






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































By MAX HEINE 
Staff WrIter 

VIE
t industry has invested four 

limes as much as Mercedes­
Benz in west-<:entral Alabama 
over the last decade, but has 

DO central factory? 
CoaIbed methane. 
Thls summer, the 10th anniversary or 

the Coabed Methane Association of Alaba­
ma, finds the industry with a relatively 
obscure presence in the region, though 
continuing to thrive in spite or gas prices 
that have been lower than expected for 
most of the decade. 

"We invested more than $2 billlon 
drilling wells in Alabama," said Dennis 
Urthem, the association's exl!Clltive direc­
tor_ Yet because its holdings are dispersed 
among thousands oC rural acres, the indus­
try is "not even a speck OD the radar 
screen," he said. 

That's different Crom the late 19805 and 
early 1990:s. Gas prices, new technology 
and an expiring tax credit designed to 
encourage alternative fuels joined to pro­
duce a frenzy oC drilllng as operators pro­
duced methane trapped in coal seams that 
traditionally had been vented as waste. 

Rural residents complained oC roads 
torn up by service trucks. pristine 
or woodJand spoiled by drilling crews, Bn?-L.....;.---( 
streams polluted by excess silt from devel­
oping sites or well water with high levels 
of salts. 

In 1\IscaIoosa, the boom drove up retall 
sales and rental rates Cor homes, apart­
ments and offices _as 

Top 15 methane 
Cumulative through 1995, 
miOions OjC,lW'JC ...... 

. '. 



dUce a frenzy of dri1llng as operators ~ 
duced methane trapped in coal seams that 
traditionally had been vented as waste. 

Rural residents complained of 
torn up by service trucks, pristine 
or woodland spoiled by drilling crews, 1lIIIll.....:. ......... --( 
streams polluted by excess silt from devel­
oping sites or welJ water with high levels 
of salts. 

In 'l\JscaIoosa, the boom drove up retail 
sales and rental rates Cor homes, apart­
ments and offices as operators and ser­
vke companies set up shop. Recalling a 
news report from that period, Lathem said, 
"You can't buy a while truck in 
ThscaIoosa_" White is the color Cavored 
for trucks by coalbed methanse service 
companies. 

Now that exploration has siowed to a 
aawl, the environmental compJaints have 
dried up and the welJ operators quietly 
coUect gas from welJs accessible mostly 
from private dirt roads. Still, more than 
a Cew welJs are visible from roads in almost 
any dIrect10n from urban ThscaIoosa. 

"We have around 4,300 or 4,400 welJs in 
the state, and 3,000 oC them are coalbed 
methane wells, mostly in 1\isca 10058 or 
Jefferson counties," said Jay Masingill, 
assistant supervisor Cor the 'IUscaJoosa­
based Oil and Gas Board. "So U's a pret­

companies in 1990 showed employment ot 
almost 2,400, Lathem said. He estimated 
the fJgUre is about half that now. 

A 1989 economic impact study of the 
industry by the University of Alabama Cen­
ter Cor Business and Economic Research 
produced mixed results: 

Industry is in the 
throes of a rebirth 

ty significant industry." 
The coal.bed welJs helped push Alabama 

into one ot the nation's top 10 gas-pro­
ducing stales, he said. 

A SUIVey of coaIbed met.hane-related 

• 'The study Corecast 5,150 weDs by 1996. 
There were 5,093 permitted by June 14, 
though perhaps 800 of those were never 
drilled, Lathem said. 

• The study expected gas prices to rise 
Pi .... ••• GAS Page 4E 

By CHRIS WOODYARD 
and DAVID IVANOVICH 
The Houston Chronicle 

HOUSTON - Bemold Hanson, a petro­
leum geologist turned wildcatter, basked 
in tho oll boom of the early 19805. 

Alabama's coalbed methane production he"~:d~'!tu~~ a~~c~~~n~e~e:r 
150 

Billions of cubic feet him. But when the bust came, he 

134 
teetered with others on the brink of 
bankruptcy. 

