ANA SOL ALLIEGRO/INSTAGRAM, 2012

BAD GIRL AND HER PAL: Ana Alliegro with former U.S.
Rep. David Rivera, posted May 19, 2012, to Instagram. 
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HEAT’S WADE
A SURPRISE
PROM DATE
UNEXPECTED GUEST
IN CORAL GABLES, 1B

UPSET AT THE
PREAKNESS
OXBOW FINISHES FIRST WHILE
DERBY WINNER ORB IS FOURTH, 1D

SUN AND BREEZE,
SPOTTY STORMS

HIGH 87 | LOW 72

TODAY’S WEATHER

The oil industry is primed for
resurgence in South Florida.

Fueled by lofty oil prices, more
efficient drilling techniques and
the promise of untapped but also
largely unproven reservoirs, at
least a half-dozen companies plan
to expand exploration across
Southwest Florida.

They’ve quietly spent between
$10 million and $20 million over
the last few years, by one industry
executive’s estimate, to buy miner-
al rights covering massive swaths
of Collier, Lee and Hendry
counties.

Now, drilling is picking up, with
companies reviving long-aban-
doned fields and low-producing
wells in and bordering the Big Cy-
press National Preserve, the his-
toric heart of oil operations that go
back 70 years. They also aim to
poke prospecting “wild cat” wells
into new areas like a tomato farm 

ENERGY

New oil
rigs may
soon
sprout
in S. Fla.
■ Fueled by rising oil prices
and new technology, the oil
industry is planning to
expand exploration and
drilling across a huge swath
of Southwest Florida.

BY CURTIS MORGAN
cmorgan@MiamiHerald.com

•Deep in Big Cypress, oil flows, 20A

•TURN TO OIL, 20A

For nearly a decade, The First
48, A&E’s wildly popular reality
show, has chronicled homicide
detectives investigating scores of
Miami murders — from Coconut
Grove to Little Havana to Little
Haiti.

Now, amid concerns that the
cable television program glorifies
violence in many of the city’s
poorest neighborhoods and inter-
feres with investigations, Miami

police and the show’s producers
have parted ways.

At issue is a request from Mi-
ami Police Chief Manuel Orosa to
have the show’s producers chip in
a $10,000 donation, per new epi-
sode, to the Police Athletic
League charity, which runs youth
sports programs for at-risk
children.

“We’re asking the show to do-
nate monies to our P.A.L. pro-

REALITY TV

Miami police part ways with ‘First 48’ show
■ The popular cable program helps solve Miami homicides,
but critics say the cameras distract investigators and paint
a grim portrait of African-American communities.

BY DAVID OVALLE
dovalle@MiamiHerald.com

FILMING REALITY: ‘The First 48’ catches up with Miami Police
Det. Kevin Ruggiero. No new shows are planned for Miami.

PHOTO COURTESY OF ‘THE FIRST 48’

•TURN TO SHOW, 21A

For sale: a $12.6 million Bombar-
dier Challenger jet presumably
grounded at the Opa-locka
Airport.

At a price around $7.5 million, it
comes stocked with china glasses,
monogrammed hand towels and
pillows, a mini-bar, and a lap top of
navigational charts.

It also carries some awful hefty
baggage.

The private aircraft is the
source of a Chapter 11 bankruptcy
case and a long-running legal bat-
tle featuring some of Miami’s
flashiest developers. Allegations
include sham lawsuits, fraudulent
financials, physical threats and 

COURTS

Posh plane
becomes a
pain for
partners
■ A nearly five-year battle
over a private jet has
embroiled some prominent
South Florida developers in a
twisted legal drama.

BY DAVID SMILEY
dsmiley@MiamiHerald.com

•TURN TO JET, 21A
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in Immokalee and Naples’
suburban outskirts.

It’s likely to amount to a
drop in the barrel compared
to black gold booms that the
controversial practice of
“fracking” has generated in
once obscure sites in Texas,
North Dakota and else-
where. But by the standards
of South Florida’s modest
and mostly under-the-radar
oil industry, it shapes up as
the biggest — and, for envi-
ronmentalists, most con-
cerning — spike in interest
and investment in decades. 

“The price of oil has en-
couraged people to come
back and take another look
at Florida,’’ said Tom Jones,
executive vice president of
Collier Resources Co., a ma-
jor player as owner of gas
and mineral rights for
800,000 acres across the re-
gion. “There was a lot of da-
ta on Florida. People are dig-
ging up that old data, reana-
lyzing it and looking at it
from different angles.’’

