Water grief brings cowboy to tears
Rancher fights contamination
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A rugged Alberta rancher -- who says a handshake is more important than any paper contract -- was brought to tears Tuesday in Edmonton, as he launched a petition calling on the Stelmach government to protect the province's groundwater from oil and gas contamination.

Ponoka-area farmer Shawn Campbell, 57, tried to choke back tears under the brim of his cowboy hat at a news conference, when he argued rural Albertans' worries over their contaminated and potentially toxic groundwater are largely falling on deaf ears.

Campbell and his wife Ronalie, 55, were the first Albertans to sign the petition titled "A Pledge to Invest in Alberta's Future" -- which demands a series of groundwater safety protocols -- and are calling on all MLAs and the rest of the province to follow suit.

Industry production has contaminated their water with several explosive gases, he insisted, such as methane, ethane and propane. But the government is treating them like a bunch of "dumb farmers," he said, and is failing to protect the best interests of citizens.

"I've lost total faith in our government today," Campbell said, his voice breaking with emotion. "They have a long ways to go back to get my handshake again."

Their pleas come the same week a new report from the Alberta-based Pembina Institute argued the province needs stronger regulations to protect groundwater from potential contamination related to increased natural gas production. The study urged government to step up regulations on industry to conduct water-well testing prior to drilling gas wells and improve the system for handling and reporting landowners' complaints.

But Environment Minister Rob Renner said Tuesday there's been methane in groundwater for years and that only recently have Albertans become more aware of the issue.

"We do everything that we possibly can to maintain the integrity of our groundwater," Renner told reporters at the legislature. "If there is any clear evidence that we need to take further action, we're prepared to do so."

But Renner said the province's analysis of sample wells shows most of the contamination issues are the result of poor well maintenance by landowners.

Alec Blyth, a hydrogeologist with the Alberta Research Council who's part of the scientific panel reviewing Alberta's water testing rules, said he's surprised by how many water wells are poorly maintained.

Ninety per cent of rural Albertans rely on groundwater for their homes, but residential wells aren't regulated in Alberta.

Still, Blyth believes improvements to the province's testing system are required. One gap he's cited is the need to collect better data on the natural gas from coal bed methane wells.

"We've got a fingerprint of the gas, but there is nothing to compare it to," he said recently. "I think that leads to problems."

The conference also included representatives from industry and landowners. One thing they all agreed on is the province doesn't know enough about the water that lies beneath the ground.

"In the province, we don't know where the water is," Blyth told the audience. "That's the bottom line."

The Campbells, who have more than 30 producing oil or gas wells on their land, maintain their groundwater has been contaminated by a conventional deep gas source, and their water hisses and bubbles when coming out of the tap.

Their holding tank was burping, they said, which forced them to flee their home at one point, worried it would explode. Bottled water is now their only option. "People need to hear about this," Shawn Campbell said.

The couple joined Liberal environment critic David Swann, as well as three other frustrated land owners in calling for an independent assessment of groundwater quality in Alberta.

The petition also seeks an early-warning system that could detect groundwater contamination and begin water-well data collection before approving unconventional gas development.
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