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Lake Erie drilling ban opposed

By Gary Rennie, the Windsor Star

Hundreds of offshore natural gas wells in Lake Erie have a perfect safety record over a century of operation, say representatives of the Ontario Petroleum Institute.

Industry officials here oppose the total ban on offshore drilling in the Great Lakes called for recently by Michigan Senator Debbie Stabenow in reaction to the BP oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico.

Even some environmental groups in Ontario, like the Sierra Club, aren't supporting the ban that Stabenow seeks.

"The safety record for gas drilling (in Lake Erie) has been perfect for over 100 years," says Ian Colquhoun, an industry consultant and vice president of the Ontario Petroleum Institute (OPI).

"There are very, very stringent and rigorous safety protocols that are well followed," he said.

But there are dissenting views. Randy Robinson of Farmer's Oil and Gas, one of the smaller oil drilling companies in Chatham-Kent, doesn't question the safety record of natural gas wells in Lake Erie, but says greater scrutiny of the oil and gas industry in Ontario is overdue.

The company has dug about 10 oil wells over several decades east of Wheatley.

Robinson's support for more scrutiny is based on his negative experiences with industry disposal of the brine solution that typically accompanies oil by using injection wells to pump it back underground. Shallow injection wells contaminated well water in the Wheatley area more than a decade ago, he says.

Since 1913, about 2,300 natural gas wells have been drilled in Lake Erie on the Ontario side, says Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources spokesperson Jolanta Kowalski.

About 470 natural gas wells are still in operation. Most are 15 to 60 kilometres offshore, east of Point Pelee to south of Port Colborne. The volumes produced aren't comparable to western wells, but in a year typically enough gas is found to heat every home in Windsor.

In addition, the province has 23 oil wells -- called horizontal or slant wells -- drilled on-shore but extending under Lake Erie, Kowalski said.

The province doesn't permit oil wells drilled directly into the lake bottom. Should oil be found when a gas well is being drilled, the well has to be capped and abandoned.

Colquhoun said the environmental impact of a natural gas leak isn't comparable to the lingering impacts of an oil spill. A natural gas leak would bubble through the water and vent into the atmosphere with negligible effects on water quality, Colquhoun said.

The other significant difference with the Gulf of Mexico oil spill is the shallow depths at which drilling occurs in Lake Erie, making monitoring and repairs by divers much easier, Colquhoun said. The pressures in the wells are also considerably less, reducing the risks of blowouts, he noted.

Joe Van Overberghe of the Ontario Petroleum Institute said the horizontal oil wells send pipelines out about a kilometre below the lake bottom, minimizing the risk of a leak that could reach the water.

The natural gas wells in the lake are connected to on-shore processing plants by a network of pipelines laid on the lake bottom.

Dan McDermott, Ontario director for the Sierra Club, agrees that drilling for natural gas in Lake Erie poses minor environmental risks compared to offshore drilling for oil.

"There's no comparison," said McDermott. "The impacts would be quite different." Still, fish spawning grounds should be avoided by well drilling even for natural gas, he suggests.

McDermott said the Sierra Club welcomes the shift away from fossil fuels to renewable energy, but in the transition, prefers the use of cleaner burning natural gas to oil and coal.

A U.S. environmental group -- the Lake Michigan Federation -- has opposed all types of drilling for oil and natural gas in the Great Lakes, whether offshore or horizontal. Their study emphasizes risks of well and pipeline failures and poisonous hydrogen sulphide gas leaks at processing plants.

More than 2,000 oil and natural gas producing wells are also scattered across southwestern Ontario, including Essex County. It's the legacy of the founding of the North American petroleum industry here with the first oil in 1858 dug in Oil Springs in Lambton County. More than 50,000 oil and gas wells have been dug in Ontario since then.

In his years in the business, Robinson said he's noticed declining numbers of provincial inspectors on site when wells are drilled and monitoring their operation. He believes there's unwillingness by the province to interfere much with the industry.

The numbers of ministries that have responsibility for different aspects of oil and gas drilling and disposal of the waste also makes regulation more difficult, Robinson argues.

The U.S. has a complete ban on offshore oil and natural gas well drilling in the Great Lakes. Like Ontario, Michigan permits horizontal oil and gas wells that begin on-shore, but has few.

Stabenow, who is on the U.S. Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee, is calling for talks with the Canadian government to put in a complete ban on offshore drilling by both countries.

"I think now is the time to have those conversations." Stabenow said in U.S. media interviews. "We should be engaging in that with Canadians to find out what safety precautions are in place."

Van Overberghe said information on Ontario's oil and gas industry is being sent to the U.S. government in preparation for those discussions.

Colquhoun said it's understandable that all types of offshore drilling are being scrutinized in the wake of the BP oil spill, even if the environmental risks of natural gas drilling aren't comparable. "There's a fear factor," he said.

Lake Erie on the Canadian side is the only one of the Great Lakes with offshore, natural gas wells.

Kowalski said there hasn't been any new drilling in Lake Erie for natural gas in the last three years, and none is planned for 2010.