Jones stressed that it
could take several years of
exploratory work to deter-
mine if new, deeper zones
companies plan to probe
prove profitable. But Mur-
ray Grigg, president of
Houston-based Kerogen Ex-
ploration, which has ac-
quired mineral rights to
about 156,000 acres from
other owners, is optimistic.

“Anybody who is here ob-
viously believes in it enough
to invest their money,’’ he
said. “The oil business isn’t a
gamble. The oil business is a
calculated risk. We’re all an-
ticipating that there will be
some new commercially vi-
able wells.’’

Though the industry has
sent mixed signals, most ex-
perts also insist drillers
won’t have to resort to frack-
ing, short for hydraulic frac-
turing. It’s been employed in
many states to unlock dense
shale oil deposits with a
pressurized injection of wa-
ter, sand and chemicals. The
technique, which has spo-
radically produced damag-
ing side-effects like contam-
inated aquifers and small
earthquakes, has never been
tested in porous, brittle
South Florida limestone.

Ed Garrett, administrator
of the Florida Department
of Environmental Protec-
tion’s oil and gas program,
said no one currently dril-
ling a well has inquired
about fracking. He doesn’t
believe the step, which adds
considerable expense, is
needed in carbonate rock
that is typically porous.

For the moment, environ-
mental groups are waiting to
see where wells will go in,
how big operations will be-
come and how they may im-
pact groundwater and a wil-
derness prowled by endan-
gered Florida panthers,
black bears, wild turkeys
and other wildlife. While
they’ve had little to quibble
about with long-standing
drilling operations, mostly
hidden in the swampy Big

Cypress preserve, past pro-
posals to dramatically ex-
pand the industry in the
western Everglades have
been met with strong public
and political resistance. 

The last big company,
Shell Oil, dropped out in the
early 1990s after an intense
backlash. A decade later,
Collier Resources also
backed off a proposal for a
massive expansion of seis-
mic testing and exploratory
drilling in the Big Cypress.

This time, little-known
small and mid-sized compa-
nies are doing the ground-
work, pursuing drilling per-
mits outside wilderness ar-
eas like the preserve and the
adjacent Florida Panther
National Wildlife Refuge.

The Dan A. Hughes Com-
pany, which has partnered
with Collier Resources, has
drilled one well in an Immo-
kalee tomato field and ap-
plied for state permits for
two wells a mile from south-
eastern Golden Gates Es-
tates, a subdivision at the ru-
ral edge of Naples. Kerogen
and other companies also
are shopping for surface
rights — also necessary to
site a drilling rig and sink a
well — in areas with few
nearby residents such as
rock quarries and ranches. 

“Our idea was to develop
areas that were not environ-
mentally sensitive,’’ said
Henry Kremers, chief oper-
ating officer for Hughes,
which is based in Beeville,
Texas.

Still, environmentalists
worry about the ripple ef-
fects of industrial develop-
ment — from the noise of
small explosions and
“thumper trucks” used in
seismic exploration, to the
prospects of heavy traffic,
messy spills and construc-
tion of unsightly wells,
pumps and tank farms.

“We’re going to pay care-
ful attention to what Hughes
and Collier Resources are
doing,” said Eric Draper,
executive director of Audu-
bon Florida, which owns
Corkscrew Swamp Sanctu-
ary, a pristine 14,000-acre
preserve near Hughes’ Im-
mokalee well.

Matthew Schwartz, exec-
utive director of the Florida
Wildlands Associations,
said the Golden Gates Es-
tates well borders prime
panther habitat and, at the
least, would increase traffic,
which has become one the
biggest killers of rare cats. 

“When you industrialize
an area, there’s a loss of habi-
tat, a degradation of habi-
tat,’’ Schwartz said. “The
panther and the western Ev-
erglades are already dying
by a thousand cuts.’’

Oil drilling has a long his-
tory in Southwest Florida,
starting with Humble Oil’s
1943 discovery of the Sunni-
land Trend, a 20-mile-wide
formation about 11,000 feet
down that runs across much
of the lower peninsula, from
Fort Myers through the Big
Cypress and narrowing as it
crosses the Everglades to-
ward Miami. Over the next

four decades, companies
would drill hundreds of
wells in 14 fields, pumping
out a peak of some 17,000
barrels a day by the 1970s. 

