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Ed Swartz examines the salt left behind on dead grass on Wildcat Creek that goes through his ranch.

‘Don’t ruin my ranch’

EE Campbell County rancher worries about the effects of methane water on his land

By LISA GRUBBS
News-Record Writer

Ed Swartz has a message for coal bed
methane operators and the state: “Don’t ruin
my ranch.”

He points out dead grass alongside Wildcat
Creek — killed, he says, by salty coal bed
methane water that is pushed down the creck
that streanis through nine miles of his land.

1 think the state is allowing my ranch to be
ruined and I don’t like it,” Swartz says as he
drives along trails that lead to the creek bed.

The ranch has been in the Swartz famly for
more than 100 vears. Swartz waunts to pass it
on down the linc to his son.

Yet he sees his tivelihood being put ai nisk

as coal bed methane water sits in Wildcat
Creek, forming a white powder on the grass
and in the creek bed. ,

Swartz admits that the area usually has some
alkali. But he has never seen this much salt on
his land.

“That water, if it hits my alfalfa plants. it
will kill them,”” he said. “This county isn’t
used to this salty water for this long.”

Not only is the salty water a problem, reser-
voirs above the Swartz ranch also hold natural
water flow that don’t allow the water to come
down the creek to Swartz’s land.

“They are giving him bad water that he
doesn’t want and they are storing the good
water that he needs.” says Kate Fox, Swartz’s

attormey.

Swartz fought in court — which ruled in his
favor — about 40 years ago for those water
rights. He and Fox say the state of Wyoming is
ignoring that Supreme Court ruling by allow-
ing the operations to continue.

“Those water rights under long-standing
Wyoming law are prior senior rights that
should be protected.” Fox said.

“Reservoirs everywhere interfere with my
water rights.” Swartz said. “Without water.
this isn’t much of a ranch. It takes a lot of
acres to run a cow here.”

Methane companies have advised him to rn-
gate with the water in the creek.

Continued on back page




Wildcat Creek methane water

He kneels down and holds salty
growitd in his hand near the creek bed.
“If this is doing this here, what's it
going to do to my alfalfa?” he says.

“We have one big flood ... and all
this is ruined,” Swartz said.

A recent investigation by the
Department  of  Environmental
Quality on the Swartz ranch proved
that Swartz was right. The water
coming from the coal bed methane
wells is more alkaline than normal.

[t’s a problem some others in the
county have noticed. Others have said
the coal bed methane water at their
ranches is perfect, and a godsend to
help them water their livestock and
irrigate their crops.

After several letters from Fox,
DEQ responded to Swartz’s com-
plaints and tested the water.

DEQ’s Jack Smith said in-stream
water samples and water samples

from methane outfalls were collected
several times. Four of 60 pH samples
exceeded the standard. Eight of 19
samples exceeded a sodium adsorp-
tion ratio of above 10.

Smith said in his report that water
that ponds in the Wildcat Creek *‘most
likely undergoes evapo-concentration
that results in elevated pH, electrical
conductivity, and SAR values.”

“What we’ve done is ask Redstone

Resources, who seems to be the pri-

mary discharger at this point, to come
up with a water management plan,”
said Gary Beach, director of DEQ’s
water quality division,

“From (Smith’s) analysis, there is
some concern that the coal bed
methane water may cause an adverse
effect to Mr. Swartz’s property, par-
ticularly if it’s not managed,” Beach
said. “What we’re looking for is a
plan that would reduce or eliminate

L3
any problems.”

Beach said the area normally has a
high salinity level, but DEQ is unsure
now if tlie coal bed methane water
makes it worse.

Jake Strohman, a consultant for
Redstone Resources, said the corpa-
ny is not violating any water quality
permits. The company has submitted
several alternatives for the DEQ to
review, he said.

“That gives us flexibility depending
on what DEQ and the state engineer
will allow us to do,” Strohman said.
“Until we hear that. we won't really
know what we can and can’t do.”

Options include infiltration and
evaporation.t Redstone also s
researching a water treatment method
that could be used.

In its plan, Redstone says it would
modify its operation by storing natural
water to dilnte the coal bed methane

Continued from front page

water until it met a SAR of 6. The water
then would be sent down the creek.

Swartz feels that is still too high.

According to an article by Roger
Muggli, manager and secretary of the
Tongue and Yellowstone Imrigation
District, in April’s Trader’s Dispatch,
soil productivity generally declines
when SAR exceeds 3. Water with an
SAR of 12 would kill all of
Montana’s plants, Muggli said.

Swartz said he is not against coal
bed methane production. He just
wants operators and the state of
Wyoming "to develop the resource
responsibly.

“Yes, the methane is a good pro-
gram. The nation needs the gas ... but
they just won’t develop it responsi-
bly,” Swartz said.

“All I'm saying is develop it respon-
sibly. Don’t hurt other people doing it,

1]

whether it’s me or sotneone else!
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News-Recora pnhotos by Nikki Fox

Debbie Hepp stands in her yard in Eight Mile Subdivision. where a coal bed methane compressor station sits nearby.

Ranchers upset over methane noise

B Wyoming has no noise reduction laws: official says regulations a last resort

By STEPHANIE COOPER
News-Record Writer
Three years ago. Debbie and
Kevin Hepp moved back to the

country

“We are definttely country
people. We ranch.” Debbie
Hepp said. “Living in town was
supposed to be short-term.”

Before buying their 100-acre
property at Eight Mile subdivi-
sion. Hepp did everything right.
She researched the propeny.
plotted it out and asked about
electrical lines.

