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Ministry of Energy and Mines

Community Update


Coalbed Gas Activity in the Crowsnest Coalfield


Update #1 – 2004/06/16
Over the past year, industry has indicated an interest in evaluating the feasibility of producing coalbed gas from the Crowsnest coalfield.  Since early March, the Ministry of Energy and Mines has been actively working in the Elk Valley to share information with local citizens about coalbed gas and to hear community views and questions related to the proposed sale of Crown petroleum and natural gas rights and the potential for development of coalbed gas.  
This Community Update is a summary of:

· Views and concerns expressed in community meetings in the area;
· Our commitments to residents of the Elk Valley; and

· Answers to some of the most frequently asked questions by local residents.

Community Updates are one way that we are sharing information with residents of the Elk Valley as the Ministry of Energy and Mines works to better inform the local community about potential phases of coalbed gas activity in the area.

Your Issues

Many area residents have expressed their interest and concerns in proposals to develop coalbed gas in the Crowsnest coalfield, east of Fernie and south of Sparwood.  Residents have told us that their main concerns included: the government’s process for assessing the environmental impacts prior to approving resource development; the potential impacts of coalbed gas development on local rivers, aquifers and wildlife; and the visual impact of coalbed gas development and its effects on backcountry recreation users and tourism in the area.
We are committed to working with communities in the East Kootenays



The Ministry of Energy and Mines is committed to responding to the concerns and information requests identified by the residents of the Elk Valley.  The Ministry is continuing to gather community knowledge and consult with First Nations before leasing the petroleum and natural gas rights.  This update is one way that we are trying to provide local residents with up-to-date information about coalbed gas in the region, as well as further details on the provincial government’s activities in the Elk Valley. 


Frequently Asked Questions


The Ministry of Energy and Mines held an Open House in Fernie March 3rd, 2004 to share information with the public.  Over 80 area residents attended the Open House.  The following are some of the more frequently asked questions.  


Q1.
What is the procedure for selling tenure rights?
A1.
The Crowsnest coalfield has a history of petroleum and natural gas tenures and permits extending back 50 years.  The Ministry has recently received a number of requests from interested parties to acquire provincially–owned (Crown) petroleum and natural gas rights in the region, with the initial intent to explore for natural gas in coal. In responding to these requests, the Ministry follows a process of referral and consultation with local government, First Nations, the general public and other agencies. The purpose of these referrals is to identify concerns that may result in specific conditions being attached to the disposition notice. This stage of the process in the Crowsnest coalfield is nearly complete. 
The next stage in the process is a competitive, sealed bid offering of those petroleum and natural gas rights. The bidding process determines the proponent with whom the Province will enter into a tenure agreement. 

Q2.
Does a tenure agreement guarantee a right to develop?

