Alberta family's farm reduced to 'moonscape' by legal of oil spills
Shoddy maintenance, salt water dumping caused $20M in damage
 
by Darcy Henton and Kelly Cryderman, April 11, 2011, Calgary Herald


Armand and Jeanette Tieulie watch as contaminated soil is removed on their farm near Legal Alberta on October 19, 2009.
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Oilman Charlie Forster's foray into the oilpatch in the 1960s is costing Albertans and the province's Orphan Well Association millions of dollars today -and the bill just keeps on getting larger.

Forster ran a small oil and gas company based in Legal, the community where he once resided north of Edmonton, and for years he collected revenues from a string of rusting and lowproducing wells he purchased from Sinclair Canada Oil. But the equipment wasn't well maintained and spills were common.

When Forster balked at the prospect of paying what was initially tabbed to be $500,000 cleanup bill at a Legal-area farm in 2001, the province's oilpatch regulator forced his company into receivership and seized the wells.

Forster died in 2002 at the age of 78, but the wells operated by his company Legal Oil & Gas have caused an estimated $20 million in environmental damage.

Most of the damage occurred on the farm of Armand and Jeannette Tieulie. About one-fifth of their 96-hectare Legal-area farm was rendered useless as a result of saltwater contamination that came from a well.

"The damage that one guy can make is incredible," says 71-year-old Armand, whose father Gabriel signed a lease to allow the well on his farm in 1949. For years, salt water produced from the oil well was dumped in an open pit -a practice not permitted today.

Nothing but Canada thistle has grown in the contaminated area.

The couple estimates they lost $12,000 annually as a result of the non-producing 16-hectare lease.

Officials from Alberta's Surface Rights Board visited the Tieulies farm in 2001 to view the damage. They observed a rusting oilfield graveyard, with "tanks lying on their sides, everything in disarray, and visible evidence of the salt spills on and off lease, contaminating the soil."

The board chairman said the site resembled a "moonscape."

The province's Orphan Well Association got involved in 2003 and removed the crumbling infrastructure and an abandoned pipeline. Two years ago, it hired excavators and trucks to remove 5,800 cubic metres of contaminated soil and replace it with clean clay and topsoil. Last year, it made a similar-sized excavation.

Jeannette has no idea how long it will take to reclaim the land.

"It's dragging out too long," she laments. "It's sad it took so long to get this addressed."

But she warns that what happened on her farm should be a reminder that oilpatch regulators need to diligently monitor oil and gas companies to ensure they don't cause irreversible harm to the environment.

"You can't blame every oil company, but it sure gives you a bad taste in your mouth when you see something like this."

Orphan Well Association officials say a salt spill is much worse than a petroleum spill because it is not biodegradable. The only way to remove it is to haul it away.

Pat Payne, manager of the Orphan Well Association, said the cleanup for 13 sites and pipelines once owned by Legal Oil and Gas Ltd. has cost the fund $10 million so far.

"They weren't a very good oprator," Payne says bluntly.

Her office is now assessing the work required at another Legal site near High Prairie, recently added to the association's cleanup list.

Payne said the cost of reclaiming the sites is significant, but industry is not shirking its commitment.

The Orphan Well Association is mostly funded by a levy on industry, although the Alberta government poured $30 million into the association in 2009.
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