Gov't ignoring tainted groundwater problems: rancher 
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EDMONTON - Afraid coal-bed methane wells have tainted her water, Fiona Lauridsen moved her cattle to another farm.

Her husband spends days away from the family, with the calves.

"I don't want to see my animals poisoned," she said. "The water coming out of my well is vile. You can't swallow it."

Alberta Environment told Lauridsen a methane-producing bacteria got into her well. 

Debbie Signer, who also lives near the hamlet of Rosebud, was told by the department that poor well maintenance made her water undrinkable.

Both women were at the legislature Tuesday to say the government has rejected their pleas for more answers.

In the 18 months since their problems and similar ones emerged, officials are still investigating, while more wells are drilled to extract natural gas from coal seams deep underground.

"Alberta Environment is doing everything that it possibly can to get to the bottom of this issue," Environment Minister Rob Renner said in the legislature.

He said his ministry has drilled some monitoring wells but doesn't have a conclusive link that coal-bed methane activity is harming groundwater.

But Lauridsen and Signer argued the evidence is there. Signer showed reporters water-sample results the ministry did on her property, finding a toxic stew of petroleum-related chemicals, including butane, isopentane, hexane and the solvent toluene. That suggests naturally occurring bacteria along did not trigger the problems, she said.

Heather von Hauff, a groundwater policy adviser with the government, said some of the hydrocarbon chemicals can be found in commercial products such as glue. She and other officials would not discuss the investigations.
More than 10,000 coal-bed methane wells have been drilled in Alberta.

Alberta Environment has investigated 61 complaints that coal-bed methane has caused water problems. In most cases, improper well maintenance was found to be the culprit, a spokesman said. Four more are ongoing, including a Ponoka County farmer's problems with conventional oil and gas wells.

The other coal-bed complaint still being probed is from Wetaskiwin County's Dale Zimmerman, who claimed 12 of his cows died for unknown reasons. After hearing his complaint, Lauridsen said she refused to expose her livestock to the same potential dangers.
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