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In 2016 several state agencies in Colorado regulate various
aspects of the oil and gas industry. One is the Colorado Oil
and Gas Conservation Commission. This agency is respon-
sible for overseeing most exploration and production activity
and can directly trace its origins to the State Oil Inspector Act
of 1899.

Trappers and Native Americans had long visited the oil
seeps in the foothills of southern Colorado for medicine and
other uses. In 1858 the Gold Rush brought miners and others
who spread out in the region’s foothills and mountains. With
food and other supplies over a thousand miles away “back
in the States”, entrepreneurs quickly began to develop local
resources such as the oil seeps.

In Fremont county one of these seeps was developed into
a shallow well in 1862; the first commercial well in Colorado.
The Florence field was discovered in the same area 20 years
later. The second and third discoveries in Colorado were in
Boulder and Rio Blanco counties in 1902. Initially the oil was
refined into kerosene and lubricants with the lighter fractions
typically discarded. In the early 1900s, the advent of mass-
produced automobiles made it possible to collect and sell all
components.

The first state law to regulate discharge of waste from re-
fineries was passed in 1889. The bill was proposed by the rep-
resentative from Fremont County, which had the only refiner-
ies in the state. Prior to that law, recurring efforts were made
to regulate the composition and safety of illuminating oil. The
initial bill was proposed in the first state legislature in 1876
and repeated in successive legislative sessions. A compromise
bill to establish the office of State Oil Inspector was finally
passed in 1899.

The role of the Oil Inspector was officially expanded in
1915 to include responsibility for some upstream activity in
addition to maintaining the oil inspection role. In 1927 the
Colorado Gas Conservation Commission was established to
regulate drilling. Three Commissioners were appointed from
industry. The Oil Inspector was an ex-officio member of the
Commission, with the responsibility for managing staff re-
sources for both the upstream and downstream regulatory
programs. By 1951 it was clear that the 1927 rules did not
have enough “teeth” to manage the growing industry, so an
expanded Colorado Oil and Gas Conservation Commission
was formed. This Commission initially included 5 members
from the exploration and production industry, with a Director
hired to manage staff.

All of this change played out on the stage of politics and
personalities. The 20 years of legislative wrangling over oil
inspection regulation occurred at the same time that oil syndi-
cates like Continental and Standard were jockeying for Colo-
rado production and market. The first politically-appointed,
non-technical oil inspectors such as Frank J. Medina Jr. and
Claude Street were replaced by civil service engineer James
Duce during the wild and wooly Denver Progressive era.
Duce worked hand in hand with the state and federal bureaus
of mines and geologic surveys to advance the science of oil
and gas exploration and production in the state.

One Commissioner, Warwick M. Downing was active in
the Denver political scene, having led Mayor Speer’s Moun-
tain Parks imitative. Downing, a respected oil and gas attor-
ney, was an early member of Interstate Oil and Gas Compact
Commission that emphasized conservation of oil and gas re-
sources and protection of correlative rights across the coun-
try in the 1930s. He was instrumental in recommending and
drafting the 1951 legislation that expanded the agency and
remained a member of the reconstituted Colorado Oil and Gas
Conservation Commission.
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