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Work on the relief well is going quite well, as I have been noting. The Wall Street Journal is now
reporting that BP is hoping to stop the oil spill through a relief well by July 27, ahead of its public
target of mid-August.

Trying to work out exactly where the relief well has reached, relative to set target depths is
slightly complicated by the difference between measured depth of the well, and true vertical
depth. To use just a portion of the final slide that Kent Wells used in his last technical briefing

If one uses this as a reference to the remarks made by Admiral Allen Wednesday, he notes that
the well is within 200 ft of the initial intersection point, which is about 50 ft below the end of the
lined section of the original well, which had been cased with a 9 7/8 inch liner. Below that level the
well contains the production casing that was inserted into the well, but which was only cemented
into place at the lower end. (The Admiral calls this the drill pipe – which is not the right term to
use and which can be a bit confusing if you don’t look at the construction of the well). So let me
just try and recreate a rough sketch of the area we are talking about.

ing if you don’t look at the construction of the well). So let me just try and recreate a rough sketch
of the area we are talking about.

According to the Congressional testimony the bottom of the lined section of the original well ends
at 17,168 ft, which is perhaps 100 ft below the level shown by Mr Wells. This is where the original
well was lined with a steel casing, with concrete around and below it, as the original well was
drilled. The gap between the steel of the casing and the rock is known as the annulus, and it is this
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that I show filled with cement in two places.

So if you look at the above sketch of a section through the hole at the end of the 9 7/8th inch
segment, the lighter steel casing liner was installed first, then the cement was pushed down to the
then bottom of the hole. The cement flowed out and back up the hole giving the sort of “L” shape
that the top cement segment has in this section. The hole was thus lined with a cement and steel
jacket, before the drill bit on the end of the drill pipe came down and drilled through the cement
at the bottom of that section, and on down to the producing formation.

At this point BP could have continued a liner section for the bottom of the well, as they had just
done for the segment of the well above, or they could install what is known as production casing.
This latter is a long tube that will run from the bottom of the well up to the BOP. They chose to do
the latter. Thus the production casing was lowered into place, and the casing section that I show
runs the full length of the underground segment of the borehole.

However in installing that continuous tube, instead of filling the gap between the rock and the
tube (the annulus) with cement all the way up to the cement above it, they only partially filled the
gap, over the lower segment of the well. This left a gap of somewhat indeterminate length where
there is no cement between the production casing (the Admiral’s drill pipe) and the rock wall.

With that situation in mind, let me return to the Admiral’s press conference Wednesday. In it, he
said that the relief well is still around 15 ft from the original well and with about 200 ft to go to the
point of intersection. At this point the well is being drilled in 10 – 15 ft lengths and then surveyed,
so that the RW can hit the original well where intended.

The intention is

they'll go through a series of spaces, starting with what they call the annulus, and that's
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the area in the wellbore outside the casing, and then the casing is outside the well pipe.

They will check at each point on whether or not there is any hydrocarbons there and
any pressure. And if there is none, they will attempt to actually apply mud to kill that
portion of it. If they can go into the annulus and fill that with mud, and if that stops the
problem, then they know the flow to the surface was to the annulus only. If that doesn't
stop it and there's indications that there's product going up through the pipe, they will
ultimately have to drill through the pipe and apply mud twice.

In other words, they will come into the well around the zone that I have shown with no cement in
the annulus. If the well is flowing oil and gas into the space outside of the production casing, then
it will be flowing up the outside until it reaches the bottom of the lined section of the well. The flow
then moves into the gap between the production casing and the steel casing liner and works its
way up to the BOP through that channel.

If that is the case, then the bottom of the production casing may be still sealed, and by just filling
the channel from the point of intersection up to the BOP with mud, then the well might be killed.

On the other hand, if the bottom seal at the lower end of the production casing has failed (which
might be why the initial negative pressure test showed flow) then oil and gas are flowing up the
inside of the production casing, and filling the space outside the production casing with mud won’t
stop the flow.

Thus the drill will then restart and drill through the production casing, to fill it, in turn with mud.
Both operations will take time. As the Admiral noted

. . .if they have to pump mud up through the annulus and then go into the pipe and
pump mud there, too, that's a period of seven, 10 days to accomplish both of those
things. And if they have to be done in sequence because of the condition of the wellbore
when they go in, it will probably take into August, . . .

And in the meantime, the seas are still not allowing the final connections to be made to the kill
circuit on the BOP, to increase oil and gas collected, which in the last report was:

For the first 12 hours on July 7 (midnight to noon), approximately 8,330 barrels of oil
were collected and approximately 3,925 barrels of oil and 28.8 million cubic feet of
natural gas were flared.

• On July 6, total oil recovered was approx. 24,760 barrels:
• approx. 16,535 barrels of oil were collected,
• approx. 8,225 barrels of oil were flared,
• and approx. 57.5 million cubic feet of natural gas were flared.

Incidentally, it appears that the debate on changing the cap is still going on.
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We are still reviewing the technical specifications that were provided to us by BP on not
only that cap, but several other options. The procedures on how it would be done, the
amount of time at which the well would be open for discharge of some amount of oil, and
the weather window that it would take to do that, and that is all under review right now
inside the administration, and I wouldn't want to attach a percentage right now.

Chuck Watson has an update on the weather situation, and in particular Tropical Depression 2. He
reports:

The National Hurricane Center started formally tracking Tropical Depression #2 last
night. This morning it it doesn't look like much, although it might technically reach
tropical storm strength before landfall. It is on track to follow in Alex's footsteps, making
landfall in northern Mexico or far south Texas.

More importantly for the Gulf, this system is a continuation of the disturbed weather
that is keeping wave heights above 3 feet over the entire cleanup and response area.
While waves don't interfere with relief well drilling until they are much higher (once in
place, most platforms can function in waves over 20 feet, and some platforms can
operate in up to 30 ft waves), the smaller waves severely restrict skimming operations
and put a lot of stress on protective booms, breaking them, over toping them, and
setting up longshore currents that move the oil in to previously untouched areas. In
addition, the hookup of the Helix Producer to the existing capture equipment continues
to be delayed due to weather.

It looks to be at least this weekend before things calm down.
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 This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike
3.0 United States License.
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