Coalbed methane drilling a tough sell 

Public information sessions reveal deep-seated suspicions on part of landowners
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WETASKIWIN - The dozens of faces at a Wetaskiwin meeting on coalbed methane are grim and focused. They listen as industry and government make presentations and assure them that water wells, the lifeblood of any farm, are being protected.

"We're not going to sell our soul for this," says the Alberta Energy and Utilities Board's Red Deer head, Leo Touchette, to the 100 or so attendees.

But Alberta farmers and landowners from Drayton Valley to Rockyford are worried that their water will be contaminated.

At public information sessions put on by Alberta Environment across the province this month, farmers' suspicions about coalbed methane, the province's fastest-growing source for natural gas, have gushed out.

"We're guinea pigs out here," said Lloyd Marshman, chairman of the Rosebud River Watershed Partners, after a meeting in Rockyford this Wednesday. The village lies near Rosebud, which has seen several complaints of possible methane contamination in water wells following drilling.

"We've got a kind of chicken-and-egg situation. What came first?"

Coalbed methane has the tantalizing potential to keep Alberta's important and lucrative natural gas industry steady as conventional sources are exhausted in the years and decades ahead. On the flip side, it is also possible coalbed methane development will result in an explosive political mess for any company or provincial government that doesn't take landowners' concerns about the environment and their water seriously.

That is clear at the meetings. While some people who attended the first few government-sponsored sessions simply had questions about regulations and procedures, many more seemed to have already formed an opinion.

"They're not drilling around my place because I won't let them," said Rick Rota, a Millet-area landowner who attended the meeting in Wetaskiwin Tuesday. "I'll fight them till the bitter end."

Coalbed methane extraction is relatively new to Alberta. There were no wells drilled before 2002, but there are now 6,000 wells across the province and 3,500 more expected to come on stream every year. Most of the coalbed methane wells are concentrated in the shallow Horseshoe Canyon coal formation, which runs roughly between Edmonton and Calgary.

Concerns about coalbed methane are particularly intense for a few reasons: a lot of the activity has been focused where much of Alberta's agricultural production takes place, and where there hasn't necessarily been a high density of conventional wells in the past.

Coalbed methane requires more work to retrieve out of the ground than conventional gas. The coal must be fractured with blasts of nitrogen to get the gas out. There are concerns that as the coal is "fraced," freed gas will also seep into water sources.

As coalbed methane production came to Alberta, farmers also picked up the stories from the U.S. where some farmers' crops were ruined by saline water that came out with the gas, and wells were densely packed across the land. Recently there has been more local concerns about methane appearing in water wells after drilling in areas around Wetaskiwin, Drumheller and Rosebud.
At the presentations this week, both government and industry representatives reiterated to the dubious crowds that there has never been any proof that coalbed methane drilling in Alberta has contaminated a water well with gas -- although a handful of cases are still under investigation. They said it is common to find methane in groundwater even when there is no development.

"So far, water tests done by Alberta Environment have found no connection whatsoever between gassy water wells and natural gas from coal exploration and development activity," said Mike Dawson, president of the Canadian Society for Unconventional Gas.

Alberta Environment said the province's regulations are tough. Companies have to build in protections, such as cement casing around a well, to protect groundwater. As of May 1 this year companies must offer to test all active water wells within 600 metres of a shallow coalbed methane well prior to drilling. The government will follow up every complaint.

The landowners were also told by both the Energy and Utilities Board and the provincial farmers' advocate that they have the right to ask a lot of questions of energy companies and be tenacious when negotiating land access.
"You're going to live for a long time with these developments so make sure that they are done in way that you are satisfied with. Make sure your rights are protected. If in doubt, don't sign," said Touchette of the EUB.
The information sessions have already taken place in communities such as Trochu, Strathmore and Torrington. In the weeks ahead, sessions will be held in Lacombe, Ponoka, Stettler, Fort Assiniboine, Pigeon Lake, Claresholm and Nanton. Another meeting may be added in Rosebud, where there have been concerns raised about methane in wells.

Dawson said industry should have had public information sessions about coalbed methane earlier, in 2002 or 2003, but "industry is now just coming around to recognize the importance of stakeholder relations."
But if the reaction at the first group of public meetings are any indication, there is still persistent mistrust of both industry and government. It's going to be a tough sell.
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