, '"1 ~,~:-:::~1~2~8~_f Thday, many of the rigs are gone and 
====~=-____ -:~-LL/~ 12~O _____ 1~rL _____ ~~~~~~~~~~~L~ 

its are up sharply and they have start · 
~ hiring again. 

Oil and gas producers are ru'ihlng 
headlong into the deeper waters 01 the 
Gull of Mexico in search of big dI. ..... ,ov· 
eries. Companies are spending millions 
of dolJars to drill Cor untapped on.oJ\tJre 
reserves. And foreign countri~ are 
aggressively courting U.S. firms Cor htolp 
In developing their own ellt'rgy 
resources. 

With prosperity has come a chIlnge 
oC attitude. 

"The Jl8?p1e I t:"Jt to are much mort' 
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collect gas from wells accesslble mostly 
Irom private dirt roads. Still, more than 
a few wells are visible from roads In almost 
8I\Y direction from urban Thscaloosa. 

"We have around 4,300 or 4,400 wells In 
the state, and 3,000 of them are coalbed 
methane wells, mostly In 'I\.1sc.aloosa or 
Jefferson counties." said Jay MasingiIJ, 
assistant supervisor for the '1\iscaIoosa­
based Oil and Gas Board. "So It's a pret­
ty significant industry." 

The coalbed wells helped push Alabama 
into one of the nation's top 10 gas-pro­
ducing states, he said. 

A SlUVey of coa1bed methane-related 

p'~ ! " ) 

companies In 1990 showed employment of 
almost 2,400, Lathem said. He estimated 
the figure Is about half that now. 

A 1989 economic impact study of the 
industry by the University of Alabama Cen­
ter for Business and Economic Research 
produced mixed results: 

• The study forecast 5,150 wells by 1900. 
There were 5,093 pennltted by J\Ule 14, 
though perhaps 800 of those were never 
drilled, Lathem saId. 

• The study expected gas prices to rise 
PI ....... GAS Page 4E 

Alabama's coalbed methane production 
150 Billions of cubic feet 
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Industry is in the 
throes of a rebirth 
By CHRIS WOODYARD 
and DAVID IVANOVICH 

The Houston Chronicle 

HOUSTON - Bemold Hanson, a petro­
leum geologist turned wildcatter, basked 
In tho 011 boom of the early 1980s. 

"He had the rigs, he had the Rolex. 
he had It all," an acquaintance says of 
him. But when the bust came, he 
teetered with others on the brink of 
bankruptcy. 

Today, many of the rigs are gone and 
Hanson straps a Selko to his wrist. The 
company plane is a seat on Southwest 
Airlines instead of t.'!e Beechcra!t King 
Air tW'boprop he once owned. 

Yet, Hanson and others In the 011 indus­
try are waxing enthusiastic again. 

'The MldIand, Texas, oilman has 
bought property In west Texas for 011 
development, is raising capital for three 
drilling projects and figuring out 
whether he can use water to e.'Clract 011 
trom an old \vell. 

For the first time In more than a 
decade, the oil and natural gas indus­
try Is bringing new jobs and economic 
growth to Houston and other energy cen­
ters_ 

While energy companies continue to 
look for ways to cuts costs, thelr prof-

its are up sharply and they have start­
£(! hiring again. 

011 and gas producers are ru..Jung 
headlong into the deeper waters 01 the 
Gulf of Mexico In search of big dN:ov­
aries. Companies are spending mllhons 
or dollars to drill ror untapped on.'>hure 
reserves. And foreign countries a re 
aggressively courting U.S. lirms [or bt-Ip 
In developing their own e.lt'rgy 
resources. 

With prosperity has come a change 
of attitude. 

"The people I talk to arc much mort' 
optimistic," saId Werner Sam, ~r 
of the Petroleum Club, which h.c. 
enrolled 30 new members In ltu-t.e 
months. 

