
Introduction

1	 Harold Hamm, Game Changer: Our Fifty-Year Mission to Secure America’s Energy Independence (United Kingdom: Forefront Books, 2023), pp.102-106. 
2	 U.S. Energy Information Administration, Crude Oil Production, accessed December 12, 2024, 

https://www.eia.gov/dnav/pet/PET_CRD_CRPDN_ADC_MBBLPD_A.htm.
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North Dakota is typically known for the Badlands, agriculture, Fargo (thanks, Coen brothers), cold weather, and its flat 
landscape. Yet, due to technological advancements and exploratory success, oil has also become an integral part of the 
identity of the Peace Garden State. By harnessing directional drilling and hydraulic fracturing, North Dakota’s Department 
of Mineral Resources has kept permitting inexpensive, fast, and straightforward. State agencies have been transparent in 
regard to production, regulation, planning, and creating a public oil spill database. This has resulted in significant benefits 
to the state, including reduced local tax burdens and increased funding for infrastructure, education, and property 
tax relief.

Fracking ramps up
The technological developments of horizontal drilling 
and hydraulic fracturing unearthed unprecedented 
amounts of oil in North Dakota, most notably from the 
Bakken Formation.1 From 2010 to 2023, the state produced 
5,042,994,000 barrels of crude oil, second only to Texas 
during the same period.2 Pairing horizontal drilling with 
hydraulic fracturing was key to achieving economically 
feasible extraction, as the state had previously produced 
only modest amounts of oil. The results of these changes 
in oil extraction methods are evident in Figures 1-3, as 
oil activity increased in and around Williston beginning 
in 2008.3 

Figure 1: North Dakota field production of crude oil, 
1981-2024 (millions of barrels)

Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration, North Dakota Field 
Production of Crude Oil, accessed December 12, 2024, https://www.eia.
gov/dnav/pet/hist/LeafHandler.ashx?n=PET&s=MCRFPND2&f=A. 
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Figure 2: Oil production by county, 2010-2019 
(millions of barrels, non-confidential wells)

Source: North Dakota Department of Mineral Resources, ND Historical 
Barrels of Oil Produced by County, accessed December 12, 2024, 
https://www.dmr.nd.gov/oilgas/stats/countymot.pdf. 

Figure 3: North Dakota change in real median household 
income from 2005-2009 to 2014-2019 by county 
(in thousands 2019 USD)

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 5-Year 
Estimates: Data Profiles 5-Year (2009), accessed December 12, 2024, 
http://api.census.gov/data/2009/acs/acs5; U.S. Census Bureau, 
American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates: Data Profiles 5-Year 
(2014), accessed December 12, 2024, http://api.census.gov/data/2014/
acs/acs5; U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 5-Year 
Estimates: Data Profiles 5-Year (2019), accessed December 12, 2024, 
http://api.census.gov/data/2019/acs/acs5; U.S. Bureau of Economic 
Analysis and Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, Consumer Price 
Index for All Urban Consumers: All Items in U.S. City Average, accessed 
December 11, 2024, https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/CPIAUCSL.

4	 Western Dakota Energy Association and North Dakota Petroleum Foundation, Oil and Gas Tax Revenues 2024  Update, February 6, 2025, pp.1, 10,  
https://ndpetroleumfoundation.org/2024-oil-gas-tax-revenues-study-how-north-dakotas-energy-industry-fuels-communities/.

5	 “Fracking Bans | State Climate Policy Dashboard,” Climate XChange, accessed December 12, 2024,  
https://www.climatepolicydashboard.org/policies/industry-materials-waste/fracking-bans.

6	 North Dakota Petroleum Foundation, “Press Release: 2022 Oil & Gas Tax Study: Industry Taxes Benefit Every ND County,” press release, accessed 
January 6, 2025, https://ndpetroleumfoundation.org/2022-oil-gas-tax-study-industry-taxes-benefit-every-nd-county/.

7	 North Dakota Department of Mineral Resources, Financial Assurance & Bonding, accessed August 2, 2024, 
https://www.dmr.nd.gov/dmr/oilgas/financial-assurance-bonding.

8	 North Dakota Department of Mineral Resources, North Dakota Drilling and Production Statistics, accessed August 28, 2024, 
https://www.dmr.nd.gov/oilgas/stats/statisticsvw.asp.

9	 James Broughel, Breaking the Backlog: Lessons from Pennsylvania’s environmental permitting reforms (Competitive Enterprise Institute, April 2024), p. 4, 
https://cei.org/studies/breaking-the-backlog/. 

10	 Testimony by Lynn D. Helms, Director, North Dakota Industrial Commission Department of Mineral Resources, U.S. House of Representatives Committee 
on Natural Resources Oversight Hearing, May 8, 2013, https://naturalresources.house.gov/uploadedfiles/helmstestimony05-08-13.pdf.

