Government taking steps to address water concerns 
The water issue dogs CBM producers
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Water is the lifeblood of agriculture, so it is no surprise that farmers should be concerned about this essential resource in the face of expanding coalbed methane (CBM) production. After all, CBM is still perceived as new, rapidly expanding, and different from conventional oil and gas development. Its manufacturing-style drilling model can seem overwhelming when 40 or 50 wells at a time are punched in the ground.
Gregg Scott, president of Scott Land & Lease Ltd., says one of the challenges he has faced in recent years has been explaining the rapid pace of CBM drilling to landowners. He cites an example near Innisfail, Alberta, where a 50-well drilling program suddenly doubled into a 100-well program, leaving landowners more than just a little surprised. Overall, he says his biggest challenge is misinformation.
“Whether in the press, the Internet or in coffee shops, this misinformation has to do with some of the problems CBM producers have created in the U.S., even though those practices just don’t exist in Canada and won’t exist in Canada,” he says. In the Powder River Basin of Wyoming, large volumes of “more or less” fresh produced water was disposed of on the surface, creating problems around erosion, water compatibility and, in some areas, waterlogged farmers’ fields.
By all accounts, however, produced water and its disposal from CBM development shouldn’t be an issue in Alberta. The Horseshoe Canyon, which currently sees 95 per cent of Alberta’s coalbed methane activity, is a dry coal seam. The next most promising coal in Alberta for CBM development is the Mannville. Currently, only a handful of producers are tentatively proving the commercial viability of this vast resource. While the Mannville is a water-bearing coal, it produces only saline water, which is subject to standard, well-proven oil and gas industry disposal rules.
The real water issue in CBM development is ensuring that CBM drilling and production doesn’t adversely effect freshwater acquifers and water wells.
To this end, in 2006 the EUB put in place a number of new directives to address stakeholder concerns. The EUB’s Brenda Austin characterizes these new CBM-specific rules as “overprotective, judging from the industry’s feedback.”  They include Directive 27 (additional requirements attached to shallow fracing above 200 metres), Directive 44 (compulsory reporting of any produced water in excess of 500 cubic metres), and the cornerstone Directive 35, which requires baseline water well testing prior to CBM activity.
Under Directive 35, testing is required on all water wells if they are within 600 to 800 metres (depending on circumstances) of CBM water wells that are completed above Alberta Environment’s “basic groundwater protection” —a zone that extends from the surface down through freshwater aquifers to where saline water begins.
Walter Ceroici, head of science and innovation at Alberta Environment, says the broader context to the EUB’s new rules stem from a multi-stakeholder report submitted to the minister of energy last year. “Of the 44 recommendations [in that report], roughly a third dealt with water issues,” he says.
Baseline water well test results are submitted to Alberta Environment, which is currently building a database that will be publicly accessible. To date, Alberta Environment has received approximately 2,300 baseline water wells test results from industry. The baseline data will be reviewed by a scientific panel established by the government in September 2006, followed by a public report expected in late 2007.
Dovetailing with these initiatives is some of the work the Alberta Research Council is doing for the government. Alec Blyth, a research hydrogeologist with ARC, says the organization is studying freshwater along three prongs. It wants to better understand groundwater flow systems in the province, as well as to better map out Alberta’s coal formations. The second prong is researching methane migration. The third will roll the first two into a physical research site to further study and test ARC’s assumptions around water and CBM development. “It’s in partnership with both government and industry,” he says. “The goal is to develop methods and technologies that will help us predict the cumulative impacts of CBM development.”