"In the last eight to 10 month:.. II > 
been OK to say to people that you are 
doing pretty well," S8ld Lew O. Wani 
an oilman in Enid, Okla. 

Just how long the good times wIlIlasl . 
no one knows. Everyone - from ~.""­
utives deciding whether to buy new rlj(> 
to workers deciding wh>!ther to """nd 
their next paycheclc - is caUl luus 
They're reluctant to use the wurd 
liboom.," 

The reason? 
"You can't talk about 8 boom wilhoul 

Pl .... see REBIRTH Page 4E 



REBIRTH 
Continued from Page 1E 
willing about a bust." said Bob 
lok'wart, executive director of the 
National Ocean Industries Associa­
tlUll, a trade group for oUshore oil 
and gas producers. 

But there are many reasons for 
thl! industry to be optimistic: De­
lIIand for energy is rising at about 2 
vercent a year now that much of the 
world is enjoying a rising economy. 

American consumers, for their 
part, have rediscovered their love 
uf big, gas·hungrier vehicles. "Peo­
ple are buying sizzle more than 

GAS 
Continued from Page 1 E 

~leadily each year, to about $3.10 
per thousand cubic feet in 1996. 

In actuality, prices have been ex­
tremely volatile. The low point for 
Black Worrior Basin spot prices 
11-115 $1.02 In February 1992; the high 
was $3.42 last January. 

Average prices have been much 
IDwer than predicted. For example, 
:leasonally adjusted average prices 
stayed below 52 from September 
1994 to last March, Lathem said. 

• The study said productlDn 
would rise sharply to a peak In 1992 
of 140 bUlion cubic feet, then gradu­
.. lIy trail off each year. 

Instead, production stayed belDw 
~~--,-~_ J"...... ,' .... L~ _ _ 

economy," said Greg Gottwald, 
general sales manager of Interstate 
Ford in Houston. 

At the same time, developing na­
tiDns ore growing more and more 
thirsty Cor energy os their indus­
tries grow. 

Technical advances have cut the 
cost oC finding and producing 011 and 
gas. increasing the Industry's prof­
itability. 

"The concept that has predomi­
nated Is that higher oil and gas 
prices are better. Actually. It is low­
er oil and gas prices that have 
healed the Industry," said Len Pa­
ton, managing director oC the oil 
field service group for Chase Man-

haltan Bank In Houston. 
Lower prices Corced the industry 

tD cut costs and develop more effi­
cient technology. 

Foreign countries trying to devel­
op their own oil and gas resources 
are turning to American companies 
for help, delivering more work and 
jobs to Houston and other energy 
centers. Some governments that 
spurned u.S. Dil cDmpanies a de­
cade ago are now welcoming them 
back. The downturn in the energy 
Industry dragged on so long tha t 
workers drifted away and oil field 
equipment became outdated. Now, 
with a turnaround, much of what's 
left Is being stretched to the limit. 

Some people are stili losing their 
jobs. Many companies, fDr exam­
ple, are contraCting out accounting 
and other functions . But there Is a 
lot of hiring going on. too. 

DrlU bit and equipment supplier 
Baker Hughes of Houston has hired 
1.100 new wDrkers in the past year. 
Offshore driller Global Marine has 
added 300 over the past three or four 
years. 

A decade ago, only a handful Df 
the 200 petroleum engineering ma­
jDrs at Texas A&M were able to im­
mediately put their sheepskins tD 
work. This year, all but three of the 
20 graduates of the programs had 
jobs by early May. 

The program's top graduate, 
Elizabeth J . Rogers. took her pick 
from five offers. She chose Chevron 
Corp .• working in the Midland of­
fice. 

Rogers. 22. said she never expect­
ed prospects to be so good when she 
enrolled. "Anybody I told I'm gDIng 
tD be a petroleum engineer, they 
would say, 'Good luck fmding a 

, job.''' 
As it turned out, most of the class 

had jobs lined up by December, 
Rogers said. 

Even energy executives are cash­
ing in on oU's resurgence. 

