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Can the Railroad Commission keep 
up with the oil and gas industry?

Like the industry that it regulates, the 122-year-old Texas Rail-
road Commission is going through a bit of a metamorphosis.

Th e state agency, which oversees the oil and gas industry, 
hasn’t been in the railroad business for years. Until the shale 
boom transformed the Texas energy industry from one that some 
might’ve said was in its twilight into a renaissance of develop-
ment and production, the misnomer was just one of those things 
that makes state government in Texas state government in Texas. 

But one of our local lawmakers, state Rep. 
Dennis Bonnen, R-Angleton, has fi led a bill in 
the Texas Legislature to help bring the agency 
up to date. For one, he’s trying to restructure the 
three-member commission’s campaign fund-
raising. Each member is elected statewide to a 
six-year, staggered term. He would also like to 
see the agency’s moniker change to something 
that accurately refl ects what it does. 

Bonnen is a member of the Texas Sunset Advi-
sory Commission. Just two years ago, the group 
of 12 lawmakers, which evaluates the performance and necessity 
of various agencies, found the agency lacking, not just in name, 
but also in deed. Th e sunset commission’s rebuke of the agency 
stung, but ultimately, the Legislature didn’t act on it in 2011.

Bonnen’s House Bill 2166 is revisiting some of those ideas.
“It’s important because they regulate one of the most impor-

tant industries in the state. Oil and gas is one of the reasons our 
state is doing so well economically. Th e budget is strong because 
of the economic prosperity created by oil and gas,” Bonnen said, 
adding that some parts of the state are experiencing the business 
for the fi rst time and the public needs to know who to call when 
there’s a question.

And, whether it’s in the Eagle Ford, the Barnett Shale or the 
Permian Basin, companies such as Houston’s ConocoPhillips 
(NYSE: COP),  Marathon Oil Corp. (NYSE: MRO) and Halliburton 
Co. (NYSE: HAL) are operating under the Railroad Commission’s 
jurisdiction.

Other highlights of Bonnen’s bill include increasing regulatory 
fees on pipelines and setting safety standards for both interstate 
and intrastate pipelines.

Still, Commission Chairman Barry Smitherman, a Houston 
native, said he believes the commission is in better shape than 
it was two years ago. Th at was the commission’s fi rst sunset in 
a dozen years, and legislators were considering moving some of 
the agency’s responsibility to other state organizations. 

“I think we’ve righted the ship,” Smitherman said. 

MicroSeismic Inc. CEO Peter 
Duncan is only 60, and so he spread 
the news that he would be honored 
with a lifetime achievement award 
from the Geophysical Society of 
Houston to his colleagues with 
some cheeky angst.

“I indicated the reports of my 
demise are greatly exaggerated,” he 
quipped.

Th e Houston association has for 
the past 10 years honored a long-
time member with a two-day semi-
nar that focuses on the person’s 
area of expertise. Th e event 
honoring Duncan was held 
during this month’s IHS 
CERAWeek in Houston, 
an annual gathering of en-
ergy industry leaders that 
Duncan just happened to 
miss for the fi rst time in years.

Duncan spoke to HBJ about the 
evolution of the microseismic work 
that drillers use in the pursuit of 
unconventional hydrocarbons.

MicroSeismic has been growing quickly 
since it emerged 10 years ago, show-
ing almost 365 percent growth since 
2009 and ranking No. 7 on the HBJ 
2011 Fast Tech 50. What’s made the 
company stand out?

We had a vision to do passive mi-
croseismic monitoring diff erently, 
using equipment deployed on the 
surface. Th e near-term or imme-

diate advantage over downhole 
equipment is that you don’t need 
a monitor well, a well which, once 
it’s drilled, the producers don’t 
want to use as a science experi-
ment. Th ey don’t want a bunch of 
pointy–headed geophysicists stuff -
ing things down the hole. 

Putting the equipment on the 
surface and then listening to the 
things going on in the subsurface 
is a hands-off  approach. Passive 
seismic is to conventional seismic 

as a stethoscope is to an ultra-
sound. We just listen.

How has this technology 
translated into greater 
effi  ciencies in oil and gas 

drilling?
Th e most obvious ap-

plication is for hydraulic 
fracturing monitoring. Mapping 
the sounds created during frack-
ing allows us to help the producers 
produce better frack jobs and more 
effi  cient drilling programs. 

What have been your biggest chal-
lenges?

Th e biggest challenge is always 
getting new technology accepted 
in the oil fi eld. And then there is 
fi nding people to do the work. Of 
course, we live in a very cyclical 
business, and for one six-month 
period, it’s hard getting people 

for the fi eld. Th en, for the next six 
months, we get all sorts of fi eld 
workers. I’ve been in this business 
a long time, and you learn you have 
to be Zen about it.

What trends are you seeing now?
One of the trends we’re begin-

ning to see in our little corner of 
the industry is shale plays begin to 
open up around the world. We are 
experiencing a fi ve-fold increase in 
international business in the fi rst 
three months of this year. Inter-
nationally, everybody has decided 
to pursue shale. We’re in China, 
South America, Argentina, Brazil, 
England, we’re about to work in 
Poland, and we’ve just got our fi rst 
contract in Australia. It’s every-
where. 

Peter 
Duncan

Taking the ‘stethoscope’ approach
MicroSeismic CEO Peter Duncan gears up for international growth
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The amount of a preferred equity deal between New York’s 
Platinum Partners Value Arbitrage Fund LP and Houston’s Black 
Elk Energy Off shore Operations LLC. Black Elk has been under 
scrutiny since a November explosion on one of its Gulf of Mexico 
drilling platforms in which three workers died.

The size of Cameron International Corp.’s (NYSE: CAM) 
order for subsea equipment from its longtime Brazilian 
customer, Petrobras. Analysts at Houston’s Tudor, Pick-
ering Holt & Co. said it strengthens investor confi dence 
in Houston-based Cameron’s stock.

$50 million $600 million

Recent construction (2003-HCAD) located in the sought
after Spring Branch School District. Current owners have
professionally upgraded interior and exterior. Interior:
custom window coverings, wallpapers,lighting,Berber-style
carpeting upstairs (2011), built-ins, storage. Exterior:
resort-style pool, spa and landscaping by John Dermody.
Pergola with fan, lighting, concrete patio and flagstone
coping. Play equipment and outdoor speakers remain.
Conveniently located to schools, restaurants andshopping.
All info per seller
5 Bedrooms • 3-1/2 Baths • $1.5+ Mil
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GOOD WORK 
GOES UNNOTICED…
Non-Surgical Hair Replacement

www.tmhairadditions.com
6700 West Loop South, 370  Bellaire, TX 77401

Call for a Complimentary 
Consultation Today!

713-838-1880
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