
Extracted: How oil companies pull more money from North Dakota mineral owners 
 
 
In this yearlong investigation by the North Dakota Monitor and ProPublica, reporter Jacob 
Orledge revealed how North Dakota oil and gas companies withhold hundreds of millions of 
dollars every year from the people they lease drilling rights from, and how state officials refuse 
to take action. 
 
Though the investigation began in July 2024 supported by a grant from ProPublica, the topic 
first came to Orledge’s attention several years earlier. He attended the inaugural meeting of the 
Williston Basin Royalty Owners Association in 2018, a group of nearly 100 royalty owners who 
had begun noticing the deductions being taken out of their monthly checks with only vague 
explanations from the companies.  
 
Orledge set out to investigate their complaints, understand why companies were holding back 
large portions of the payments, and whether it was legal. He also investigated why state officials 
declined to intervene to protect their constituents.  
 
The investigation was wide ranging. Orledge convinced dozens of royalty owners to share 
thousands of pages of royalty information, personal financial information they see as akin to 
credit card statements, to verify the claims. He did extensive research on the obscure legal 
history of the issue across the country, learning there is far more disagreement about what 
should be allowed than regulators and companies lead lawmakers to believe.  
 
The result was a four-part series illustrating the lack of transparency from the industry, how as 
much as a billion dollars may be deducted in a year, and how other states have better protected 
constituents.  
 
The reporting has already had an impact in raising awareness of the issue. Many royalty 
owners, due to the complexity of their monthly statements and the industry’s opaque 
explanations, are unaware of the deductions. But royalty owners around the country, judging by 
emails received post-publication, have been alerted to the issue. Several lawsuits have been 
filed against one company, Hess Corp., that has been among the worst offenders. And more 
than a dozen royalty owners joined a class-action effort against that company.  
 
Many of the impacts will not be immediately obvious. Our fourth article illustrated several 
lawmakers are interested in finding a policy solution to the royalty owners’ complaints. But North 
Dakota has a biennial Legislature and any solutions can’t be proposed, let alone implemented, 
until January 2027.  
 
 
 
 
 

https://northdakotamonitor.com/tag/extracted/

