But plunging prices and
the fact that the thick crude
is expensive to pump and
process whittled the indus-
try down. By 2005, a handful
of operators were produc-
ing about a tenth of peak
volume from fewer than two
dozen active wells.

But in the last few years,
the industry has begun to re-
bound. DEP’s Garrett called
it a “moderate uptick’’ that
has corresponded with ris-
ing oil prices, currently hov-
ering near $90 a barrel. 

The state, which has is-
sued 24 permits over the last
three years, now counts 46
active wells in Southwest
Florida, more than double
the number a decade ago. 

BreitBurn Energy Part-
ners, which acquired a lease
on long-standing operations
in the Big Cypress from Col-
lier Resources in 2007, did
some of the early work, sink-
ing five new wells in 2010
and 2011.

The company used a di-
rectional drilling method

that runs a shaft horizontal-
ly, greatly improving the
chance of tapping pockets of
oil and improving produc-
tion, said Greg Brown, exec-
utive vice president of the
Los Angeles-based Breit-
Burn. It also reduces the
footprint of a pad, allowing
companies to explore a wide
area through a single surface
hole, drilling wells like
spokes on a bike wheel. 

Output at Raccoon Point,
the region’s largest field, re-
mains modest, last year av-
eraging 1,385 barrels a day,
but Brown said the company
intends to continue explor-
ing with no plans to frack. 

“Some of our wells have
been very prolific and some
have not and that’s kind of
the nature of the business,’’
he said. “It’s very high risk.
There are a lot more places
you can drill and not find oil
than places where you can
find it.’’

Newcomers are banking
almost exclusively on deep-
er zones, starting with the
lower Sunniland, about 500
feet deeper than most wells
have been sunk. One well in-
to the area has produced
some 300,000 barrels over

the last 40 years, Kerogen’s
Grigg said, but it has other-
wise been lightly explored.
Still, he believes the geologi-
cal science is strong, built on
more advanced seismic sur-
veys and positive results
from similar underground
formations in other states.

Geologists point to even
deeper pockets as well, an-
cient long-buried reefs and
swamps another 1,500 to
3,000 feet down with color-
ful names like Pumpkin Bay
and Wood River, which
could be the “source rock”
of oil that has percolated up-
ward over millions of years.

What is happening in
Florida reflects a recent
surge in domestic explora-
tion, largely driven by frack-
ing. The technique, com-
bined with horizontal dril-
ling, has turned trickles
from shale formations into
gushers of oil, money and
jobs. Two of the most fa-
mous fields — Bakken,
North Dakota, and Eagle
Ford, Texas — together
pump more than one mil-
lion barrels daily. In four
months, those two fields
alone exceed all 70 years of
oil production from South-

west Florida.
The industry acknowl-

edges scattered problems
with fracking but defends it
as a generally safe practice.

“American energy from
Florida creates jobs,’’ said
Dave Mica, executive direc-
tor of the Florida Petroleum
Council. “It’s a no-brainer to
the industry that we do it.” 

Mike Cheeseman, a veter-
an industry geologist who
owns Trend Exploration in
Bonita Springs, also believes
fracking is the key to making
drilling pay in deeper zones
that may not be as porous.

“The only thing we know
is the oil is there,’’ said Chee-
seman, who said he is work-
ing to acquire leases in the
area. “The question is
whether we can get it out in
commercial quantities.” 

For now, most operators
say they intend to stick with
horizontal drilling — in part
because fracking adds con-
siderable expense to wells.

Ed Pollister, who owns
Pollister Drilling in South-
west Florida, told the Fort
Myers New-Press last Octo-
ber that he asked state reg-
ulators about pursuing
fracking. But after further
research, he now says he
won’t rule it out but “I’m not
sure anymore that it’s going
to be necessary.’’

Still, the mere mention of
fracking raises alarms with
environmental groups, who
last month initially fought
proposed state legislation
requiring any company pro-
posing to frack in Florida to
disclose any chemicals they
use in the process. Florida
doesn’t currently have spe-
cific fracking policies, said
DEP spokeswoman Dee
Ann Miller, but the agency
would review any request to
assess safety risks.