“I'm not an expert by any
means. But I did my research,”
she said

But wth the development of
coal bed methane on land
adjoiming hers and the installa-
uon of & compressor staiion next her property,
she said she wouldn't have made the move
today.

“1f that compressor would have been here.
we wouldn't even have looked at the property
There 15 not a place on the acreage vou could
buld without seemng or heannz i she said

“[ had noides abont conl bed m 1. I'm
Sure il was out here but it wée like o corporale

seoret, 1 hadn't been teleased o the public yet ™

The Hepp's ranch sits just below a compressor station.

For the last eight months, Hepp and her
neighbors have been trying to get Bear Paw,
the company that installed and runs the com-
pressors. Lo de something about the noise
ievel.

Wyomimnz has no noise reduction regula-
uons.

“There aren’t any 11 place.”” sard Don
Likwartz. state o1l and gas supervisor “We
have had complaints about some comprassors

for better than a vear. I don™t
have regulations and neither
does the DEQ.”

Likwartz 15 familiar with the
naise problems that some
Campbell County residents
face “You can’t work with the
coal bed methane industry
without knowing about 1t.”" he
said.

But there are no Jaws about
noise n Wyoming. he said.
Different state agencies have
reviewed their rules and regu-
lations and confirmed that none
have laws on noise.

“We have all been trying to
encourage the companies to try
to make modifications to cut
down the noise.” he said. “We
have becn encouraging opera-
tors and contractors to work with individuals
where they can

“Regulations are « last resort. 1 wouid hope
that we wouldn’t have to statutorily regulute
every noise problem that is out there.”

Frustration with the nowse prompted Hepp
and a group of neighbors on Tuesday o ash the
Campbell County Commussion to adopi a vol-
untars noise reduction resolution
Continued on Page 14




Noise complaints

The commission will take two weeks to
decide on the'resolution and revisit the subject at
its next meeting.

While the county could lend its support to any
landowners, it can’t force methane companies to
reduce the noise. Only the Legislature has the
authority to make laws about noise and whether
it will come up at the next legislative session is
anyone’s guess.

“I'm sure they are aware of it,” Likwartz said.
“A number of them have been on coal bed
methane tours. I made a presentation to the new
legislators earlier this year.”

Colorado, which has been producing natural
gas for a number of years, solved the noise issue
several years ago by passing noise abatement
rules, said Brian Mackey, deputy director of the
Colorado Oil and Gas Conservation commission.

“Our noise rule is based on a state nuisance
statute. We have the authority to regulate oil and
gas development in regard to public health, safe-
ty and welfare,” he said.

Colorado still receives some noise complaints
but the law allows them to monitor noise areas
and pursue enforcement.

Mackey believes one reason Colorado was
quick to develop noise regulations is because it
has more people than Wyoming.

“One factor that may be at play here is there is

Continued from front page

significantly higher population in Colorado than
there is in Wyoming,” he said.

Likwartz said he has not talked to other states
dealing with industrial situations about noise
problems.

“T haven’t done that on this particular one. I
have looked at areas that are in my authority.”

Bear Paw has taken some noise reduction
steps in the Eight Mile Subdivision area. includ-
ing installation of air intakes to cool down the
stations so the doors can be closed. installation
of hospital grade mufflers and a method of slow-
ing down the blades on the fan to reduce noise.

Hepp wants more to be done.

She has written to Bear Paw officials. the
Department of Environmental Quality, the state
Oil and Gas Commission, Gov. Jim Geringer
and U.S. Sens. Mike Enzi and Craig Thomas.

“I have sent out probably about 10 letters. I've
received about two responses.” Hepp said.

If the Campbell County Commission chooses
not to adopt a noise reduction resolution, Hepp
said she and some of her neighbors will be lett
with a tough decision.

Some might consider litigation, and she is
considering selling her property.

“It’s what we discussed and 1 think a couple of
others have also.” she said. *‘There is absolutely no
way I would stay here 20 years if that is not fixed.”
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&l Commissioners:
Resolution limiting
noise has ‘no teeth,’
new law must come
- from Legislature

Commission

By STEPHANIE COOPER
News-Record Writer

Campbell County comunissioners won't
sign a recolution aimed at helping resolve
conflicts over noise in the coal bed methane
industry, saying tbe resolution would be

redundant and would have “no teeth.”
“In working through this, the commission-
ers felt this would be of no value”

L=

Commission Chairman Alan Weakly said.
“These are things that we have been doing all
along.”

But he also said that commissioners’ legal
authority is limited

“It has been pointed out to us time and time
again that we have no authority,” he said.

The “Support Efforts to Resolve Conflict
Mineral Developinent” would have “no

teeth,” said Commissioner Jan Evans.

“We have no one to send this to but the
Legislature and they are not meeting right
now, 50 it has no teeth,” she said.

“It's a paper Band-Aid on cancer,”
Commissioner Craig Mader said.

People living in the Eight Mile Subdivision
west of Gillette asked cominissioners last
month to adopt a resolution so that something

says it can’t stop noise

could be done about noise from a nearby
cormpressor station.

Mader said that even though the commis-
sion didn't sign the resolution, it still will do
what it can for the residents.

“I never thought I'd lobby for regulation
and legislation,” Mader told a small group
from the neighborhood.

Continurd on Page 12
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No noise resolution

He also suggested that they approach the
Wyoming Oil and Gas Commission.

Mick Rafter, operations manager for Bear
Paw Energy LLC, which operates the com-
pressor station for Enron, told both the com-
missioners and residents that a list of modifi-
cations has been completed at the compressor
station.

Rafter believes the company has completed
all the changes it said it would do.