Joe Collard, who scouts oil and 
gas talent for the firm of Spencer 
Stuart In HoustDn, said he's seen a 
70 percent increase in demand -
even Crom cDmpanies that are lay­
Ing 0(( workers. One local oil execu­
tive said he has had inquiries {rom 
six headhunters in the past six 
months. 



Slack Basin prices 
II> as $J.(12 in February 1992; the high 
W;LS $3.42 last January. 

Average prices have been much 
lower than predicted. For example, 
~easonally adjusted average prices 
stayed below $2 from September 
1994 to last March, Lathem said. 

• The study said production 
would rise sharply to a peak In 1992 
or t40 billion cubic feet, then gradu­
<Illy trail off each year. 

Instead. production stayed below 
expectations, but has grown every 
year. Only in t995 did actual produc­
tion almost catch up with the fore­
cast. 

While some new wells could put 
1996·s total ahead oC 1995's, Lathem 
s:lld, it appears the region's produc­
tion Is peakIDg and will show a grad­
UlII decline beginning this year or 
next. 

Otherwise, the Cuture of the indus­
try is difficult to call given its de­

. pendence on erratic gas prices, s:lid 
Lathem and Dave Minor, the asso­
ciation's new chairman. 

"Hopefully, wtth the level prices 
we're at, it will be Cairly encourag­
ing to additional development," 
:;aId Minor, a vice president with 
:,unat Exploration In Houston. 

"There are a handful oI develop­
ers in the Warrior Basin who nre 
actively drilling new wells," he 
liIIld. "There's quite a bit of activity 
ID reworking older wells" 

New techniques ha ve made It fea­
sible in some cases to retrieve 
t.'IIOUgli gas Crom old wells to pay for 
the extra erCort, Minor said. 

Phil WiUlngham reads I coalbed melhlne welllhit .. In front of I pumping 
stallon near VIIDce. 

As It turned out, most of the class 
had jobs lined up by December, 
Rogers said. 

Even energy executives are cash­
ing In on all 's resurgence. 

Joe Collard, who scouts oil and 
gas talent for the firm of Spencer 
Stuart in Houston, said he's seen a 
70 percent increase in demand -
even from companies that are lay­
ing orr workers. One local all execu­
tive said he has had inquiries from 
six headhunters in the past six 
months. 

Shortages are developing in some 
occupations. 

Welders are in such short supply 
that Theresa Whitaker, who re­
cruits for a personnel agency, has 
been paying a $15 "finders fee" to 
any applicant who can finger anoth­
er prospect for her pipeline compa­
ny clients around Houstoo. 

The Houston drillmg company 
Weatherford Enlerra is planning to 
establish a school to train workers 
known in the oil industry as "fishing 
1001 specialists," the 011 field equiv­
alent of the plumber who removes a 
broken pipe before installing a new 
one. 

Equipment is in shorl supply, too. 
Offshore producers have dlbs on 

everyone of the 330 boats operated 
in U.S. waters by Tidewater, a New 
Orleans company whose vessels 
shuttle workers and supplies to off­
shore oil platforms. 

"This is not something that is go­
Ing to disappear overnight. ThIs is 
the start of a sizable boom," said 
Tidewater President William C. 
O'Malley. 
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ISTA. 
Tusca-

LDCAL BUSINESS 
loosa-area job open-logs' are aInong 
those listed at the State Employ­
ment Office, 220 14th Sl Additional 
information is available by calling 
758·7591. 

• Telemarketer. 
• Garment worker. 
• Medical records clerk. 
• Transmission mechanic with 

own tools. 
• Bench hand to cut, me and sol­

der jewelry. 

TAURUS TO ACQUIRE RESERVES 
BIRMINGHAM - Taurus Explora­

tion, the biggest coalbed methane 
operator In West Alabama, has 
signed a definitive purchase and 
sale agreement to acquire for $44 
million approximately 81 bUlion cu­
bic feet equivalent of proved oil and 

natural gas reserves in the Permian 
Basin of west Texas from B.C. Oil 
and Gas Ltd. and certain affiliated . 
companies. 