Franklin Adams, a Florida
Wildlife Federation board
member who lives near the
proposed Golden Gates Es-
tates well, praised govern-
ment restrictions for help-
ing minimize industry im-
pacts but said fracking
would increase water pollu-
tion risks and raise signifi-
cant new concerns. 

“The big question is
what’s going down that
hole,’’ he said. “Is there any-
thing toxic?’’

Despite the flurry of in-
terest, it’s unlikely drilling
rigs will multiply overnight.
Right now, there are only
two rigs in Southwest Flori-
da capable of horizontal
drilling. And big oil compa-
nies haven’t yet shown in-
terest, Collier’s Jones noted.

“What we have in South
Florida may not be big
enough for them,’’ he said.

Grigg predicts companies
might sink perhaps a dozen
new wells a year — enough,
he believes, to revive what
had been reduced to a cot-
tage industry.

“It’s never going to be a
big business,’’ he said, “but it
most certainly could go
from being an industry that
has been in decline, in sun-
set, to an industry that’s in
sunrise.’’

ENERGY

Oil industry — again — eyes S. Florida
•OIL, FROM 1A

RACCOON POINT —
Winding into Big Cypress
National Preserve, 11 Mile
Road isn’t much wider than
an old swamp buggy trail
and can handle only one-
way traffic. Safety rules on
the private road limit the
speed of Ricky Stechmann’s
pickup and require him to
radio his location every half
mile.

“Marker 7, incoming.’’
Two minutes later. “Marker
8, incoming.” And so on. 

It’s a long, slow, invita-
tion-only drive to the largest
oil drilling operation in
South Florida. For decades,
isolation has helped keep
the small oil industry largely
out of sight and mind.
Neighbors are typically sur-
prised when Stechmann,
who manages several dril-
ling fields in the sprawling
preserve for BreitBurn En-
ergy Partners, tells them

what he does for a living.
“They usually say, ‘You do

what where?’ ” he says in the
soft drawl of his native
Mississippi.

Aside from state regula-
tors and preserve rangers,
BreitBurn’s operation isn’t
seen by many outsiders but
it offers a glimpse of what
could pop up in more visible
locations if a new wave of
exploration and drilling
finds untapped oil and prof-
its under Southwest Florida.
It takes a significant indus-
trial operation, running
24/7, to pump some 1,400
barrels of oil a day, process it
and pipe it out of the
preserve.

Raccoon Point, just west
of the Broward County line
halfway between Tamiami
Trail to the south and Alliga-
tor Alley to the north, con-
sists of five scattered lime
rock pads, each multiple
acres in size and bristling
with pipes, valves and ma-

chinery, most of it painted
forest green. 

The site was built by Ex-
xon in the late 1970s. Los An-
geles-based BreitBurn is the
latest in a string of compa-
nies to run it under a lease
from Collier Resources Co.,
which manages legacy min-
eral rights owned by the
heirs of Barron Collier,
namesake of the county and
once Florida’s largest land-
owner. 

Though BreitBurn has ex-
panded exploration, drilling
five wells in 2010 and 2011, it
has done the work from the
original pads, using direc-
tional drilling that in es-
sence allows the company
to bend the straw to sip from
new areas. The towering rig
that did the work has since
moved but during a visit this
month, a half-dozen work-
ers labored at a shorter serv-
ice rig to pull up and replace
a worn underground pump. 

With no power lines, big
generators hum in the back-
ground, and trucks rumble
slowly between pads. Small
pipelines snake between

pads to the main processing
pad where a string of “heat-
er-treater” cylinders, each at
least 20 feet tall, separate
saltwater that comes with
the oil and feed a small
amount of captured natural
gas back to the generators.
The water is reinjected un-
derground in a confining
zone isolated from shallow-
er freshwater aquifers, a
practice common for treat-
ed sewage. Oil is stored in
holding tanks then piped
north to the trucking facility
just off Alligator Alley.

The operation stands out
starkly in a swampy forest
where colorful bromeliads
adorn many trees. But the
worst damage was done
long ago when the pads and
roads were cut. Now wild
turkeys, whitetail deer and
even rare Florida panthers
are regular sights for work-
ers. 

Drilling is forbidden in
Everglades National Park to
the south but in the Big Cy-
press, where it was specifi-
cally allowed to continue
under the 1974 congressio-

nal order creating the pre-
serve, the small oil industry
hasn’t proven an environ-
mental menace. 

