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How Oil's Most Boring CEO Found Himself Atop 10 Billion Barrels

Pioneer had no idea it had the prime position in what might be the biggest oil patch in U.S. history.
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Pioneer CEO Sco

In the fall of 2011, Tom Spalding; a stim: geologist with: salt-and-pepper: hair; stood before the board of directors of Pioneer Natural Resources; an oil:and gas
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A fish trophy in Sheffield’s office. The inlay is shale from the Eagle Ford formation in South Texas. Photographer: Ben Sklar for Bloomberg Businessweek
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An employee descends the stairs of a work-over rig in an oilfield near Midland. Work-over rigs drill deep into the earth removing sediment to extract crude oil.
Photographer: Ben Sklar for Bloomberg Businessweek
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The difference between a good frack job and a bad frack job-might be 50 percent of
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ge!
amass cash with crude prices as low as $35 a barrel. Pioneer’s cash reserves rose to $1.61 billion in the first quarter of this year, up from $383 million a year earlier.

The company, meanwhile, is spending a lot of money now in the belief that oil prices will soon rise. Not everyone thinks it will pay off. Criticizing shale drillers at the
Sohn Investment Conference a year ago, David Einhorn singled out Pioneer, in which he has a short position, as the “Mother-Fracker.” Einhorn, president of
Greenlight Capital, argued that Pioneer lost $12 for every barrel it developed over the previous nine years. “That’s like using $50 bills to counterfeit $20s,” he said.
Pioneer’s shares fell almost 2 percent that day. Then the market reconsidered—the share price has nearly recovered even as oil plunged from $63 a barrel to as low as
$26. Pioneer’s stock for the past year has outperformed its peers by more than 50 percent.
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A Pioneer pad site near Midland. Photographer: Ben Sklar for Bloomberg Businessweek
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