Calmar residents know the drill as company works to cap abandoned well
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Resident Rhonda Kanis takes a picture of her kids Tanner, 9 and Carlie, 6, and their babysitter Alyssa Cole, 14, in front of the drilling rig working to fix an old leak in a residential area in Calmar, Thursday July 7, 2011.
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CALMAR - Residents in a Calmar subdivision were introduced to a new, noisy neighbour this week: a towering drilling rig.

Imperial Oil brought the rig into town to begin re-abandonment work for a sweet gas well discovered there more than three years ago.

Residents in the area will have to contend with the constant hum of the rig until the well is permanently resealed. The rig will operate 24 hours a day, seven days a week to finish the work as quickly as possible, said Imperial Oil spokeswoman Laura Bishop.

“Our objective is to minimize disturbances to residences in the area,” Bishop said. The work, which began Thursday afternoon, was scheduled to last at least one week, but could continue for as many as three, she said.

Seven families living in homes within a 50-metre radius of the well site established by Imperial were relocated and offered compensation for the duration of the project, Bishop said.

The rig, operated by Savanna Drilling, was modified to reduce noise levels during its operations, Bishop said. The loudest work will be done during the day, to limit overnight disturbances.

Rhonda Kanis, whose backyard faces the well, took her kids to an open house hosted by Imperial Oil at the site Thursday morning. As she snapped photos of her two young children posing in front of the rig, she said the disruptions will be a concern. “The noise is a concern, but the idea that it’s going to be fixed is better. If you want this done right, it takes time,” she said.

Her children, Tanner and Carlie, seemed awed by the massive piece of machinery looming over their home. “They don’t get the opportunity to get that close to a rig every day,” she said with a laugh.
Richard LeDrew, who has lived in the neighbourhood for six years, said he was concerned about the health impacts the well might have on residents in the area.
“It’s always a concern to have a gas well leaking,” he said. “But they’re taking the measures to ensure the safety of everyone. They kept the public informed at every turn.”

Bishop said the well poses no health risks to people in the area.

“It’s important for residents to know there’s no health and safety risks with the well. The well’s not leaking,” she said.

The well is buried beneath Centre Park, a playground surrounded by single-family homes on the western edge of the town. It was one of three leaking gas wells discovered in Calmar in 2008. The first, discovered after a developer spotted bubbles in a puddle next to an elementary school, was permanently resealed in 2009.

A third sweet gas well was discovered in a backyard in the Evergreen Crescent subdivision, where four homes have already been purchased and demolished by Imperial Oil to make way for a rig to be brought in. Work to re-abandon that well was originally scheduled to begin this summer, but had to be postponed because the company is still negotiating with the owners of a fifth home that has to be demolished before work can begin, Bishop said.

“To date, we haven’t reached an agreement with the fifth owner,” she said, adding that the company offered “fair market value” for the home using a formula that was accepted by the other four owners.

The wells were drilled and abandoned by Texaco in the 1950s and ’60s, but became Imperial Oil’s responsibility when the two companies merged in 1989.

All three wells were leaking small quantities of gas into the surrounding soil, but tests showed they posed no health risks to residents, Imperial says. The company put wellheads on all of the wells to contain them and none are currently leaking.

Abandonment of an oil or gas well occurs when the flow is stopped and a cap is placed over the casing about one metre below the surface.

It’s not clear how development around the abandoned wellheads was approved without town officials noticing them.

Currently, the Municipal Government Act includes a subdivision and development regulation that prohibits homes or public facilities from being built within 100 metres of gas or oil wells. But the act specifies that regulation doesn’t apply to abandoned wells. After surface reclamation is complete and Alberta Environment issues a certificate, abandoned well sites can be removed from the land title.

The Energy Resources Conservation Board is working on developing specific setback distances that will regulate how far an abandoned well site must be from municipal development, but that process hasn’t been completed yet, said Municipal Affairs spokeswoman Michelle Davio.

‘It’s still going through the government process, the changes that are being looked at. Right now, there’s no regulated setbacks,” she said.

For now, the ERCB recommends a setback consisting of a 20-metre by 35-metre work area around an abandoned well.
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