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KALISPELL - Energy development is temporarily on hold north of Glacier National Park this summer, giving scientists at least a year to gather baseline data before Canadian coal and coalbed methane exploration begins.

“We have several programs of study that are under way or are getting under way,” said Jack Potter, head of science for the park. “The question is, will we have time to get the work done before they begin drilling?”

The National Park Service is beginning a $100,000 coal seam chemistry study, while the U.S. Geological Survey is spending $300,000 on water quality baseline work. The Park Service also has invested $75,000 to monitor waters at the border, part of a program that will develop agencywide protocol for data collection.

And at the Flathead Lake Biological Station, a research arm of the University of Montana, researchers have received $300,000 from state lawmakers, all aimed at collecting environmental data on the larger watershed.

State wildlife managers also have been busy, spending about $100,000 to date monitoring the fishery downstream of the Canadian energy interests. Meanwhile, Congress is looking to earmark as much as $3.8 million to the cause.

It is, Potter said, a tremendous investment, made all the more impressive by the lack of spending by the Canadian government.

In fact, British Columbia's leadership has placed much of the data collection burden on the energy companies themselves, asking those with proposals to undertake their own environmental analyses.

Cline Mining Corp., which wants to remove a mountaintop at the headwaters of the Canadian Flathead, plans to dig some 40 million tons of coal over the next 20 years. And BP Canada Energy Co. has proposed a $100 million coalbed methane exploration project in the same river drainage.

That waterway runs south across the international border, along the western boundary of Glacier Park before spilling into Flathead Lake. Downstream residents are concerned about possible impacts to water, fish and wildlife.

Cline recently announced it would not move ahead with coal exploration this summer, as the scope of necessary environmental review remains unclear. Provincial officials were moving ahead with an abridged review, but pressure from the United States has now involved Canada's federal government, promising a more extensive analysis.

Officials from multiple agencies, gathering last week for a meeting of the Flathead Basin Commission, were told that means Cline will not conduct any on-the-ground activity in the Canadian Flathead this summer.

And BP spokeswoman Anita Perry said Tuesday that her company likewise will not be drilling in the Canadian Flathead in 2007, nor in 2008.

Her company's coalbed methane proposal covers both the Elk and Flathead drainages, and the initial exploration phase includes drilling some 25 test wells. The first six of those will be drilled in 2008, she said, but not in the Flathead.

Instead, Perry said BP intends to focus early exploration in areas of the Elk already impacted by coal mining, logging and forest roading. The rest of the 25 test wells will be drilled in subsequent years, in locations determined by the success, or failure, of the initial six.

“We don't look more than a year out when we're in the exploration phase,” she said, “because we don't know what we'll find.”

Perry also said her company plans to immediately begin a large, three-year baseline study this summer, collecting environmental data before commencing full-scale development.

But scientists on Montana's side of the border are skeptical, saying BP cannot simultaneously collect baseline data while at the same time drilling exploratory wells. The drilling activity, they say, will taint the data.

“It is not scientifically legitimate or defensible to do any kind of exploratory work while trying to collect baseline data,” said Ric Hauer, researcher at the Flathead Lake Biological Station.

If BP moves forward with exploration before sufficient study is completed, he said, “it's going to compromise all the baseline work in British Columbia and Montana.”

Likewise, scientists in Montana doubt that BP can, as promised, re-inject coalbed methane wastewater into the fractured mountain geology.

“Technically, there's absolutely no evidence that it can be done successfully,” said Erin Sexton, also of the biological station. She predicted water reinjected underground would soon emerge in surface streams.

British Columbia's leadership has recently announced they will allow no wastewater discharge into surface streams. But a provincial delegate to the Flathead Basin Commission meeting could not explain why, despite that promise, coalbed methane wastewater is, in fact, currently being discharged into rivers that drain into Montana's Koocanusa Reservoir.

That wastewater has proved 100 percent fatal to trout.

“I don't have an answer to that,” David Grace said. “I was not aware of that.”

Basin Commission members said Montana and U.S. investment in data collection north of the border would continue regardless of development timetables for Cline and BP, because the issue of how best to manage the Canadian Flathead long predates either company's proposal, going back some 30 contentious years.

In that time, no comprehensive study of transboundary environmental conditions has been completed, Sexton said, making discussion of possible effects difficult at best. During the 1980s, a bi-national panel of scientists did lay the groundwork for such baseline work as part of another mining proposal review.

Although they did not collect comprehensive data, the panel did determine the mine posed too great a threat to international waters.

The persistent lack of data has since caused considerable confusion. Cline Mining, for instance, recently announced there were no genetically pure native fish spawning in the river below their proposed development site.

But followup study by Montana's Department of Fish, Wildlife and Parks found vibrant populations of native fish there, genetically pure and regularly migrating across the international border.

Clint Muhlfeld, a biologist with FWP, called the Canadian Flathead “one of the most intact wild fish assemblages in the Rocky Mountains,” noting that Montana's native fish routinely spawn in Canadian headwaters.

Energy development there, he said, “poses a very serious threat” to the downstream fishery.

“That information simply was not known until just this year,” said Rich Moy, chairman of the Flathead Basin Commission.

The company also had said its data showed no water quality problems downstream of existing Elk River mines, but recent study by Montana researchers uncovered selenium levels at 57 times normal in the basin.

Much more work is required, Sexton said, to establish what the natural baseline conditions are before exploration should commence.

Nevertheless, Perry said BP will continue its course to collect scientific data while at the same time drilling exploratory wells. The initial wells, she said, will be few and far between, and should not affect data collection.

Her company, she said, is under no provincial requirement to review the area at all, and is volunteering the three years of study as part of its commitment to environmental health.

“We really want to see what's there today,” she said. “Any impact exploration might have will be very small.”

That's certainly been the message at public relations meetings held by BP in Canadian towns around the proposed coalbed methane field. No meetings will be held in Montana, Perry said, “because this is a B.C. project, not a Montana project.”

And that has irked some involved in the discussion.

“BP has been less than forthcoming with information to Montanans regarding the future impacts of this project to Glacier National Park, Flathead Lake, wildlife and native trout populations,” said Will Hammerquist, of the National Parks Conservation Association. “There has been absolutely zero communication with our community.”

In fact, BP chose not to accept invitation to attend last week's Flathead Basin Commission meeting in West Glacier.

Instead, company representatives met with Gov. Brian Schweitzer's office the week before, announcing that full development could begin in the Elk River Valley in about six years, and in the Flathead in 16.

Exploration work, however, would surely precede that development, and will begin in 2008.

“That's just nowhere near enough time” to gather baseline data, Sexton said. “This whole process needs to slow down long enough that we can get in there and take an inventory” of environmental conditions.

Art Compton agreed, saying full-scale coalbed methane development would fairly blanket the wilderness drainage. Compton, the state Department of Environmental Quality representative to the Basin Commission, noted that at full development “the habitat fragmentation would be pretty complete.”

Compton also questioned BP's commitment to studying only those areas north of the border. “Obviously,” he said, “that's not going to be the type of environmental analysis that we need.”

Thus the millions of dollars flowing now against the current, north from Montana to British Columbia to conduct scientific study there.

“We're going to have to be the ones who make sure the job gets done,” Moy said. “That's obvious, now. This area is absolutely critical to large and mid-size carnivores, and we cannot afford to drop the ball.”
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