Eight Mile Subdivision resident Ron Moss
said he recognizes some of the efforts Bear
Paw has.made.

“But again, at 3:30 this morning, my eyes
were wide open. There has been some
progress and steps have been taken, but it is
not the total answer,” he said. “Right now it is
not a satisfactory answer.”

Moss knows a solution can be found. He
said other countries, counties and even other
local companies have been able to come up
with noise reduction solutions.

Weakly assured Moss that the commission
is not giving up on finding a solution.

“We are going to continue to work through
this situation.”

Weakly plans to discuss noise regulation
concerns at a five-county coal bed methane
coalition meeting in Douglas on Thursday.

He hopes that the coalition will be able to
set up a meeting with the Gov. Jim Geringer
and the Oil and Gas Commission to explore
avenues that are available through the gov-
ernment.

“We- will take it to them and start the
process right now. Regardless of what the

Continved from front page

But, he added it was re]ated {0 %
methane and compxessors whether the
issue ‘was with noise, traffic, sales nego-
tiations, or.a disgruntled emplbyée :

- “There’s a-host of thingsit oould ‘cer-
tainly be,” he said.

- Itisn’t the first time that 2 compres-
sor site has been vandalized. This
spring, a man disgruntled over the noise
one compressor made, shot at it with a
rifle.

company does or doesn’t do, the citizens have
waited long enough.”

Rafter did extend an invitation to the com-
missioners and residents of the Eight Mile
Subdivision to tour the compressor station
and see what changes have been made.




News-Record photos by Ryan Soderlin

il West walks with his grandd;luglner, Linzee Adamson, 4, through one of his winter wheat fields. The field has historically had some salt
sposits on it but now water pumped from methane wells finds its way down Spotted Horse Creek and leaches under a hill, leaving salt deposits.
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Bill West walks with his granddaughter, Linzee Adamson, 4, through one of his winter wheat fields. The field has historically had s
deposits on it but now water pumped from methane wells finds its way down Spotted Horse Creek and leaches under a hill, leaving salt

Ranchers don’t want the water seeping onto their land, while
the methane company says it’s trying to be a good neighbor

By LISA GRUBBS
News-Record Writer

Bill West walks through his
hay meadow, his boots squish-
ing in the marshy ground.

It’s not long before his boots
are covered in a white powder.

Spotting a fallen tree, he
points out that the soil got too
wet this winter and the roots
wouldn’t hold it up.

Bill and his wife, Marge,
have spent a lot of time in this
hay meadow. They are upset it
was flooded this winter — a
result of nearby coal bed
methane drilling. Methane
water carrying a high salt con-
tent now prevents the grass
from growing.

_ “The sodium adsorption rate
is so high nothing will grow.
It’1] kill anything,” Bill said.

- The hay meadow flooded
during the winter, mostly
because of an excess of coal
bed methane water from Spotted Horse Creek.
which snakes through their land. The water
formed a small lake of ice and snow near the
West's feedlot. The creek and hay pasture are dry
during most winters.

* In some of their hayfields not far from the
flooded area. there are yards of salt patches.
Though they have historically had some small
patches of salt. Bill said the sodium has tripled
this year because water from the creek has
feached under a hill and left deposits of salt on
his field.

“They have no right to do this to our land.”

Marge said.

The Wests say that Devon Energy Corp. is
responsible.

“If we were to do something to their equip-
ment, we would be in jail so fast we wouldn’t
know what hit us .... but they are doing this
month after month.” Marge said.

As some state and county officials urge ranch-
ers and industry to find suitable agreements and
though coal bed methane companies say they are
eager to be good neighbors, sometimes a viable
solution is hard to find — especially when
lawyers get involved.

Some complain
noise from coal b.
methane machine:
of dust and incre:
fic. And there are
who are complete
fied with the com
that grab the gas ¢
under their land.

Don Likwartz «
and Gas Commig
he urges compani
landowners to fin-
ment. even if it n:
meeting on middi

“1"ve been prea
for three years to
and to ranchers,”
said. “You can el
good neighbors o
fight for 20-some
Both sides need t
little bit.”

Methane water flows down Spotted Horse Creek, which meanders through Bill and
Marge West’s land. The water has begun to leave salt deposits on the grasses.

The pl:

Before any wa
gas production began near the West:
Vice President Vince White said the
approached all of the landowners —
ing the Wests. who live immediate|:
stream of the project — with the ov
development plan. 1t included a wat
agement plan.

In Wyoming. White said the most st
methods to handle water include wide
deepening existing natural streams am
ing culverts for natural drainage.

Continued on Page 13




News-Record photo by |

Bill West helps his wife, Marge, cross a ditch that holds coal bed methane water runoff. The ditch crosses through their hay meadow. Tt
winter, the ditch and seepage froze, leaving the meadow covered in ice.

Ranchers unhappy with methane water

- The cost of the total water plan
would be more than $200.000, which
Devon agreed to pay for.

The plan included increasing the
flow capacity of local streams to han-
dle the water and working with local
ranchers to provide for controlled
access ponts to the water for irriga-
tion and other uses.

. “Basically, the Wests agreed to our
plan, allowed us access and, nght
before  completion,
they gave us an agree-
hent that does not
allow access,” White
said.

- About five days
bBefore completion,
Devon got a letter from
the Wests’ lawyer.

« “They ordered us to
Vacate their land and, at
the same time, they
wanted us to sigh a
usage, agreement,”

 Thel agreement
called for a payment to
the Wests of $240,000 a
year. Qver the life of the wells, that
would cost Devon over $2 million,
White said.

- The Wests said Devon’s water is
not wanted on their land.

