Province betrays reluctance to blacken coalbed-methane gold rush

Drilling picks up pace as narrowly defined rules exclude many landowners
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When Dale Zimmerman moved to his farm eight years go, there was plenty of good well water for his family and his 100 head of cattle. Not anymore. Since last year, he's been hauling water for his personal use and later for his cattle.

His problems started last July, after a handful of coalbed-methane (CBM) wells were drilled nearby, says Zimmerman. After that, he noticed a silver colour in the water from his well and the cattle wouldn't go near it.

He received conflicting advice about the safety of his well water, but one oil-company test found high levels of methane. Then, in the fall, when water was short, his calves drank from the contaminated well. They got bloated and sick.

Zimmerman worries that natural gas is migrating from the coalbed-methane wells about 1.5 kilometres away and is contaminating his water well.

He's not the first rural landowner to raise that concern.

The Alberta government and the oil industry are very sensitive to the suggestion there is any such problem with coalbed-methane drilling. No wonder. This is Alberta's next big gold rush, the key to replacing the diminishing supply of conventional natural gas and to keeping the provincial treasury overflowing with surpluses.

Coalbed methane is natural gas stuck in coal seams. To get it out, companies drill into the seam and send explosives into the well to cause fractures in the coal seam (called "fracing"). This releases the trapped gas, which flows into the well bore and up to the surface.

Fracing is one of the big worries. Landowners and environmentalists fear the cracks will let coal gas seep into nearby groundwater.

The Alberta government and industry say there's no proof that happens. They maintain that natural gas or methane can occur naturally in ground water either from methane-producing bacteria or from "natural migration." So don't blame those new cracks from coalbed-methane wells if gas pours out of your kitchen taps.

That answer is increasingly unconvincing to Zimmerman and other rural landowners.

As Zimmerman points out, if the fracing is designed to get the methane flowing into the well pipe, why isn't it possible it could also cause the gas to migrate further into groundwater?

Meanwhile, the natural causes for his problem have been ruled out. Water tests, including one by Alberta Environment, show no methane-producing bacteria, and the company that drilled the water well five years ago confirmed that there was no methane at that time.

Alberta Environment is "dedicated to working with these landowners" to find out what caused their problems, says spokeswoman Kim Hunt. But the department must do a thorough investigation, she cautions, and there's no evidence the water problems are connected to coalbed methane.

But then, no one has been looking very hard, either.

If you don't test an existing water well for natural gas before drilling starts nearby for coalbed methane, you've got no basis for comparison -- no way to know if the gas that turns up in the taps is "natural" or as a result of drilling.

Alberta Environment recognized that problem this spring. As of May 1, oil companies are required to offer water-well testing to rural landowners before drilling for coalbed methane within 600 metres.

Sounds good -- except that oil companies only test for the presence of methane, not the amount they might find in a water well.

Also, the testing requirement applies only to shallow gas wells, the smaller part of the industry.

Most CBM wells are deep, far below groundwater levels.

A recently developed test, called an isotope test, could help settle the issue. The test can give an exact fingerprint of the gas content in a water well. If it matches the gas in the nearby CBM well, we've got cause and effect.

Alberta Environment did such a test on Zimmerman's well. They say it didn't show a match. But Zimmerman says the report he got back showed only a few gas wells in the area were tested and there's more to be done.

Meanwhile, the Energy and Utilities Board in January put tighter controls on fracing done in shallow CBM wells (less than 200 metres) because it's worried about the impact on water supplies.

It wants a better handle on the impact of fracing, a review of the technical design of fracing and a look at "regulatory options."

Amid all this uncertainty, Zimmerman says there are plans to drill another 120 wells in his neighborood.

About 6,000 CBM wells have been drilled so far in Alberta and that could rise to 50,000.

David Swan, Liberal environment critic, says the government and EUB have lost the trust of landowners on this issue. He says it's time to call in an independent committee of experts to investigate migration of gas and the cumulative effect of thousands of wells on groundwater.

There's evidence of natural-gas migrating from convention oil wells into water wells, Swan points out, so why is this not a possibility from a coalbed-methane well?

Emotions are growing intense over the issue and the lack of scientific data makes a bad situation worse.

Meanwhile, Alberta Environment's new well-testing rules come too late for dozens of farmers and ranchers in Zimmerman's situation. He doesn't qualify for compensation because the coalbed-methane wells are not on his land.

"I'd drill another (water) well but there's no guarantee it wouldn't contain gas," says Zimmerman. "Where do you go? My options are limited."
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