Leaking natural gas wells a nightmare for homeowners near Edmonton
 
by Darcy Henton, Calgary Herald, April 11, 2011
 
Trevor and Stacy Smith in their Calmar home that must be demolished to make way for a drilling rig to seal an abandoned Imperial Oil well.
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A developer who noticed gas bubbling up in a puddle near a new school in a small town south of Edmonton sounded the alarm.

Calmar officials say the discovery of that leaking Texaco natural gas well in 2008 prompted a search for other abandoned wells in the community of 2,000, 50 kilometres southwest of Alberta's capital.

Town public works manager Ed Melesko says the search located 26 wells within town limits, including two others that were leaking.

One was in a neighbourhood park and the other in a new housing development just a few feet behind a home on Evergreen Crescent in the heart of town.

The wells, cut off metres below ground, weren't listed on land titles because references to them were removed once they were sealed in the 1960s.

Imperial Oil, which acquired responsibility for Texaco wells when the companies merged in 1989, stopped the leaks, but stresses the three wells never posed a health and safety problem because of the small amount of gas that escaped.

But plans to permanently seal the well on Evergreen Crescent will involve the demolition of five new modular homes to make room for the drilling rig required to do the work, says Imperial Oil spokeswoman Laura Bishop.

Bert Brown, a retired federal fire commissioner, watched from the sunroom of his retirement home across the street as backhoes knocked down three houses in December. He finds it strange the developer and town staff didn't know about the well in the residential subdivision and that no one bothered to check, since "Alberta is full of oil wells."

"Nobody will admit nothing, but we're all suspicious," says the 87-year-old Second World War navy veteran. "Somebody had to know about it."

He suggests it is more than a coincidence the house beside the well was the only one in the subdivision that didn't have a basement. 

Melesko says the well pipe was bent at an angle that suggests it was struck by heavy equipment, but the subdivision was developed in stages and held by a number of different owners over several years so it is difficult to determine who knew what.

Four families have accepted Imperial Oil's offer to purchase their homes, but the owners of the fifth house, Trevor and Stacy Smith, have refused to sell, contending the offer is less than the replacement value of their home.

Imperial Oil has permanently sealed the initial well that was discovered leaking near the school and plans to work on one or both of the other two wells this summer.

"What we're doing now is working on a detailed timeline of the preparatory work that needs to be done to determine if we could proceed this summer," says Bishop.

Residents say the situation has been divisive and disruptive for the neighbourhood. Some support the Smiths and others blame them for holding up the repatriation of the Evergreen well. And some residing just beyond the Evergreen well site, outside the 50-metre safety perimeter, say they should have had the option to sell, too, because they have to cope with an anticipated three weeks of drilling.

"We're left in limbo with a half-destroyed street," complains Ralph Olson, 52, who lives one house down from the site. "It's extremely miserable for those of us who are caught in it. It's difficult to sell your home when you have to tell people that sometime in the next year or two there's a drilling rig going in and the home next door is going to be demolished." 

The oil company contends it is doing more than the regulations require and that includes modifying a rig to suppress the noise it makes drilling 24 hours a day seven days a week. 

The wells were drilled in the 1950s, but when they went out of production it was common practice at the time to remove as much production casing from them as possible before sealing them.

More than 1,000 metres of casing were removed from the Evergreen well which resulted in natural gas seeping from formations 250 to 350 metres below ground, Bishop said. To permanently seal the wells, Imperial Oil plans to install new casings and cement them in place.

The site of the Evergreen well will be left as green space to enable a rig to return to the site if further servicing is required. Since the other two wells were in open areas, residents are not as greatly affected, but Imperial Oil has agreed to relocate seven families in the vicinity of the well in the park while drilling is underway this summer, Bishop said.

When the drilling rig arrives on Evergreen Crescent, Brown and his wife, Gwen, and their daughter's family and several other families living nearby will be displaced for one to three weeks while the drilling occurs. Their yard will be filled with drilling equipment, and electricity and gas service will be suspended, he says.

But Brown says the inconvenience he and his family face is nothing compared to the disruption caused to his neighbours who were forced from their homes.

Frustrated holdout homeowner Trevor Smith, 42, has turned the matter over to his lawyer. He says the compensation offered by Imperial Oil will leave him either with a bigger mortgage or less house.

The backdoor of his house is just six and a half metres from the well, which has now been enclosed in a shed and encircled with a wire fence with a locked gate.

"It looks like we live next to a concentration camp," he says.

The spotlight may be on Calmar now, but he warns that other Albertans could find themselves in similar circumstances if the province doesn't take action to ensure this doesn't happen again.

"As more development occurs this will happen more and more," says Smith. "It's going to be very scary in Alberta in 50 years."

Melesko wasn't the town public works director when the sub-division was approved, but he's in the middle of it now.

The town contracted out its development work to an Edmonton consulting company that checked the land titles to make sure there weren't any issues, but despite repeated notices sent out by the province since 1996, no one checked with the Energy Resources Conservation Board for the locations of abandoned oilfield infrastructure. 

"It just wasn't really the way things were done at the time," Melesko says, but adds that changes have been made now.

"We've changed some wording on our development applications where developers are responsible to show us their clearance from the ERCB," he says. "Everybody is trying to do their part to make sure it doesn't happen again."

The Calmar controversy shocked Premier Ed Stelmach who vowed to find out "where the breakdown was," and his Conservative government has promised legislation to address the issue.

It has known about the issue since 1996 and sent out information bulletins warning municipalities about the issue then, and in 2001 and 2010, but there is no provincial law requiring municipalities or developers to check with the conservation board to determine if there are abandoned wells present prior to developing property.

St. Albert Conservative MLA Ken Allred introduced a private member's bill last year in a bid to have the information made available on a dial-before-you-dig or "one-call" line, but the bill never passed.

Alberta Municipal Affairs Minister Hector Goudreau has promised to introduce new amendments to the governing legislation this spring, but the changes to the Municipal Government Act regulations have yet to be approved by the Conservative agenda and priorities committee or cabinet, according to Municipal Affairs spokesman Jerry Ward.

Ward says Goudreau is committed to making the changes this spring, but municipalities should not be waiting for them.

"They should be well aware of the need to check for these kind of things," says Ward. "It would be good practice to start doing it now as opposed to waiting for some regulatory change."

A controversial aspect of the amendments is the requirement for a 20-metre by 35-metre setback surrounding the abandoned well.

Land rights lawyer Keith Wilson says such a setback would perpetually impede a landowner's ability to develop his land and would not compensate him for that land-use restriction. 

Once the well is officially sealed, lease payments to landowners cease. The setback also reduces the value of the land if it is sold, Wilson says.

"I haven't seen anything about how they will address that and they should, or they should give landowners a choice of not having wells on their land," he says.

Ward says the amendments, if they do go forward as planned, will not require that abandoned wells be noted on the land title because that is not under the authority of Alberta Municipal Affairs.

He says there is also no provision in the amendments for fines for developers or municipalities that don't comply with the requirement to check for abandoned wells.
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