Ranchers ready for drilling fight, say wells will destroy native grasses
Fear new Compton Petroleum wells in Porcupine Hills will hurt ranching community
 
by Elise Stolte, July 17, 2005, Calgary Herald

Ron Davis is a concerned rancher on the west slopes of the Porcupine Hills southwest of Calgary, where Compton Petroleum Corporation would like to install more gas wells.

Ranchers in the Porcupine Hills are gearing up for a fight.

They say a complex, new drilling project, with a higher-than-normal density of wells, would destroy the native grasses and the fragile ranching community it sustains.

Ron Davis ranches on the west slopes of the Porcupine Hills and has one of the first well sites one kilometre from his property.

He's seen the company replace grass with a gravel pad and knows what that loss means for raising cattle.

"The natural grass here is what makes this country work for agriculture," he said, perched on the tailgate of his pickup truck.

"The potential to change this area is extreme. We can't replace the grass. Once it's gone, it's gone."

The Porcupine Hills lie about 100 kilometres southwest of Calgary, where the Prairies meet the mountains south of Chain Lakes. They stand high above the flat lands to the east, clothed in stands of fir and aspen with large swaths of undisturbed fescue grass, a family of grasses Environment Canada estimates now exist on only five per cent of their former 255,000-square-kilometre range.

Compton Petroleum has already drilled nine wells in the area and has three more sites proposed. They specialize in unconventional gas and own rights to 110 sections of land in the area.

The rock formation under the Porcupine Hills is bent and folded back upon itself, creating a gas field of scattered pockets, which is difficult to drill. Compton describes the project as "technically complex, over pressured, thrusted and tight," requiring more than the usual number of wells for a conventional gas drill in southern Alberta.

But Compton officials say they recognize the importance of the grasses to ranchers and are able to use new techniques to both minimize disturbance and replant natural vegetation.

"There's always progress in human society; we're getting better," said Murray Robertson, the Compton land agent in charge of the project.

He stood at a proposed well site last week with local restoration specialist, Marilyn Neville, who was hired by Compton to do an environmental assessment.

The site, roughly 160 metres square, is hidden from Highway 22 by a patch of trees. Fence posts run in the distance and a track dirt trail leads in. Other than that, the spot looks untouched.

To prove the point, a black bear ambles upwind into the aspen woods and down the hill, and three deer graze on the fescue near a herd of cattle.

Compton will disturb the land as little as possible by using one well site like this to drill up to eight wells, rather than drilling on eight separate sites, said Robertson.

New techniques could see up to 22 wells all drilled from the same pad, cutting down on disturbance by using the same access roads and pipelines, he added.

"These pads minimize disturbance. That's what people are not understanding right now," said Neville, who also owns ranchland in the area.

She outlined a list of studies and new harvesting techniques that will help the company restore the site when they finish.

But is she sure they will succeed?

She hesitated.

"We have not been doing this long enough to have positive results, but we've seen good trends," she said. "It takes a long time."

The key is how many well sites the project will eventually need, and that won't be known until Compton can analyse the results from its exploratory wells, she added.

That's not good enough for Davis, who is also a counsellor for the MD of Ranchlands and has been working with Compton since before the first exploratory wells in 2003.

"The density of wells will still be extreme (even when using multi-well pads)," he said. "This is a very tight gas field. That has a tremendous impact on the landscape."

A key to this disagreement lies many kilometres south, in southern Wyoming, where the Greater Green River Basin provides the only example of a successfully tapped, similar rock foundation.

Local environmental and landowner groups point to the basin as a horrific example of development gone wrong. Aerial photos from the basin show a landscape liberally sprinkled with well sites and laced with access roads and pipelines.

"The industry calls it 'carpet bombing' or statistical drilling," said Andrew Nikiforuk, a landowner and environmental writer from the area. "You drill as many friggin' wells as you can in the hopes that 60 per cent of them will produce a small amount of gas."

"We're talking about drilling it to death," he added.

Robertson and Neville maintain Wyoming and Alberta are apples and oranges.

The rock foundation is the same, but "we've got a totally different set of regulations, some very good regulations," said Neville.

Compton can't know the full scale of the project yet but when it does, it won't be approved unless the impacts can be reduced to an acceptable level, she added.

Upset landowners and environmental groups don't feel they can trust the regulators. That feeds fear and anger.

"These people are just totally immoral, amoral and irresponsible," said James Tweedie, an environmental activist. "We're certainly going to fight them all the way."

And that fight needs to start now, said Davis. "Once they have a well in place, it's very hard to stop the second."
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