


JULY 3, 2006 | WESTERN STANDARD

NFLICT

have repeorted being able to light their well water on
fire, due to high gas concentrations. As CBM work
expands across the province—in 2004 there were only
800 CBM wells; today more than 6,000 have been
drilled—country residents fear the problem is only
going to get worse. “I started to notice my water
change,” savs Jessica Ernst, an environmental
consultant from Rosebud, Alta. “First [ was getting a
lot of pulverized coal, powders and bits in my water
after area fracing. Not only would I light my water on
fire, but it would explode.” She pins the blame on
Calgary-based energy giant Encana Corp., which
owns most of the methane wells in her area.

Ernst claims there are at least 20 water wells around

Rosebud that have been contaminated by Encana’s
drilling. Neatly 113 miles away, around the Albertan
town of Wetaskawin, residents are making similar
claims. In both places, they say their water was clean
before the gas companies came along.
" That’s too bad for the 20 or so Albertans lodging
these complaints, say industry officials, but there are
hundreds of methane wells currently active in the
province, and the overwhelming majority have caused
no problems for nearby residents. “Here are the facts:
we've drilled over 6,000 coal-bed methane wells in
Alberta and there have been two or three cases
reported of water-well contamination,” notes Mike
Dawson, president of the industry group, the
Canadian Society for Unconventional Gas. “And
from that, the media and others are drawing a link
between coal-bed methane wells and in the proximal
area water-well damage.”

Perhaps some misunderstanding about coal-bed
methane stems is predictable, since it’s a fairly new
technology. The U.S. began to experiment with CBM
drilling in the early 1980s, but it didn’t take root in
Alberta in any meaningful way until 20 years later, as
conventional gas extraction peaked, and energy
producers began looking at unconventional
resources. As big as it is already, CBM drilling shows
astonishing potential for much larger growth.
Actually, CBM is often calied the oilsands of gas,
since, unlike conventional natural gas, which is easily
extracted from porous rock formations, CBM is
abundant, but difficult to sequester. Last year, the
Canadian Gas Potential Committee released a report
estimating that Alberta is sitting on anywhere from
150 trillion to 500 trillion cubic feet of eoal-bed
methane reserves, compared to 223 trillion cubic feet
of conventional natural gas estimated by the National
Energy Board and the Alberta Energy and Utilities
Board. By 2005, the unconventional gas society
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believes CBM will make up 80 per cent of all drilling
activity in Canada and account for 50 per cent of total
gas production.

But while the indusiry may be booming, the Alberta
Energy and Utilities Board. which regulates cnergy
production, insists the growth is being carefully
controlled for safety. Among other things, the EUB
mandates that any well casings that cross aquifers
must be insulated with cement, that toxic drilling
fluids are not allowed below the base of groundsater
protection, and any saline water extracted from the
drilling process—which has the potential to sterilize
the earth—must be buried in deep underground
reservoirs (in the U.S., producers used to dump the
salt water into open pits). “The EUB will not approve
an application [for CBM drilling] unless we’re 100 per
cent sure that groundwater will be protected,” says
Leo Touchette, team leader for the EUB’s public
safety/field surveillance branch in Red Deer, Alta.

But even without the EUB’s requirements, the fact is
that many drilling companies, no doubt anticipating the
headaches that conflicts with landowners often bring),
have been implementing their own rigorous standards

for drilling. Encana claims it’s been testing water wells
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for a radius of 400 metres around all of their CBM
operations since 2003; the EUB didn’t start requiring
companies do that until May of this vear, though the
regulator requires all wells within a 600-metre radius
get tested. Scott Ranson, manager of public affairs for
Encana, says it’s in his company’s interest to know
what effects CBM drilling has on the surrounding area,
though he doesn’t say so, the fact that a billion-dollar
oil firm like Encana probably looks like 2 juicy target
to those who think a little bad publicity, or even a law-
suit, can win them an eagy million-dollar settlement,
(One of Encana’s predecessor firms, Alberta Energy
Co., was also frequently the target of oilpatch vandal-
ism by disgruntled landowners.) “It’s smart for us
because we want to be able to tell if our operations
have caused [harm] and we also need to be able to tell
if they haven’t,” says Ranson.
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