While this energy boom has led to greater fluctuations 
in GDP and state revenue, it has also improved economic 
conditions within the state, for local governments, and 
across industries nationwide. Figure 3 shows the change 
in real household income by county from 2005-2009 to 
2014-2019. The western portion of the state, where oil 
activity is concentrated (see Figure 2), has experienced 
the greatest growth in median income. This boom has 
contributed to an economic environment characterized 
by low unemployment and rising GDP. In recent years, 
oil revenue has accounted for more than half of local 
government income, providing funding for conservation, 
education, property tax relief, and more.4 Lastly, because 
extraction increases the supply of oil (an input in many 
production processes), this activity has helped to lower 
energy prices and, in turn, reduce the cost of goods and 
services affected by transportation nationwide.

Shaking up permitting
Horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing are 
primarily responsible for the energy and corresponding 
economic boom in North Dakota. Still, the actions of 
North Dakota’s legislature and government agencies also 
deserve considerable credit. Some states have banned 
these extraction methods altogether, including Vermont 
(2012), New York (2015), Maryland (2017), Oregon (2019), 
Washington (2019), and California (2024).5 North Dakota, 
meanwhile, has not only welcomed these innovations but 
has also created a permitting process that is fast, easy to 
navigate, and relatively inexpensive compared to other 
places. As a result of productive oil extraction, North 
Dakota has generated billions of dollars in tax revenue.6 

To drill, a company must register with the North Dakota 
Secretary of State, file an organizational report, pass a 
background check, be bonded for the potential costs of 
plugging and reclaiming a well, and pay a $100 processing 
fee for a drilling permit, which lasts one year and can 
be renewed for the same price of $100 each year.7, 8 
This can be compared against other states where fees 
for unconventional well permits routinely cost in the 
thousands of dollars. For example, in Pennsylvania, the 
fee is $12,500.9 Moreover, approval timelines for permits 
in North Dakota typically take just 20-30 days.10
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A recent innovation in North Dakota’s permitting system 
has been the introduction of the online permit portal, 
NorthSTAR.11 Hydraulic fracturing simply requires 
submitting an electronic form within 24 hours after 
operations begin.12

Transparent results
Beyond the streamlined permitting, transparency in 
the production process is also high in state government. 
There were updates on energy incidents and production 
levels from the prior month provided by the former 
director of the North Dakota Department of Mineral 
Resources (NDDMR), Lynn Helms, for almost every month 
from September 2012 to his final report in June 2024. 
Mark Bohrer, assistant director, has continued these 
presentations following Helms’s retirement.13 A database 
exists detailing the permits, companies, and production of 
wells in North Dakota.14 Past public hearings are available 
on the NDDMR YouTube channel, and future and past 
dockets can be accessed on the agency’s website.15, 16 

Oil spills have garnered due concern and media attention 
in North Dakota and nationally. While most of the larger 
spills have been the result of pipelines from Canadian 
extraction, North Dakota’s state agencies have responded 
with measured regulatory requirements. The NDDMR 
and the North Dakota Department of Environmental 
Quality (NDDEQ) collaborate to track and report all 
chemical spills, which are publicly available on a 
database.17 Once evidence of a spill surfaces (such as 
an incident on a rig, lost pipeline pressure, report by 
residents, etc.), immediate verbal reporting to NDDMR is 
required. Additionally, online initial notification forms 
must be filed within 24 hours. A field inspector will visit 
the location, discharge fluids must be removed, and 
contamination must be remediated.18

11	 “NorthSTAR,” North Dakota Department of Mineral Resources, accessed August 2, 2024, https://www.dmr.nd.gov/dmr/oilgas/reporting/northstar.
12	 “Hydraulic Fracture Stimulation,” North Dakota Department of Mineral Resources, accessed August 14, 2024,  

https://www.dmr.nd.gov/dmr/oilgas/programs/hydraulic-fracture-stimulation.
13	 “Directors Cut,” North Dakota Department of Mineral Resources, accessed August 28, 2024, https://www.dmr.nd.gov/dmr/oilgas/directorscut.
14	 North Dakota Department of Mineral Resources, Spill & Incident Reporting, accessed August 28, 2024, https://www.dmr.nd.gov/dmr/oilgas/spills.
15	 North Dakota Department of Mineral Resources, Oil & Gas Hearing Docket Index, accessed August 28, 2024, 

https://www.dmr.nd.gov/oilgas/docketindex.asp.
16	 “North Dakota Department of Mineral Resources,” North Dakota Department of Mineral Resources, accessed August 28, 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCp5qbfZG4EBcW1c3AryHsBA.
17	 “Incidents,” Hazconnect, accessed August 14, 2024,  

https://northdakota.hazconnect.com/ListIncidentPublic.aspx?t2nq=YWyCDi+S8IRj86LeFmz04ZXJG86KKw6tx6fWk8ih/Tw=.
18	 North Dakota Department of Mineral Resources, Spill & Incident Reporting. 
19	 North Dakota Department of Environmental Quality, Spill Investigation Program | Environmental Incident Reports,” accessed August 28, 2024, 

https://deq.nd.gov/wq/4_spill_Investigations/Reports.aspx.
20	 “Unified Spill Reporting System,” North Dakota Information Technology, accessed August 28, 2024, https://www.spill.nd.gov/.
21	 “Unified Spill Reporting System,” North Dakota Information Technology. 
22	 National Center for Education Statistics, Public School Enrollment, accessed October 2, 2025, https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/cga. 

