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With landowner concerns growing about the number of coal bed methane wells being drilled in rural Alberta, Tory leadership candidates are split on how to proceed with the industry -- with one calling for a six-month time out to review the sector.

This week, rivals vying to succeed Ralph Klein as Tory leader weighed in on the debate.

Coal bed methane is viewed as a key industry for the province, potentially generating more than $500 million in annual royalties by 2010.

But some rural residents worry about its impact, with concerns ranging from groundwater to equipment noise.

One candidate to replace Klein as Conservative leader says he'd seek a possible six-month time out to examine development.

"There may be an option to say for the next six months . . . while we are doing this review, nothing new will be approved," Mark Norris told the Herald's editorial board this week.

"I'm honestly feeling that people want us to take a deep breath and say 'Let's get this right for the long term,' rather than keep sort of racing through and end up with a similar situation to the oilsands."

Once a review is done, Norris said the government could then make recommendations for legislative changes, if required.

Other candidates passed on the idea of stalling on coal bed methane development, which has seen 7,700 wells dot the prairie landscape.

Another 50,000 wells are expected to be drilled over the next two decades.

Ted Morton, who is proposing a moratorium on all kinds of drilling in the sensitive Eastern Slopes until a land-use framework is set, doesn't think a provincewide breather from CBM development is the way to go.

"I think we've been on top of that issue sufficiently that we don't need that," said Morton, adding the province has made regulatory changes to monitor potential impacts on well water and taken action toward mapping Alberta's aquifers to identify potential problems.

"We've learned from the mistakes that were made in places like Wyoming," he said.

However, Morton believes the province must update rules around landowner compensation.

Revenue sharing with the municipal districts and counties -- where much of the CBM activity is taking place -- is also needed to help pay for the burden on rural roads, he said.

Rival candidate Victor Doerksen, who's made water a major plank in his campaign platform, said fresh water has to be a priority.

"If you're going to approach the issue, where would you start from? Well, you'd have to start from the fact that fresh water is more important than natural gas," he said.

"And if there's a conflict between the two, fresh water should win out."

Tory hopeful Lyle Oberg isn't sure the province's regulatory bodies have had time to react to everything happening in the sector, though he believes the pace of CBM development in Alberta is fine. 

He suggested regulations may need work to ensure all companies are meeting the same high standards.

And the former cabinet minister also said the province doesn't have a good understanding of its water mapping.

"On a provincial basis, we absolutely have to do the mapping of aquifers, we have to do the mapping of surface water," he said.

"There are no ways around that."

Ed Stelmach, a rural MLA from northern Alberta, said the government has done some good work and that the industry appears to be slowing down.

But he added people are waiting to learn more about CBM development, particularly with regard to water.

Stelmach says in some areas set for increased activity, residents have to be made comfortable with it.

"It's something that people are saying, 'OK, you're telling me it's safe today, but I want to know if it's going to be safe 50 years from now,' " he said.
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