< “They have been notified that their
water is considered trespassing,”
Marge West said.

White said the company agrees
that the current standig water on the
West property 1s unnecessary and
unwarranted. But theyv need access to
the land, which they have been
denied.

“We're basically held hostage by

BILL WEST

this-agreement™

First on scene

The Wests were not the first to
complain about the drainage prob-
lems on Spotted Horse Creek. Some
neighbors are also worried.

Gary Beach of the Department of
Environmental Quality said Devon is
under an enforcement order that
requires the company to
stop discharging the
water across the Vaughn
Creswell. Cliff Bulkly
and PG ranches.

“The order ordered
Devon to cease dis-
charging their water
across those properties
and they appealed it to
be reviewed,” Beach
said.
“I think in the interim,
Revon has been working
#with thoso partici1o see
if there is some way 1o
resolve the issues.”
Other neighbors are
relanvely happy with Devon’s work
on the land.

Duane Odegard, who ranches just
south of the Wests, said the company
has worked with him. It deepened the
natural channel on his land so that
coal bed methane water wouldn’t
flood his land.

“We've had a few problems,”
Odegard said. “Nothing goes perfect
all the time. The company has tried to
get along with us pretty well.”

Devon 15 now working withi the
DEQ to make sure it is on trach.

“At this point. we have been

Matpébnlss — %

involved with communication with
the DEQ to make sure we fave a
responsible water management plan
i front of the Wests.,” said Kathy
Hinkle of Devon. “We are waiting for
the response.”

The Wests say they are not against
methane production. They have
many wells on their land, and are rel-
atively happy with CMS Energy that
has drilled them

“We’re  not  anti-
methane. We just want
it to be done responsi-
bly,” Marge said.

The couple said
they've tred varous
methods to stem the ill
effects of flooding.

They bought gypsum
to put over the ground,
hoping to add calcium
to mitigate the effects of
the sodium.

That, §d.i\dn‘t work

They said irigating
with the extra water was
suggested.

“All that’s going to do is spread the
salt up the hillside,” Bill said.

White said Devon has considered
re-injection. which it has done at
several other well sites. But re-
injection is done on a case-by-case
basis.

In some places, reinjection doesn’t
work because there aren’t any under-
ground reservoirs.

“There are parts of the Powder
River — and we believe this to be
true for Spotted Horse — where
there's not a suitable tormation to re-
inject it.” White said.

MARGE WEST

Coptinued fr

Good neighbors

Once lawyers are hired, relation-
shups between surface owners and
methane companies can dwindle.

“It’s hard 10 patch up that relation-
ship once you do that Likwartz
said.

Likwartz said he is aware of the
problems the Wests and Devon are
having and hopes that they can still

reach an agreement.

Most  coal  bed
methane  companies
want to be a good

H neighbor.  Operators

don’t really want to
force their way onto the
land or cause problems
for ranchers, Likwartz
said.

Both sides say they
want the problem fixed.

“We just want Devon
10 fix,_the problem they
fbaxtiBBlea ] Muee
said.

Devon said it will do
that.

“Regardless of who is at fault here,
we stand ready to go in and remedy
the drainage problem.” White said.
*That's what we wanted 10 do before
the problem started.” ]

White said the Wests are getting a
lot of media attention on the flood-
ing. and the company feels the cou-
ple is trying to get more money by
attracting attention.

“What the media attention does is
slow the progress of the players and
makes i harder to come up with a
rcasonable agreement for all the
players,” White said.
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Thursday, March 27, 1997

DRILLING: Impact study suggests that gas compandes, land owner work out mitigation plan

Continued from Al
in as much as 200 square miles.”

There are more than 300 individu-
al water wells in the EIS study area,
the BLM notes, adding that *impacts
to wells completed {n (thase) aquifers
could range from a slight lowering of
the water level, to completely drying
up the well.”

“We've been trying to tell them
that for a long time,” responded Nor-
ma Appel, a rancher next to the Mar-
quiss gas project area southwest of
Gillette and within the EIS study
area, She is the owner of a livestock
well in the coalbed aquifer.

Appel is a Powder River Basin Re-
source Council (PRBRC) member who
helped negotiate an agreement be-
tween landowners and the gas com-
panies aimed at guaranteeing that
the eompanies will monitor the loss of
groundwater.

The agrerment says the companies
will pay to remedy groundwater de-
pletion, should it occur, but Appel
worries the dispute may yet end up in
court. .

Appel’s neighborhood between
Gillette and Wright and west of the
coal mines, the BLM says, is where
the drawdown is at its worst, and is
approaching “worst-case scenario”
limits predicted in 1988 hydrologic
analysis because of the combined in-
fluence of the mines and the methane
drilling.

The EIS suggests the gas compa-
nies and individual landowners work
out a mitigation plan — the plan Ap-
pel helped negotiate, in large part
the same agreement as (s proposed
for the coalbed methane project area
north of Gillette, for which the BLM
issued an environmental assessment
in December.