Historical spill data can be found on the NDDEQ website, 
and more recent spills can be found on the Unified Spill 
Reporting Page.19 Additionally, the Unified Spill Reporting 
Page features instructional videos and a PDF outlining the 
steps companies must follow in the event of a spill.20

State fracking revenues
In recent years, the North Dakota government has 
typically maintained an annual fiscal surplus. Figure 
4 shows the state general revenue and expenditure 
from the Census Bureau’s Survey of State Government 
Finances.21 When tax revenue has been less than 
expected at times, as in 2016 (largely due to decreased 
oil extraction), legislators have responded by reducing 
spending. The state’s ability to utilize its natural resources 
while keeping spending within budgetary constraints has 
enabled it to remain well-funded, even as it maintained 
the nation’s largest growth in the school-age population 
from 2010 to 2020.22
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Figure 4: North Dakota state government annual general 
revenue and expenditure, 2005-2021

Source: “Annual Survey of State Government Finances: North Dakota, 
2005-2021,” U.S. Census Bureau, accessed July 11, 2024, https://www.
census.gov/programs-surveys/state/data/datasets.html.

North Dakota imposes an Oil Extraction Tax of 5 percent 
and an Oil and Gas Gross Production Tax of 5 percent 
on the gross value at the point where oil is extracted 
from the earth (generally, a total of 10 percent).23 The 
Oil Extraction Tax is required to be dispersed to specific 
funds, as shown in Figure 5. The Common School Trust 
Fund (10 percent of oil extraction revenue), in addition 
to funding public universities and other projects, will 
distribute $2,160 per pupil to public K-12 education for the 
2023-2025 biennium.24 The Foundation Aid Stabilization 
Fund (10 percent) can be used for budget shortfall relief in 
retirement obligations or for education-related purposes. 
The Resources Trust Fund (20.5 percent) is to be used for 
the construction of water-related projects and programs 
for energy conservation. 

Since the 2017-2019 biennium, the Legacy Fund 
(30 percent) has transferred earnings to the General 
Fund at the end of each biennium. As of early 2025, it 
had a value of $11.5 billion with $601 million already 
earned for the 2023-2025 biennium.25 The General Fund 
(29.5 percent), is the primary cash account for the state, 
but the “General Fund Share” only partly goes towards the 
General Fund, and has other specified allocations, such 
as towards the Social Services Fund, Budget Stabilization 
Fund, Lignite Research Fund, State Disaster Relief 
Fund, Strategic Investments and Improvements Fund, 
PERS Retirement Plan, Municipal Infrastructure Fund, 
County & Township Infrastructure Fund, and Airport 
Infrastructure Fund.26, 27

23	 “Oil and Gas Severance Tax,” ND Tax North Dakota, accessed January 9, 2025, https://www.tax.nd.gov/business/oil-and-gas-severance-tax. 
24	 North Dakota Department of Trust Lands, Trusts & Funds, accessed January 7, 2025, https://www.land.nd.gov/mission-vision-history/trusts-funds.
25	 Retirement Investment Office, Legacy Fund, accessed January 7, 2025, https://www.rio.nd.gov/legacy-fund.
26	 Retirement Investment Office, Legacy Fund.
27	 “North Dakota Government Funds,” The Office of North Dakota State Treasurer, accessed January 6, 2025, 

https://www.treasurer.nd.gov/north-dakota-government-funds.
28	 Robert L. Mayo, North Dakota Natural Gas Can Power the Artificial Intelligence Revolution  

(Sheila and Robert Challey Institute for Global Innovation and Growth, North Dakota State University, January, 2025), p.2,  
https://www.ndsu.edu/fileadmin/challeyinstitute/North_Dakota_Natural_Gas_Can_Power_the_Artificial_Intelligence_Revolution.pdf.

Figure 5: Distribution of oil extraction and gross production 
tax revenue, FY 2020-2025

10% Common Schools
Trust Fund

0.5% to Energy
Conservation Grant Fund
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Source: “How is Oil and Gas Tax Revenue Distributed?” North Dakota 
Office of State Treasurer, accessed January 6, 2025, https://www.
treasurer.nd.gov/how-oil-and-gas-tax-revenue-distributed.

Conclusion
North Dakota has always been rich with natural 
resources, but technology and a uniquely efficient 
bureaucracy provided the means to harness those 
resources and ensure their benefits for future 
generations. Agencies like the NDDMR and the NDDEQ 
have a history of transparency, along with fast and 
streamlined permitting. These governing bodies have 
used transparency to establish legitimacy with their 
citizenry. Energy issues on the horizon for the state 
include permitting for carbon dioxide pipelines and wells, 
as well as how the state will utilize the growing gas-to-oil 
ratio from existing wells.

In the future, North Dakota is expected to produce a 
greater amount of natural gas, which may be harnessed 
at a low cost for use in data centers.28 Hopefully, as new 
challenges and opportunities arise, the state’s legacy 
of pragmatism and innovation can continue to foster a 
regulatory environment that harnesses its productive 
capacity while benefiting North Dakotans.
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