“Over the years, it’s been
a very, very clean opera-
tion,’’ said Big Cypress Su-
perintendent Pedro Ramos.
“We really haven’t had any
issues to speak of.’’

State environmental reg-
ulators have reported no
major spills over the years
and, unlike at bottom of the
Gulf of Mexico, there’s no
threat of uncontained blow-
outs because the oil isn’t un-
der pressure. It has to be
pumped out, Ramos said.
“That’s an important dis-
tinction to make when there
are concerns about
pollution.”

Stechmann acknowledg-
es that with so much equip-
ment, miles of pipes and a
messy product, there have
been minor accidents. But
the pads are designed to re-
tain spills, which he said are
quickly mopped up.

Environmental groups
have tolerated existing dril-
ling but have repeatedly bat-

tled expansion plans and
blasted politicians who sug-
gest opening the Everglades,
including Republican presi-
dential hopeful Michele
Bachmann in 2011. Gov. Rick
Scott said he supported cur-
rent drilling in Big Cypress
but backed away from ex-
pansion talk. 

Don Hargrove, an envi-
ronmental protection spe-
cialist for the preserve, said
he’s fielded a few phone
calls in recent months from
mineral rights owners but
no new company has in-
quired about exploration, at
least yet. Preserve rules, at
least on paper, would allow
drilling on up to 10 percent
of land. They now take up
about 120 acres, Hargrove
said — a tiny fraction of the
729,000-acre preserve.

“It depends on who is
looking at it. If you’re a
staunch environmentalist, a
person’s footprint is an im-
pact. Generators, vehicles,
that’s a big impact,’’ he said.
“But overall, the oil industry
itself has very small foot-
print in the Big Cypress.”

BIG CYPRESS PRESERVE

Unseen by public, oil flows deep in swampy forest
■ The largest oil drilling operation in South
Florida is a stark contrast to the wild surroundings
of the Big Cypress National Preserve.

BY CURTIS MORGAN
cmorgan@MiamiHerald.com
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in Immokalee and Naples’
suburban outskirts.

It’s likely to amount to a
drop in the barrel compared
to black gold booms that the
controversial practice of
“fracking” has generated in
once obscure sites in Texas,
North Dakota and else-
where. But by the standards
of South Florida’s modest
and mostly under-the-radar
oil industry, it shapes up as
the biggest — and, for envi-
ronmentalists, most con-
cerning — spike in interest
and investment in decades. 

“The price of oil has en-
couraged people to come
back and take another look
at Florida,’’ said Tom Jones,
executive vice president of
Collier Resources Co., a ma-
jor player as owner of gas
and mineral rights for
800,000 acres across the re-
gion. “There was a lot of da-
ta on Florida. People are dig-
ging up that old data, reana-
lyzing it and looking at it
from different angles.’’

Jones stressed that it
could take several years of
exploratory work to deter-
mine if new, deeper zones
companies plan to probe
prove profitable. But Mur-
ray Grigg, president of
Houston-based Kerogen Ex-
ploration, which has ac-
quired mineral rights to
about 156,000 acres from
other owners, is optimistic.

“Anybody who is here ob-
viously believes in it enough
to invest their money,’’ he
said. “The oil business isn’t a
gamble. The oil business is a
calculated risk. We’re all an-
ticipating that there will be
some new commercially vi-
able wells.’’

Though the industry has
sent mixed signals, most ex-
perts also insist drillers
won’t have to resort to frack-
ing, short for hydraulic frac-
turing. It’s been employed in
many states to unlock dense
shale oil deposits with a
pressurized injection of wa-
ter, sand and chemicals. The
technique, which has spo-
radically produced damag-
ing side-effects like contam-
inated aquifers and small
earthquakes, has never been
tested in porous, brittle
South Florida limestone.

Ed Garrett, administrator
of the Florida Department
of Environmental Protec-
tion’s oil and gas program,
said no one currently dril-
ling a well has inquired
about fracking. He doesn’t
believe the step, which adds
considerable expense, is
needed in carbonate rock
that is typically porous.

For the moment, environ-
mental groups are waiting to
see where wells will go in,
how big operations will be-
come and how they may im-
pact groundwater and a wil-
derness prowled by endan-
gered Florida panthers,
black bears, wild turkeys
and other wildlife. While
they’ve had little to quibble
about with long-standing
drilling operations, mostly
hidden in the swampy Big

Cypress preserve, past pro-
posals to dramatically ex-
pand the industry in the
western Everglades have
been met with strong public
and political resistance. 

