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The Bakken Formation is an oil field located in western North Dakota, northeast Montana, 
and parts of Saskatchewan. Geologists have known for a long time that this formation 
contains a lot of oil, but because the oil is tightly locked in shale rock, have been unable to 
produce the oil economically. Due to technological developments and the combination of 
hydraulic fracturing and horizontal drilling, extraction of this oil is now possible at a 
reasonable price. This has greatly increased the oil reserves and production in North Dakota:   
 

• In 1995, the United States Geological Survey (USGS) reported that the Bakken 
Formation had just 151 million barrels of technically recoverable oil. i 

• A 2008 estimate by the USGS reported 3.0-4.3 billion barrels of technically 
recoverable oil, 25 times more than their 1995 report.ii Many believe the new report 
vastly underestimates actual recoverable oil. 

• In 2011 468 rotary oil rigs were operating in North Dakota. This is 25% of the 
nation’s supply of rotary rigs.iii 

• From 2008-2009 the proved reserves in North Dakota went from 573 million barrels 
to 1046 million barrels.iv 

• In 2005, the Bakken Formation was producing about 3,000 barrels of oil per day. In 
2010 the formation averaged 225,000 barrels per day, a 7,400% increase.v 

• In March 2012, North Dakota produced nearly 18 million barrels of oil, surpassing 
Alaska and California, and second only to Texas.vi 

• While North Dakota is taking advantage of its oil resources, California seems to be 
doing the opposite. Despite the lifting of the OCS moratorium and having some of the 
nation’s largest oil reserves, California is at its lowest level of oil production in at 
least three decades. vii  



 
The increased level of oil production comes with a great deal of positive effects. At a time 
when most other states have been struggling economically, North Dakota has been thriving in 
large part due to the Bakken Formation: 
 

• As of May 2012, North Dakota’s unemployment stood at 3%, while the average 
unemployment in the U.S. was 8.2%.viii 

• In 2011, North Dakota ranked seventh in the U.S. in real GSP per capita at $50,096, 
well above the national average.ix 

• While States such as California have a large budget deficit, North Dakota boasts a 
budget surplus of $1 billion. x 

• The workforce for the oil industry in North Dakota went from 5,000 in 2005 to 
18,000 in 2009 and it is now estimated to be over 30,000.xi 

 
Along with the Bakken, there are 20 new onshore oil fields that could possibly increase the 
U.S. oil supply by 25% in the next 10 years.xii With increased production of these shale oil 
deposits the U.S. could potentially save over $175 billion a year in imported oilxiii and could 
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surpass both Russia and Saudi Arabia in terms of oil production.xiv Two of the largest onshore 
oil fields are: 
 

• Eagle Ford: Located in much of southern and eastern Texas. This field is producing 
around 100,000 barrels of oil a day and could reach 420,000 barrels a day by 2015.xv 

• Niobrara: Located in parts of Colorado, Wyoming, Nebraska and Kansas. It is 
thought that the Niobrara field could hold more than two billion barrels of oil.xvi 
 

The United States is an oil rich country. We are the world’s third largest producers of oil, and 
with these new shale oil resources our oil production looks to increase in the coming years.   
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