But the BLM hasn't yet ironed out
how the mitigation agreement will be
implemented and enforced, Appel not-
ed

She also worries the flow of
groundwater through the methane
wells — which is then ta be discharged
into surface drainages — will result in
Wyoming water escaping the state,
since those drainages run into Ne-

braska and into Keyhole Reservolr,
the water within which ts South Dako-
ta's.
“It looks to me like they're breaking
the law letting the water go,” she said.
PRBRC Director Jill Morrison says
such concerns are why her conser-
vation group urged the burciu to re-
quire the companies to reinject the
water into shallow aquifers, rather
than discharge it at the surface.
The BLM concluded that proposal
“might be feasible but would also de-
feat the purpose of removing water
from .the coal seam to produce
methane” and *would require a sys-
tem of wells and pipelines that would
Increase total surface disturbance,”
according to the EIS. ;
"Finally,” the document adds, *be-

cause the produced water is suitable '

for livestock and wildlife and possibly
irrigation, it should be put ta hepefi-
cial uses,”

Morrison speculated that the real
reason behind the BLM's reluctance is
that reinjection would cost the com-
panies too much, although the EIS

o
|

makes no note of such concerns,

Assuming each well to have 12
years of productlve life, and coalbed
methane to fetch a “not-unreason-
able” $1 per thousand cublic feet, the
BLM predicts the coalbed methane
project will account for $168 million
in gas sales by the year 2017.

That would create almost $10 mil-
lion in federsl mineral royalties, just
from the 180 of the 400 wells which
are to be sited on federal mineral
rights, the EIS states.

However, employment is predigted
to be minimal, at least in comparison
to the nearby coal mines. The BLM es-
timates a permanent methane pro-
ject workforce of 32, "an insignifi-
cant impact compared to other ener-
gy developers in Campbell County."

The BLM will accept comments on
the document until May 1, after which
the bureau will decide whether or
not to approve the proposed drilling.
To comment, you may write Dave
Pomerinke at 1425 Fort St., Buffalo,
82834, or call Richard Zander at 1-
800-301-3483 for more information.

Methane recovery on the rise

97
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SCOURCE: BLM
A. 88Ronnabecky Su-THoune
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Tainted methane water called extreme threat’

‘Prudent rules’ needed
prior to development, ¢
NPRC consultant says

By CLAIR JOHNSON
Of The Gazette Stall

A Northern' Plains Resource
Council consultant studying ground-
water disposal from coalbed methane
development says that unless the
water is pumped back into the same
coal zones, damage to the ecosystem
and coal aquifer would be “extreme

and unacceptable

The new report by Tom Schnelder
also called the magnitude of coalbed
methane water disposal issues “mind-
boggling.”

The water issue cannot be ignored,
he said. “It is a very real danger to the
state, it's economy and the ecosys-
tem.”

Opportunities outlined

Schneider discussed his findings
during a recent seminar on coalbed
methane and fuel cells presented by
the Center for Business Enterprise at
MSU-Billings. The Helena petroleum

"

engineer consultant served as a mem-
ber and chairman of the Montana
Public Service Commission from 1977
to 1984,

“The state of Montana and federal
agencies have a once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity and responsibility to

.establish prudent rules of the game

before significant exploration and

development commence in Montana "
Schneider said.

The result of an interagency envi-
ronmental study underway must
require that any coalbed methane
development be conducted in the right
way from the start, he said.
Development “must ¢over its full soci-
etal costs. Anything less must be
judged uneconomic, unjustified, unac-
ceptable and unlawful,” he said.

Booming industry

The coalbed methane industry is

booming in Wyoming's Powder River '

Basin, and the pressure is on for

Montana to develop its portion of the
basin and other areas of the state,
Developing the clean-burning gas
involves drilling a series of wells and
pumping out ground water to release
pressure that holds the gas in coal
seams, ’

Water from Montana's coalbed
methane wells generally is marginal to

-poor for most uses and is unacceptable

for irrigation, Schneider said. The

water tends to be high in saline and

sodium, which can damage crops.
Development in Moritana is ot hold

Please see Water, 7B
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" until the state and U.S. Bureau of
Land Management finish an
Environmental Impact State-
ment. The agencies are working
on a draft environmental review
and ‘a final report is expected

One company, Fidelity
Explorauon and Production Co.,
. a subsidiary of MDU Resources
. Groip, is currently producing
" methane from about 165 wells in
the 'CX Field pear Decker.
- Fidglity has a temporary permit
- from the Montana Department of
Envuonmcntal Quality to dis-
charge its groundwater into the
. Tongue River.
: Meanwhile, NPRC, the
Tongue River Water Users
Association and  Montana
Environmental Information
Center are suing DEQ over
Fidelity’s discharge permit.

Huge impact

Schneider said the magnitude
of projected coalbed methane
development in Montana and
‘Wyoming is staggering.

Development forecasts in
Montana’s Powder River Basin
by industries arc for about 9,500
wells in the next 10 years, not
including tribal lands. BLM
recently issued a development
scenario for the environmental
analysis that ranges from 14,019
wells to 39,520 wells during the
next 10 years.

Schneider said this level of
drilling and producing activity
poses “unprecedented environ-
mental risks and impacts over a
vast. geographic area” in south-
eastern  and  southcentral
Montana.

“The cumulative environmen-
tal and socio-economic impacts
for roads, drilling sites, treatment
facilifies, compression, pipelines
and gathering lines, electric
transmission/distribution lines

and facilities etc. are extraordi-
nary and would radically change
the nature of (southeastern and

southcentral) Montana,” he
wrote,
Schneider said the production

of substantial quantities of saline
water from coalbed methane
wells present “extreme environ-
mental threats.”

Based on a scenario of 9,550
wells, the amount of groundwa-
ter produced would be nearly 2.5
billion barrels of water,
Schneider said. A barrel is 42 gal-
lons. Schneider said 25 billion
barrels of water would cover 503
sections of land with water one
foot deep. Using BLM'’s scenario
of 12,475 producing wells, the
cumulative amount of water pro-
duced would be about 32 billion
barrels.

Schneider said while discharg-
ing groundwater at the surface is
the “cheapest and easiest”
method for developers, surface
discharges do not meet “prudent
and reasonable standards of
operation” in statutory require-
ments or Montana’s constitution-
al standard. The state’s constitu-
tion says citizens have a right toa

clean and healthful environ-
ment.

