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Halliburton ‘War Room’ Tracks Sand
Shipments for Fracking Industry
Houston Operation Is Designed to Ensure Frack Sand Deliveries Across the U.S.
Never Stop

By Alison Sider Follow

Nov. 12, 2014 7:20 pm ET

Rail cars near a pile of silica sand dubbed in Winona, Minn., in March 2012. ILLUSTRATION: ASSOCIATED PRESS

Fracking an oil well takes millions of dollars, thousands of pounds of horsepower and dozens
of people, but the whole operation can be brought to a halt by a humble grain of sand.

Without sand—a crucial ingredient in the hydraulic fracturing process—the U.S. drilling
boom would stop. That is why Halliburton Co.  set up a new “war room” to track
sand shipments by trains and trucks.

More than a dozen employees hunker down daily on the first floor of Halliburton’s north
Houston office in front of massive screens with real-time maps of railcars transporting sand,
live camera feeds of sand mine loading and unloading operations, constantly updated
weather conditions and data about sand levels in the company’s storage silos.

The entire operation is designed to ensure frack sand deliveries never stop, executives say.
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During hydraulic fracturing, a slurry of water, chemicals and sand are blasted down a well
under intense pressure to break open dense rock. The tiny cracks that fracking creates allow
oil and gas to flow to the surface; those fissures are propped open by the sand. Without it, the
new pathways would collapse, leaving fuel trapped underground.

On average, frackers pour about 5 million pounds of sand down the typical shale oil well,
according to PacWest Consulting Partners. But Halliburton and others are experimenting
with four times that volume—often pumping 20 million pounds of sand down a single well.

And the sand best suited for fracking comes from Wisconsin and Minnesota, nowhere near
U.S. oil patches. Oilfield service companies like Halliburton do the actual work of fracking
wells, but getting sand to the well site takes careful coordination between mines, railroads
and energy companies.

The most efficient way to move 20 million pounds of frack sand from the upper Midwest to oil
patches in Texas and Colorado takes dedicated trains, around 100 cars long, filled exclusively
with sand, the company said. And since trains can’t take the sand all the way to the site of an
oil well, the final leg of the journey requires offloading it onto trucks. Emptying a frack sand
train can take up to 500 tractor-trailers.

Last year’s harsh winter weather left railroad tracks too icy to carry sand at times, but even
during the summer some shipments weren’t making it on time, Halliburton said. That left
oilfield workers and equipment sitting idle for days while costs mounted.

“It was a breaking point,” said Tim Wesbey, Halliburton’s director of logistics for the western
hemisphere.

Sand trains now crisscross the country, but it isn’t just blankets of snow that disrupt
shipments. This fall a train loaded with a massive sand shipment destined for Colorado was
delayed by 12 hours when a University of Nebraska home football game held up a crew change
in Lincoln.

“Do we need to not schedule unit trains on Saturdays during football” seasons," said Billy
Smith, Halliburton’s senior director for North American operations.

Halliburton diverted sand from another oilfield to mitigate the delay, a move the company
says it was able to do because of its frack sand war room. Since setting up the war room, sand-
related downtime at Halliburton’s frack sites has dropped by more than 60%, Mr. Smith said.



Halliburton isn’t the only company trying to get a handle on sand logistics. EOG Resources
Inc., one of the biggest oil producers in the Eagle Ford Shale of South Texas, now sources its
own sand for fracking operations there, saving the company $1 million a well.

Sand’s supply-chain problems erupted suddenly as oil companies started to frack with more
of it, according to David Vernon, an energy analyst with Bernstein Research. “To the extent
you spend more time managing those operations, you can wring some efficiencies out of
them,” he said.

Union Pacific Corp. has about half the railroad industry’s frack sand hauling business,
according to Bernstein Research. The railroad’s sand shipments have been increasing about
30% a year since 2010, but in the recently reported third quarter those sales were up nearly
40% from the third quarter of 2013, Union Pacific chief executive Jack Koraleski told investors.

But a railcar shortage for the type of covered hoppers that are used to move sand could create
future bottlenecks, said Bryan Shinn, chief executive of U.S. Silica, one of the largest sand
mining companies in the country.

U.S. Silica is adding 2,000 hoppers to its fleet, boosting it by 29% to 9,000 railcars by next
year. Still, there is a two-year wait to order more new rail cars, which could challenge the
industry’s ability to deliver sand from new mines to new frack sites.

“It feels like it’s on the razor’s edge,” Mr. Shinn said.
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