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SIMULATORS MIMIC THE PUSH TO STRIKE OIL

A $400,000 high-tech machine teaches rig workers to make decisions under the conditions found in the field

By DAVID S. ROSEN
Copyright 2006 Houston Chronicle 

Billy Sherbert sank into the comfortable chair, took a deep breath and stared at the whirlwind of data surrounding him.
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At his sides were five flat-screen computer monitors, each demanding his attention. In front of him, on a plain white wall, was a projected image of an oil drill that he was operating in the Venezuelan plains. Whirring, whining and humming from speakers near his chair replicated what he'll be hearing once he goes out into the field and drills a real well.

Sherbert is part of an aggressive training program by Houston-based Nabors Drilling USA to prepare its employees for the arrival of 60 new oil drilling rigs over the next two years, one of which is already in use.

Although it might look like a video game, Sherbert was well aware of the importance of pressing the right buttons on the touch-screen in front of him.

"You have to have training before you go out there. Let's say you do this," the 30-year-old from Bridgeport said, tapping the screen three times, "and shut down a motor without setting your brakes. Boom, you just killed hands."

According to Sherbert and other Nabors employees who have trained on the machine, the simulator looks, feels and sounds almost like a real drilling rig. The Programmable Alternating Current Electric simulator, or PACE, is designed by CS Manufacturing in Albuquerque, N.M., and may help save money or lives.

More drilling and oil companies are using such machines as newer rigs are put to work.

Bill Butler, president of CS Manufacturing, said his company has designed 400 simulation programs for 50 companies since his group was founded in 1990. About half of the company's business comes from the oil and natural gas industry.

Butler said his customer list in the drilling business includes Houston-based Parker Drilling.

On-the-job training

The idea of using a computer simulator is a far cry from the way workers were once trained through on-the-job experience. The new rigs, which rely on digital technology, are also significantly different from the older models, said Glenn Weissinger, Nabors human resources director. 

"The older-generation rigs are a lot more toward the analog side, where there are analog dials, controls, brakes that are operated by your foot, that sort of thing," Weissinger said.

Nabors trainees are taken to the company's north Houston office in groups of four, where they spend a week sitting surrounded by computer monitors and gauges as they guide a computerized image of a drill.

"In here, all we have is this software and the projection. So if we do mess things up, all we need to do is reset the computer," said Frank Durham, who trains employees.

Instructors tell the students to ask about any problems they're concerned about, so the trainers can use the simulator to try everything possible.

While the workers and managers going through the training have long been familiar with drilling wells, doing it with a new set of controls is challenging for some.

''A lot of it is step by step. It's like muscle memory," said Danny Vanckhoven, another company trainer. "The stress level on Monday is really high. We've had guys in here that have never touched a computer, and they come in here Monday morning and it's overwhelming."

Many of the first exercises take three or four steps, Durham said. As the week goes on, the scenarios get progressively more complicated, eventually working their way up to 10 steps or more.

Nabors is not requiring anyone to go through the training. With the demand for drilling surging, workers who don't won't to learn digital methods can keep working on older rigs.

Even if some workers decide not to go through the training, they'll still be able to keep their jobs, Weissinger said. Nabors has 250 rigs working around the world using older technology.

Casey Davis, the health, safety and environmental officer for Parker, said his company has had two simulators for the past seven years, one in New Iberia, La., the other in New Zealand.

Training on the simulator is mandatory for anyone who operates equipment on the drill floor, Davis said.

Plenty of problems

Behind the simulator at Nabors, trainers have their own computer touch-screens, equipped with about 40 possible problems built into the computer program that the employee might have to navigate through in the simulator. Problems range from things like a pump failure to the hole caving in, Durham said. 

Along with helping employees solve problems on rigs that will be coming soon — Weissinger said 36 rigs are expected to be ready by the end of the year — the simulator helps the company troubleshoot problems.

It's sort of like experimenting without consequences, Durham said.

"We might have some person call in from the rig and say, 'We've got this problem, can you help me with it?' and well, we've got the simulator sitting right here," Durham said.

Two more planned

Last month, Sherbert's team was the 10th group to go through training on the simulator, and Weissinger said the computer program has such strong support from company management that Nabors plans to soon install two more of the machines in Casper, Wyo., and Oklahoma City. 

Along with Weissinger, some of the Nabors drillers gave the simulator rave reviews.

''I'm ready," said Greg Gaspard, a 52-year-old worker from Austin, looking up from his touch-screen. "I don't think anybody would be worried to go out shortly. I couldn't have done it without this."
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