The petroleum industry for
years has recognized reinjection
as a responsible method for dis-
posing of water, he said.

“Untreated surface water dis-
charge of (coalbed methane)
water 1s not acceptable, prudent
or lawful given the significant
environmental risks, uncertain-
ties and impacts upon the ecosys-
tem,” Schneider said. ‘Prudent
and responsible actions must
assure that the overall natural
systems balance is substantially
preserved for both the surface
waters and subsurface aquifers.”

Schneider’s study said rein-
jecting the water into the coal
seams 1s the most prudent
approach to addressing the risks.
Reinjection eliminates damage to
surface water, aquatic and
wildlife ecosystems, threatened

and endangered species, irriga-
tion water, soil contamination,
crops and recreation, he said.

Recycling the water back into
the coal seams also mitigates the
potential harm to existing
coalbed aquifers, Schneider said.

The report said it would be
relatively inexpensive to convert
marginal gas wells into reinjec-
tion wells.

Pluses, minuses

Schneider’s report identifies
some “cons” along with benefits.
Reinjection may be problematic
at the beginning of gas produc-
tion because methane production
typically requires a drop in water
pressure (by discharging the
groundwater) to release the gas,
he said.

And industry argues that rein-
jecting the water into the same
formation defeats the purpose,
which is to lower water pressure
and release the gas. |

Schneider said it may be nec-
essary initially to reinject water
into deeper formations until
wells produce and pressure is
reduced. At that point, the water
could be pumped back to its orig-
inal formation. Further, industry
is concerned about increased
costs to reinject water.

Landowners wha rely on
coalbed aquifers are concerned
that reinjecting water will conta-
minate the aquifer. Schneider
said it is important to recycle
unaltered coalbed methane
water through a closed-loop sys-
tem.

Schneider said federal and
state agencies must adopt water
reinjection and disposal require-
ments in their final decision on
the environmental analysis.

The agencies also “must place
the burden squarely on produc-
ers” to establish a comprehensive
development plan that satisfies
requirements for reinjection,
evaluate specific plans prior to
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leasing and development and. :

enforce compliance with reinjec-
tion programs.
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Do coal bed methane drilling right

By THOMAS SCHNEIDER

\~ By now, many Montanans
1ave heard of coal bed methane - a
form of naturai gas that is held in
coaji seams by water pressure. Sup-
porters describe CBM as a “clean
burning” fuel; a possible answer to
Montana’s and the nation’s sup-
posed energy crisis: a boon to
Montana’s tax coffers; and an im-
portant economic development ac-
tivity. Montana has plenty of CBM
gas, and high natural gas prices pro-
vide lots of incentive for develop-
ingit.

Motherhood and apple pie?
Maybe. Before coal bed methane
can be a solution to any of our prob-
lems, we need to make sure that we
develop methane in such a way that
the benefits truly outweigh the sig-
nificant economic, social and envi-
ronmental risks, impacts and costs
incurred in producing the gas.

As apetroleum engineer, former
Public Service Commission member
and consultant, I've been involved
in energy production and related
issues in Montana and surround-
ing states for more than three de-
cades. I've kept a close eye on meth-
ane development.

CBM production involves
pumping saline water from coal
seams. Producing the saline water
reduces the pressure in the coal bed,
which allows the methane gas to
“break loose” from the coal surfaces
and “flow” (along with the water)
through fractures in the coal seam
to the well. The methane gas then
separates from the water inside the
well casing and flows to the surface,
where it is collected. compressed
and sent to market through pipe-
lines. The saline CBM water 1s
pumped to surface and gathered for
disposal. Therein lies the rub — “‘the
water problem.”

The Bureau of Land Manage-
ment recently estimated that be-
tween 14,000 and 39,000 wells could

be drilled in Montana in the next 10
vears. CBM wells dewater at maxi-
mum levels at the outset of produc-
tion and gradually decline. Based
on a mid-range estimate of 26,500
CBM wells, the total volume of wa-
ter produced would be nearly 6 bil-
lion oilfield barrels (42 gallons per
barrel) of water in Montana. Imag-
ine a wading pool of salty water
covering 1,200 square miles one foot
deep. That’s how much CBM water
we’re talking about. Furthermore,
we should keep in mind that 50,000
to 70,000 CBM wells are forecasted
in Wyoming, and most of the Wyo-
ming water discharges flow north
to Montana in the Powder, Little
Powder and Tongue rivers.

Sound like an answer to the
currentdrought? Think again. In an
agricultural region heavily depen-
dent on irrigation, most CBM dis-
charge water is toxic to plants. It
contains high concentrations of dis-
solved salts, which not only kill
plants but also destroy soil struc-
ture for the long term.

So what’s the water good for?
You can drink it, though anybody
in southeastern Montana who
drinks water from deep wells would
tell you it doesn 't taste all that good.
You can use it to water stock, but
there aren’t enough cows, sheep,
pigs, llamas and horses in the entire
state to drink the amount of water
that will be produced.

Unfortunately, most CBM pro-
duced water in Montana and Wyo-
ming is discharged or “dumped” into
surface waters under state permits.
Discharging CBM water into rivers,
creeks. draws and drainages is un-
doubtedly the cheapest and easi-
est disposal method for methane
operators. However, given its toxic-
ity to plants, it’s obviously not
good for anyone cr anything else.