A2.
No.  A tenure agreement does not give a guarantee to a company that it will be permitted to develop the resource.  Any company that proposes to develop a coalbed gas project must apply to the Oil and Gas Commission and consult with the public, key stakeholders and First Nations.  Development proposals must also meet strict environmental standards.
Q3.
When and how does the government assess the environmental impacts prior to allowing coalbed gas development to proceed?
A3.
Before a company undertakes any drilling or any development occurs, it must submit a project proposal to the Oil and Gas Commission for assessment.  The Commission evaluates each project based on three basic criteria: environmental, economic and social impacts.  Assessments include but are not limited to: access requirements; well density; water treatment plans; and potential for disturbance of soil, plants, wildlife and archeologically significant lands.  The public and First Nations must be consulted by the company as part of the evaluation process involving Crown lands.
Q4.
How can the public provide comments on proposed activity?
A4.
Before the Commission makes a decision on an application to drill a well, the company must involve the public. The Commission publishes Public Involvement Guidelines, which are available on its web site at www.ogc.gov.bc.ca under the heading “Guidelines and Policies”.  One of the Commission’s key functions is to ensure that the proposed activity is in the public interest and that environmental, economic and social effects have been considered.  The public also has extensive input into land use plans, like the Southern Rocky Mountain Management Plan, which seek to create a vision for use and management of public provincial lands and resources.
Q5.
Are environmental baseline studies required before proceeding with coalbed gas activities?
A5.
Yes.  The Oil and Gas Commission requires companies as part of their development application to do baseline studies commensurate with the size and location of the project.  The Commission will specify what studies must be done and evaluate the results of those studies before any activity is permitted to proceed.
In order to help communities obtain and understand baseline environmental data, the Ministry is also undertaking a project called the Environmental Resource Information Project.  This involves collecting information that is currently available about the local environment and then determining where information gaps may exist.  The Ministry is interested and receptive to input from the public about these studies and will share available baseline information through the Ministry website and in local forums.
Q6.
How will impacts be mitigated?
A6.
The overall intent is to minimize impacts to the environment during operations and fully restore the local ecosystem once development is finished.During the evaluation and feasibility phases, land use and visual impacts are minimal as only a few drill sites are required and these are typically accessed from existing roads and trails.  Surface land use, access development and visibility increases as a project advances.  During the production phase, impacts are reduced as gas is produced from small wellheads, strategically placed compressor units, and underground pipelines. 
Q7.
How will the produced water be handled?
A7.
Typically, all water must be disposed of through re-injection in the earth to a depth that cannot affect surface or groundwater used by people or would directly interact with river zones. However, if the produced water is of high quality, or can be adequately treated, it may be permitted to be safely discharged to the surface, usually into streams, or may be available for other purposes such as irrigation.  The Ministry of Water, Land and Air Protection has developed a code of practice for surface discharge to provide protection for groundwater and surface water environments.
 
Q8.
Will visual impacts be evaluated?
A8.
Yes.  Visual impacts can be evaluated before tenures are posted.  In this respect, modifications have already been made to the Crowsnest posting area.  Visual impacts are also considered by the Oil and Gas Commission when it reviews any individual, site-specific application. 

Q9.
How are potential impacts on tourism considered? 
A9.
The Oil and Gas Commission examines each application and considers the potential impacts on tourism and other industries in its decision-making process. Where necessary, the Commission can impose criteria to minimize and mitigate impact on other operations and businesses.  The proponent’s public consultation would provide further opportunity for non-commercial recreation users to identify and address local issues.
Q10.
What economic benefits can the Elk Valley expect?
A10.
The economic benefit of the coal industry in the Elk Valley is substantial. Development of coalbed gas is an extension to the use of the local resource.  The proposed Crowsnest tenure sale could result in significant revenues from the tenure bonus bid and, if commercial production results, could generate millions in future royalties. The local benefits include direct and indirect employment, purchase of local goods and services, use of local contractors, accommodation and food services, requirements for industrial land, business diversification and availability of a locally-sourced, clean gas supply. Workers required to operate a commercially producing gas field would reside locally and be an integral part of the community.
Q11.
Will coalbed gas change our way of life in the Elk Valley?
A11.
Coalbed gas must be developed responsibly and in consideration of the concerns and values of the people in the region.  The economy of the Elk Valley already benefits from a diverse economy based on coal mining, forestry and tourism.  The addition of an emerging coalbed gas industry will further diversify and strengthen the overall economy in the Elk Valley.
Q12.
Will the Ministry conduct additional meetings?

A12.
Yes.  The Ministry is planning additional meetings particularly to focus on some of the more detailed technical questions raised by the public.  In addition, the Ministry will establish a local information office in both Fernie and Sparwood later this month to respond to concerns and questions from the citizens of the Elk Valley.
FURTHER QUESTIONS

Your questions and input are important to the Ministry of Energy and Mines.  We invite you to share additional questions or comments by contacting:

Coalbed Gas Team

Stakeholder Relations Branch 
Ministry of Energy and Mines
Oil and Gas Commission

Telephone: (250) 952-0408
Telephone: (250) 261-5700
Fax: (250) 952-0922

Fax: (250) 261-5750
cbginfo@gems9.gov.bc.ca
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