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Reclaiming Pipeline Disturbed Soils 
Improving profitability with perennials

The Situation 
Pipeline development in western North Dakota is 
increasing as companies seek to capture natural gas 
and reduce transportation costs of the oil and 
produced water being hauled by truck and rail. Most 
pipelines are installed via trenching and these 
disturbed sites too often become unproductive areas 
that are susceptible to soil erosion and weed 
infestation. When farmers plant annual crops on 
compacted or compromised soils, they incur 
production costs and get little yield in return. 
 
Extension Response 
Shane Hodenfield farms near Ray, ND and reached 
out to Extension Specialist Dr. Clair Keene at the 
Williston REC in early 2018 to discuss options for 
managing a pipeline that crosses his property. He 
grew annual crops for three years after pipeline 
installation, but lost money every year when those 
crops yielded little or nothing at all. Clair developed 
combinations of different alfalfa and grass varieties 
to plant in a demonstration trial and helped Shane 
secure seed. The mixes were seeded in June 2018 
and Clair is helping monitor the site. In 2019, Clair 
and Shane hosted an on-farm field day to highlight 
the progress the perennials are making. 
 
Impacts 
Shane estimates he lost over $200 an acre on the 
approximately 40 acres of the pipeline in the years 
he planted soybean and durum. He was also losing 
soil to erosion where there was bare ground and 
getting frustrated by weeds. A rough estimate of 
seed and seeding costs for the site is $2,833 and in 
2019, Shane earned $4,500 from his portion of the 
hay after an agreement to split the bales with a 
neighbor who cut and baled it. This comes out to a 
net return of $1,667 over two years, or about $20 
per acre per year. This is a tremendous 
improvement in profitability in just two years! Future 

returns are predicted to be even better because no 
more inputs are needed and, thus, establishment 
costs are spread out over more years.  
 
Participant Feedback 
Shane said the pipeline may be his most profitable 
acres in 2019. The record-breaking September rains 
prevented him from harvesting many of his annual 
crops and he saw the benefit of spreading risk to a 
forage cutting taken earlier in the summer. There 
would have been even more bales to sell had the 
hay cut in southern-most quarter not been rained on 
and abandoned. 
 

View of the site looking south on May 29, 2019. Pipeline is 
on the left, undisturbed soil is on the right. 
 
Primary Contact 
Clair Keene, Ph.D. 
Extension Specialist in Cropping Systems 
14120 Hwy 2, Williston, ND 58801 
701-774-4315 
clair.keene@ndsu.edu 
 

Non-Extension Collaborator 
Shane Hodenfield, Ray, ND farmer 

Public Value Statement 
Hundreds of miles of pipelines crisscross western North Dakota and more are installed every month as the oil 
and gas industry expands. When pipeline-disturbed soil is properly vegetated, landowners are spared the 
losses associated with poor grain production and soil erosion. Perennials reduce production costs, spread risk 
and help soils recover after pipeline installation. 
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