Because of these risks and
negative impacts, the Northern
Plains Resource Council asked me

to investigate the viability of rein-
jecting orrecycling produced CBM
water back into the same coal beds
from which it was produced. [ have
determined that reinjection of CBM
water is not only viable, but that it
could mitigate or solve most of the
difficult surface water problems, in-
cluding degraded water quality, pro-
found ecosystem changes, intro-
duction of exotic species, impact on
irrigation reservoirs and crop yields,
water rights, erosion, aquifer sub-
sidence and aquifer depletion.

Of the various disposal meth-
ods for CBM-produced water. rein-
jection seems to hold the most prom-
ise. Reinjection is the most direct
and prudent approach to deal with
the aquifer impacts of producing
unprecedented amounts of poor
quality water.

We must hold the methane in-
dustry to the highest standards to
ensure that coal bed methane de-
velopment contributes in a posi-
tive way. rather than continuing a
legacy where the economic benefits
go primarily to developers. while
environmental risks, costs and im-
pacts are forced on Montana.

We need to demand that our
state and federal agencies establish
solid and responsible rules of the
game necessary to protect our heri-
tage and our ecosystem before fur-
ther coal bed methane development
begins in Montana. That is basic
common sense.

There is a crying need for en-
lightened, no-nonsense leadership
from Montana’s elected officials,
state and federal agencies and the
CBM industry to walk the talk about
doing itright. Let's make sure they
do it right from the get-go!

Thomas Schneider has been a
petroleum engineer for Amoco Pro-
duction, Phillips Petroleum and Bi-
son Operating Co. He operates
Schneider Consulting in Helena.
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NPRC gwes
voice to citizen
concerns

hirty years ago, a group of Montanans,
[ mostly farmers and ranchers from the
Bull Mountains, Tongue River and
Colstrip areas, banded together out of con-
cern for how coal strip mining and a major
coal-fired power plant complex would
affect their land and their communities.
Today, about 200 members of the
Northern Plains Resource Council are
expected to gather in Billings to celebrate
three decades of working together to pro-
tect their land, water and agricultural
business. NPRC counts about 2,000 mem-
berships for individuals and families.
More than 90 percent are Montanans, oth-
ers are former residents.

Public involvement

This thriving citizens organization
exemplifies the ideal of public involve-
ment in public processes. NPRC members
are people who get involved in public land
issues affecting the places where they live
and work. Sometimes, that involvement
has been lawsuits against government and
against immediate development.

Oftentimes, agricultural and environ-
mental interests are at odds, In NPRC,
people involved in agriculture are
involved in protecting their environment,
but their work generates controversy.

The group isn't against all develop-
ment, it’s for responsible development,
said Teresa Erickson, NPRC staff director.
Reclamation of strip mines mitigates envi-
ronmental degradation and it provides
jobs, Erickson said. NPRC cares about
‘protecting wells and aquifers from drying
up. NPRC has fought for -surface-
landowner consent before underground
minerals are developed.

The group’s latest focus is coalbed

“‘thethane development, NPRC leaders are
‘proud that they have helped putMontana

of a different course than Wyoming

. where CBM development has exploded in

the past few years. CBM is brmgmg

| tremendous wealth to developers, miner-
al owners and state coffers. But it is also -

. discharging huge amounts of groundwa- _:;

‘ter onto dry Wyoming land, creating con-" %

cern about watér quality for users down—
stream and coricern about the stability of
wells in the area. '

Development done nght

“You can do it right,” said Arleen Boyd,
an NPRC member from Fishtail, who
chairs the Stillwater Protective

" Association and worked with Stillwater

- Mining Co. on its landmark “good neigh-
" bor” agreement. “The technology exists or

is developing to do it right.”

The call to “do it right” and protect pre-
cious water resources makes sense.
Despite our common border, Montana
isnt Wyoming. Water quality and soil
type varies, making the effects of CBM
water discharges more problematic in the
north end of the Powder River Basin.
Furthermore, although Montana can
develop many CBM wells, it could never
match Wyoming: CBM reserves in the

' Montana portion of the basin are only

about a tenth of Wyoming reserves.
NPRC didn't stop Colstrip from being
built, but played a role in reclamation
requirements. NPRC shouldn’t stop
coalbed methane but should have a voice

_in how development is done.

As former NPRC chairman Paul Hawks
said: “Somebody has to be there pushing

_ industry to look at these things.”

NPRC gives a large group of
Montanans an effective voice. We may
not always agree with NPRC, but we com-
mend the group for hdlding public deci-
sion-makers accountable.
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Groups urge s

By BECKY BOHRER
Aasoclated Press Writer

BILLINGS — The Northern
Plains Resource Council on Friday
urged coal-bed methane produc.
ers and state officials to improve
monitering programs and pursue
a balanced approach to develop-
ment that will protect the environ-
ment.

The recommendations were in-
cluded in a report by the conserva-
tion group that has been endorsed
by more than 30 organizations.

“The resource is here,” Arleen
Bovd. a Northern Plains member,

said of the large deposits of coal-
bed methane along the Montana
and Wyoming border. “It's not like
if you asked (developers) to do it
right that they're going to go some-
where else.”

Telephone messages seeking
comment on the report Friday af.
ternoon from industry officials
were not immediately returned.

Members of Northern Plains re-
leased their recommendations, ti-
tled “Doing It Right,” during the
group’s annual meeting.

The plan recommended:

® Monitoring provisions and en.
forcement of existing laws, helping

to ensure accountability

® Landowner protections

® Using technologies that mini-
mize environmental effects

® Greater public involvement in
the decision making process

® Reclamation and bonding pro-
visions

® Inventories of plants, fish and
wildlife and phasing-in develop-
ment to dilute the effects.