The last big company,
Shell Oil, dropped out in the
early 1990s after an intense
backlash. A decade later,
Collier Resources also
backed off a proposal for a
massive expansion of seis-
mic testing and exploratory
drilling in the Big Cypress.

This time, little-known
small and mid-sized compa-
nies are doing the ground-
work, pursuing drilling per-
mits outside wilderness ar-
eas like the preserve and the
adjacent Florida Panther
National Wildlife Refuge.

The Dan A. Hughes Com-
pany, which has partnered
with Collier Resources, has
drilled one well in an Immo-
kalee tomato field and ap-
plied for state permits for
two wells a mile from south-
eastern Golden Gates Es-
tates, a subdivision at the ru-
ral edge of Naples. Kerogen
and other companies also
are shopping for surface
rights — also necessary to
site a drilling rig and sink a
well — in areas with few
nearby residents such as
rock quarries and ranches. 

“Our idea was to develop
areas that were not environ-
mentally sensitive,’’ said
Henry Kremers, chief oper-
ating officer for Hughes,
which is based in Beeville,
Texas.

Still, environmentalists
worry about the ripple ef-
fects of industrial develop-
ment — from the noise of
small explosions and
“thumper trucks” used in
seismic exploration, to the
prospects of heavy traffic,
messy spills and construc-
tion of unsightly wells,
pumps and tank farms.

“We’re going to pay care-
ful attention to what Hughes
and Collier Resources are
doing,” said Eric Draper,
executive director of Audu-
bon Florida, which owns
Corkscrew Swamp Sanctu-
ary, a pristine 14,000-acre
preserve near Hughes’ Im-
mokalee well.

Matthew Schwartz, exec-
utive director of the Florida
Wildlands Associations,
said the Golden Gates Es-
tates well borders prime
panther habitat and, at the
least, would increase traffic,
which has become one the
biggest killers of rare cats. 

“When you industrialize
an area, there’s a loss of habi-
tat, a degradation of habi-
tat,’’ Schwartz said. “The
panther and the western Ev-
erglades are already dying
by a thousand cuts.’’

Oil drilling has a long his-
tory in Southwest Florida,
starting with Humble Oil’s
1943 discovery of the Sunni-
land Trend, a 20-mile-wide
formation about 11,000 feet
down that runs across much
of the lower peninsula, from
Fort Myers through the Big
Cypress and narrowing as it
crosses the Everglades to-
ward Miami. Over the next

four decades, companies
would drill hundreds of
wells in 14 fields, pumping
out a peak of some 17,000
barrels a day by the 1970s. 

But plunging prices and
the fact that the thick crude
is expensive to pump and
process whittled the indus-
try down. By 2005, a handful
of operators were produc-
ing about a tenth of peak
volume from fewer than two
dozen active wells.

But in the last few years,
the industry has begun to re-
bound. DEP’s Garrett called
it a “moderate uptick’’ that
has corresponded with ris-
ing oil prices, currently hov-
ering near $90 a barrel. 

The state, which has is-
sued 24 permits over the last
three years, now counts 46
active wells in Southwest
Florida, more than double
the number a decade ago. 

BreitBurn Energy Part-
ners, which acquired a lease
on long-standing operations
in the Big Cypress from Col-
lier Resources in 2007, did
some of the early work, sink-
ing five new wells in 2010
and 2011.

The company used a di-
rectional drilling method

that runs a shaft horizontal-
ly, greatly improving the
chance of tapping pockets of
oil and improving produc-
tion, said Greg Brown, exec-
utive vice president of the
Los Angeles-based Breit-
Burn. It also reduces the
footprint of a pad, allowing
companies to explore a wide
area through a single surface
hole, drilling wells like
spokes on a bike wheel. 

Output at Raccoon Point,
the region’s largest field, re-
mains modest, last year av-
eraging 1,385 barrels a day,
but Brown said the company
intends to continue explor-
ing with no plans to frack. 

“Some of our wells have
been very prolific and some
have not and that’s kind of
the nature of the business,’’
he said. “It’s very high risk.
There are a lot more places
you can drill and not find oil
than places where you can
find it.’’

