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» Carson Park railroad 
set for growth spurt 
Volunteers plan to add an 
eighth of a mile of new track. 
Page 3A

» City water plant  
getting upgrade
Eau Claire City Council will 
vote on $9.9 million contract. 
Page 3A
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VALLEY BUSINESS • Courses teach crucial business skills to Chippewa Valley artists/1B

VALLEY ARTS • Country Fest organizers take pride in weekend jam-packed with performers/3E

By COLLEEN LONG  
and LISA MASCARO

Associated Press

WASHINGTON — Pres-
ident Donald Trump on 
Saturday delayed a nation-
wide immigration sweep 
to deport people living 
the United States illegally, 
including families, saying he 
would give lawmakers two 
weeks to work out solutions 
for the southern border.

The move came after 
House Speaker Nancy Pe-
losi called Trump on Friday 
asking him to call off the 
raids. But three administra-
tion officials said scrapping 
the operation was not just 
about politics. They said 
Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement leaders had 
expressed serious concerns 
that officers’ safety would 
be in jeopardy because too 
many details about the raids 
had been made public.

» Buckshot May issue

North’s Stange,  
Elk Mound’s Radtke 
take home top awards

MAY 2019
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TODAY

TOUGH TIMES
By Eric Lindquist

Leader-Telegram staff

A 
relatively new industry to 
west-central Wisconsin 
continues to give area resi-
dents a modern-day lesson in 

old-fashioned economics.
The regional frac sand industry, 

which burst onto the scene about a 
decade ago, already has gone through 
at least two boom-and-bust cycles and 
is in the midst of a bust that has idled 
several mines.

The source of the strife comes down 
to the basic economic principle of sup-
ply and demand.

While demand for frac sand re-
mains strong, the supply has expanded 
dramatically in the last two years as 
energy companies have built a number 
of mines closer to oilfields in Texas and 
Oklahoma, said UW-Eau Claire geolo-
gy professor Kent Syverson, who also 
serves as a consultant for the frac sand 
industry. The production expansion has 
pushed down prices and enabled oil 
drillers to get local sand for less than 
the cost of shipping it from Wisconsin.

“I think the boom years are over,” 
Syverson said, referring to the period 
from 2011 to 2014 when sand mines, 
processing plants and rail loading facil-
ities were popping up like dandelions 
across west-central Wisconsin to take 
advantage of the region’s silica sand 
reserves.

“The capital has already been 
invested in Wisconsin,” he said, “so 
the real questions are how much of 
this sand will still be needed and how 
many of these higher-cost operations 
that are taken off line will never come 
back.”

Ryan Carbrey, senior vice president 
of shale research for Rystad Energy in 
Houston, said Upper Midwest mines 
with annual capacity of 18 million tons 
of frac sand already have been idled 
this year, and his company projects that 
total will rise to 30 million tons by the 
end of 2019.

The vast majority of the mines pro-

ducing what is known in the industry as 
northern white sand are in Wisconsin, 
with the bulk of them located within 80 
miles of Eau Claire.

The sand is used in hydraulic frac-
turing — the drilling technique com-
monly known as fracking that involves 
injecting a mixture of sand, water and 
chemicals deep into underground 
wells to force oil and natural gas to the 
surface. The sand is used to hold open 
fissures in the rock.

Northern white sand, prized by 
fracking companies for its coarseness, 
durability and the spherical shape of 
its grains, is still considered to be of 
higher quality than the sand produced 
in Texas, but producers have developed 
methods to make the lower-quality 
sand work well enough to satisfy their 

needs, Carbrey said.
Most importantly to producers, the 

Texas sand is cheaper because it doesn’t 
have to be shipped more than 1,000 
miles by rail from Wisconsin to the oil 
and gas deposits in the Permian Basin in 
west Texas and southeast New Mexico.

“Wisconsin sand is still the Cadillac 
of all sands, but these companies in 
the Permian Basin are saying they can 
make more money driving a Chevy 
than a Cadillac,” Syverson said. “It’s all 
a cost-benefit analysis.”

As a result, demand has dramatical-
ly increased for the finer grain sand, 
which is much more plentiful than 
northern white sand, he 
said.

Hi-Crush announced early this year it was halting production at its frac sand mining 
operation in Augusta, above. The facility is one of several regional mines that have 
been idled, in part because of increased competition from sand mines in Texas.

Staff file  photos

Workers haul sand during busier times in May 2017 at the former Fairmount Santrol mine in Menomonie. 
Production has been scaled back at the mine, now owned by Covia.

Region’s frac sand mines struggle amid industry changes

See SAND  Page 2A

Trump 
postpones 
nationwide 
immigration 
crackdown
Politics, leaks 
cited for delay

See IMMIGRATION  Page 2A
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