Northern Plains said its plan has
receieved strong support from
ﬁoups including American Rivers,
the Wilderness Society and the
Wyoming Outdoor Council.

Peter Aengst, a regional associ-

S

ate in the Northern Rockies office
of The Wilderness Society, said he
hoped the report prompted more
discussion among the various in-
terests.

“This is really a giant experi-
ment,” he said of coal-bed metharie
development.

“There is a need for a conserva-
tive and cautious approach to
where it is happening and how it is
being mitigated,” he added.

Mark Albers, Montana director
of American Rivers, agreed.

“It is a real tough time with what
the country is facing, but we have
to make sure we don't just roll back

tate to responsibly develop coal-bed methane

the clocks in the perceived press
for energy dependence,” he said.
“It can’t be done that way.”

Concerns have been raised about
poor quality water being dis-
charged into rivers and streams as
the resource is developed and pos-
sible effects on agricuitural land
and to wildlife.

Development has been swift in
Wyoming, particularly in the Pow-
der River Basin, which extends in-
to Montana.

In this state, an environmental
impact statement is underway to
analyze development of coal-bed
methane, a form of natural gas. A

draft could be available to the pub-
'lic by year's end, said Aden Sei-.
dlitz, associate field manager of the
Bureau of Land Management’s
Miles City office.

He said officials realized earlier
that “this was going to be a contro-
versial and emotional topic. I think
it still is, of course, and people are
waiting for a chance to review the
document.”

Boyd said the Northern Plains’
report seeks a balance among the
interests involved.

“We did not ask for one single
thing in this that is not doable or af-
fordable,” she said.



CBM drilling
threatens
Montana’s
water resource

By ROGER MUGGLI
T&Y Tririgation Co.

e all learn from an early age that the Earth
is mostly water. Maybe that's why we
"have such a cavalier attitude about wast-
ing it. Turri on a faucet and water comes out. Put
on the sprinklers and your lawn stays green.
‘What we dont learn is that only 25 percent of
the Earth’s water is fresh and drinkable — every-
thing else is salty, Of the fraction that is drinkable,
only six-tenths of a percent is usable — the rest is
locked up in ice caps and glaciers on the Earth's
poles.
The United States is blessed with a good share
of the world’s drinkable water. With just 10 to 12
inches of rain a year, southeastern Montana is a lit-
tle less blessed, but we've managed to make do
until now by taking care of the water we do have.

Dry years on Tongue River

I work along the Tongue River. In dry years,
like we had this summer, the water level drops so
low that the riverbed cracks and peels in the sun.
My family and I run a farm and pellet feed opera-
tion, and we depend on good river water for irri-
gation. In addition, I manage the Tongue and
Yellowstone Irrigation District, which means I
have to get good water to 400 or so irrigators along
the Tongue and Yellowstone Rivers.

Most people upriver from where I live depend
on water from coal seam aquifers for domestic and
stock use. While this well water is too salty to use
for irnigation, it is perfectly OK to drink. Without
the river water and good wells, most people
wouldr’t be able to live here, which is why we
don’t take water for granted — not a drop.

That’s why I find it so unconscionable that the
coalbed methane industry wastes millions of gal-
lons of good drinking water each day, and dis-
charges water unsuitable for irrigation into rivers
and impoundments, and all with the happy con-
sent of our elected officials.

As long as I can remember, Montana state agen-
cies have encouraged conservation of water. In
fact, it is illegal under Montana state law to waste
water — you are supposed to put it to a good use,
or don’t use it at all.
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Lowermg aquifers

Then along comes the coalbed methane indus-
try. An average coalbed methane well in the
Powder River Basin withdraws 16,000 gallons of
water a day from coal seam aquifers. This water is
essentially a byproduct of methane prodiiction.
Methane operators generally dump it in rivers or
into unlined impoundments.

In a great twist of irony, this methane water is
nat only useless in the rivers, but the concentra-
tions of salts degrade the quality of water for irri-
gation. Even a modest increase in salts in the
Tongue River will make it toxic to Montana crops
and plants. Meanwhile, withdrawing so much
water from coal seam aquifers lowers the water
table, which will cause our wells, springs and seeps
to go dry. .

The Bureau of Land Managemenit predicts that
up to 39,000 wells could be drilled in Montana in
the next 10 years. The boom is expected to last
about 20 years. Even a quarter of that number of
wells would devastate agriculture, the one indus-
try that has sustained this region for 125 years.

The lure of tax benefits is thé carrot that has
brought the state of Montana to such nonsense. Is
that it then? Either we develop methane and get
the tax benefits, or we protect our rivers and
aquifers?

Respecting other industries

No. It is possible to develop methane responsi-
bly, with respect for other industries. It is possible
to put the methane water back into coal seam
aquifers where it is most useful. It is possible to do

~ it right and get the tax benefits of methane devel-

opment. But it isn’t happening right now, and it
isi’t going to happen unless we make it happen.
Water is truly our most precious resource in
southeastern Montana. We cannot afford to squan-
der it, for any price. We need to make this indpstry

. 4o it right. The Northern Plains Resource Council
has proposed six reasonable steps that the

methane industry could take to develop responsi-
bly. Thirty-four organizations in Montana and
other states have already endorsed this proposal. If
youd like to take a look at our proposal, go to

. '_wwi}j.-northemplains.org or call 248-1154.

4 -
Rogler Muggli of Miles City is the manger of the

gtte & Yellowstone Irrigation District, a meémber

- Tongu :
of sthe Board of Directors of the Tongue River

Operating - Commiittee, the Yellowstone Resource
Advisory Committee and the Northern Plains

- Resource Council’s Coalbed Methane Task Force