Newcomers are banking
almost exclusively on deep-
er zones, starting with the
lower Sunniland, about 500
feet deeper than most wells
have been sunk. One well in-
to the area has produced
some 300,000 barrels over

the last 40 years, Kerogen’s
Grigg said, but it has other-
wise been lightly explored.
Still, he believes the geologi-
cal science is strong, built on
more advanced seismic sur-
veys and positive results
from similar underground
formations in other states.

Geologists point to even
deeper pockets as well, an-
cient long-buried reefs and
swamps another 1,500 to
3,000 feet down with color-
ful names like Pumpkin Bay
and Wood River, which
could be the “source rock”
of oil that has percolated up-
ward over millions of years.

What is happening in
Florida reflects a recent
surge in domestic explora-
tion, largely driven by frack-
ing. The technique, com-
bined with horizontal dril-
ling, has turned trickles
from shale formations into
gushers of oil, money and
jobs. Two of the most fa-
mous fields — Bakken,
North Dakota, and Eagle
Ford, Texas — together
pump more than one mil-
lion barrels daily. In four
months, those two fields
alone exceed all 70 years of
oil production from South-

west Florida.
The industry acknowl-

edges scattered problems
with fracking but defends it
as a generally safe practice.

“American energy from
Florida creates jobs,’’ said
Dave Mica, executive direc-
tor of the Florida Petroleum
Council. “It’s a no-brainer to
the industry that we do it.” 

Mike Cheeseman, a veter-
an industry geologist who
owns Trend Exploration in
Bonita Springs, also believes
fracking is the key to making
drilling pay in deeper zones
that may not be as porous.

“The only thing we know
is the oil is there,’’ said Chee-
seman, who said he is work-
ing to acquire leases in the
area. “The question is
whether we can get it out in
commercial quantities.” 

For now, most operators
say they intend to stick with
horizontal drilling — in part
because fracking adds con-
siderable expense to wells.

Ed Pollister, who owns
Pollister Drilling in South-
west Florida, told the Fort
Myers New-Press last Octo-
ber that he asked state reg-
ulators about pursuing
fracking. But after further
research, he now says he
won’t rule it out but “I’m not
sure anymore that it’s going
to be necessary.’’

Still, the mere mention of
fracking raises alarms with
environmental groups, who
last month initially fought
proposed state legislation
requiring any company pro-
posing to frack in Florida to
disclose any chemicals they
use in the process. Florida
doesn’t currently have spe-
cific fracking policies, said
DEP spokeswoman Dee
Ann Miller, but the agency
would review any request to
assess safety risks.

Franklin Adams, a Florida
Wildlife Federation board
member who lives near the
proposed Golden Gates Es-
tates well, praised govern-
ment restrictions for help-
ing minimize industry im-
pacts but said fracking
would increase water pollu-
tion risks and raise signifi-
cant new concerns. 

“The big question is
what’s going down that
hole,’’ he said. “Is there any-
thing toxic?’’

Despite the flurry of in-
terest, it’s unlikely drilling
rigs will multiply overnight.
Right now, there are only
two rigs in Southwest Flori-
da capable of horizontal
drilling. And big oil compa-
nies haven’t yet shown in-
terest, Collier’s Jones noted.

“What we have in South
Florida may not be big
enough for them,’’ he said.

Grigg predicts companies
might sink perhaps a dozen
new wells a year — enough,
he believes, to revive what
had been reduced to a cot-
tage industry.

“It’s never going to be a
big business,’’ he said, “but it
most certainly could go
from being an industry that
has been in decline, in sun-
set, to an industry that’s in
sunrise.’’
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RACCOON POINT —
Winding into Big Cypress
National Preserve, 11 Mile
Road isn’t much wider than
an old swamp buggy trail
and can handle only one-
way traffic. Safety rules on
the private road limit the
speed of Ricky Stechmann’s
pickup and require him to
radio his location every half
mile.

“Marker 7, incoming.’’
Two minutes later. “Marker
8, incoming.” And so on. 

It’s a long, slow, invita-
tion-only drive to the largest
oil drilling operation in
South Florida. For decades,
isolation has helped keep
the small oil industry largely
out of sight and mind.
Neighbors are typically sur-
prised when Stechmann,
who manages several dril-
ling fields in the sprawling
preserve for BreitBurn En-
ergy Partners, tells them

what he does for a living.
“They usually say, ‘You do

what where?’ ” he says in the
soft drawl of his native
Mississippi.

Aside from state regula-
tors and preserve rangers,
BreitBurn’s operation isn’t
seen by many outsiders but
it offers a glimpse of what
could pop up in more visible
locations if a new wave of
exploration and drilling
finds untapped oil and prof-
its under Southwest Florida.
It takes a significant indus-
trial operation, running
24/7, to pump some 1,400
barrels of oil a day, process it
and pipe it out of the
preserve.

Raccoon Point, just west
of the Broward County line
halfway between Tamiami
Trail to the south and Alliga-
tor Alley to the north, con-
sists of five scattered lime
rock pads, each multiple
acres in size and bristling
with pipes, valves and ma-

chinery, most of it painted
forest green. 

The site was built by Ex-
xon in the late 1970s. Los An-
geles-based BreitBurn is the
latest in a string of compa-
nies to run it under a lease
from Collier Resources Co.,
which manages legacy min-
eral rights owned by the
heirs of Barron Collier,
namesake of the county and
once Florida’s largest land-
owner. 

Though BreitBurn has ex-
panded exploration, drilling
five wells in 2010 and 2011, it
has done the work from the
original pads, using direc-
tional drilling that in es-
sence allows the company
to bend the straw to sip from
new areas. The towering rig
that did the work has since
moved but during a visit this
month, a half-dozen work-
ers labored at a shorter serv-
ice rig to pull up and replace
a worn underground pump. 

With no power lines, big
generators hum in the back-
ground, and trucks rumble
slowly between pads. Small
pipelines snake between

pads to the main processing
pad where a string of “heat-
er-treater” cylinders, each at
least 20 feet tall, separate
saltwater that comes with
the oil and feed a small
amount of captured natural
gas back to the generators.
The water is reinjected un-
derground in a confining
zone isolated from shallow-
er freshwater aquifers, a
practice common for treat-
ed sewage. Oil is stored in
holding tanks then piped
north to the trucking facility
just off Alligator Alley.

The operation stands out
starkly in a swampy forest
where colorful bromeliads
adorn many trees. But the
worst damage was done
long ago when the pads and
roads were cut. Now wild
turkeys, whitetail deer and
even rare Florida panthers
are regular sights for work-
ers. 

Drilling is forbidden in
Everglades National Park to
the south but in the Big Cy-
press, where it was specifi-
cally allowed to continue
under the 1974 congressio-

nal order creating the pre-
serve, the small oil industry
hasn’t proven an environ-
mental menace. 

“Over the years, it’s been
a very, very clean opera-
tion,’’ said Big Cypress Su-
perintendent Pedro Ramos.
“We really haven’t had any
issues to speak of.’’

State environmental reg-
ulators have reported no
major spills over the years
and, unlike at bottom of the
Gulf of Mexico, there’s no
threat of uncontained blow-
outs because the oil isn’t un-
der pressure. It has to be
pumped out, Ramos said.
“That’s an important dis-
tinction to make when there
are concerns about
pollution.”

Stechmann acknowledg-
es that with so much equip-
ment, miles of pipes and a
messy product, there have
been minor accidents. But
the pads are designed to re-
tain spills, which he said are
quickly mopped up.

Environmental groups
have tolerated existing dril-
ling but have repeatedly bat-

tled expansion plans and
blasted politicians who sug-
gest opening the Everglades,
including Republican presi-
dential hopeful Michele
Bachmann in 2011. Gov. Rick
Scott said he supported cur-
rent drilling in Big Cypress
but backed away from ex-
pansion talk. 

Don Hargrove, an envi-
ronmental protection spe-
cialist for the preserve, said
he’s fielded a few phone
calls in recent months from
mineral rights owners but
no new company has in-
quired about exploration, at
least yet. Preserve rules, at
least on paper, would allow
drilling on up to 10 percent
of land. They now take up
about 120 acres, Hargrove
said — a tiny fraction of the
729,000-acre preserve.

“It depends on who is
looking at it. If you’re a
staunch environmentalist, a
person’s footprint is an im-
pact. Generators, vehicles,
that’s a big impact,’’ he said.
“But overall, the oil industry
itself has very small foot-
print in the Big Cypress.”

BIG CYPRESS PRESERVE

Unseen by public, oil flows deep in swampy forest
■ The largest oil drilling operation in South
Florida is a stark contrast to the wild surroundings
of the Big Cypress National Preserve.
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