Taurus plans to spend an addi­
tional $17 million to fully develop 
and exploit the properties, which in­
clude approximately 350 producing 
wells, of which Taurus will operate 
248. Oil accounts for 70 percent of 
the estimated proved reserves . . 
Taurus Is a subsidiary of Energen · 
Corp., which also owns Alagasco. 

From stall reports. Please send busi­
ness news of local interest to Max 
Heine. The Tuscaloosa News. P .O. 
Bax 2IJ587, Tuscaloosa, Ala., 35402-
05Ifl. For further in/ormation, call 
34~, ext. 344. 
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Successfull:lwyer who enjoyed challenges ~;~ 
In tMl. he and his Young ramily HII oil and gas businea aIIO toek 

By Patricia Sabatini returned to Pittsburgh where he him to (ar·away ~ 1Dc:I ..... 
PasI-GazIICIe 51'" wnter and a partner set up a private law China and the Jungles 01 

William C. Hurtt always ~ a practice, Clelan(l and Hurtt. Gllalrma!a 
llOOd challenge. So in the mid· i95Os, After many years in "rivale prae- Though be enjoyed bein« c.a tile 
ihe SlJCCeSsfuI and conftdent Pitts- tlce. Mr. Hurtt joined Pltuburgh's go. Mr. Hurtt alsO liked tile cpIiet 
burgh lawyer decided to ~ SO!De Reed Smith Shaw II McClay in 1981, solitude of reading and fly-fJ.sbmg. 
oil and gas leases a client was trying spedalizing in the oil and gas Indus- And he drew on Ius varied interests 
to unload in Clearfield ~ty and try. He retired from the rll"Dl in 1987. and travels to entertain fanm,-.nd 
try his. 'band at making them Fourteen years a~. at age 65, friends with caplivatmg stona 
~. . t said there was no Mr. Hurtt founded River Gas Corp~ Mr. Hurtt was a JDeI'IlbenIt'1he 

"A. li--ogJS a company specializing in the pro- Pittsburgh Golf C1ub. Harvard-YIAe-
~ In the area. ¥. he was con· duction of coaI-bed methane gas. Princeton Club. Rolling Rock Qab, 
vinc:ed there was. recalled Mr. The Tuscaloosa A1a.-ba.sed busi- UnM!rsity Club. and tne Sea Oaks 
Hurtt'~ son, William C. Hurtt Jr. of ness now empl~ 200 people, in- Club and Bent Pine COlDltry Club 01 
N~·was righL And so eluding Mr .. Hurtt's engineer Vero Beach, FIa. _ • 
hegan another successful career in grandson, William C. Hurtt IlL In addition to his wile, !OIl _ 

the oil and gas business that grew to A commanding presence at 6 (eet grandson. Mr. Burtt is sumved by 
indude operations in five states. 6 Inches tall, Mr. Burtt had an two daughters. FJiubet,b of Nts-

Mr. Hurtt, a Wilkinsburg aative adventurous spirit that pervaded burgh and Andrea Wallwort of Sil-
and longtime resident of Shadyside, his life. He learned to fly a plane S · M d d 
died Wednesday of \iver cancer. Be artermilitaryservice bad piqued his ver pring, .; an a 
_. 79. . interest in aviation, and be reveled William C. Hurtt granddaughter, Jennifer. 
wA graduate or Harvard College in traveling to exotie parts of the Friends will be received today 
and Harvard Law Sc:bool, Mr. Hurtt world from 11:30 am. to 1 pm. at Sb.dy. 
began his law career in Milwaukee One of his favorite trips was his wile of 55 years, Eleanor. em. side Presbyterian Church. A funeral 
in 1!M7 alter serving four years in taken with his grandson six years barked on a two-week trip down the sernce is set (or 1 p.m. ~ 
the ~y Air Corps during World ago, traveling by rail across Russia Amazon River in South America. ments are beiII2 handled by Jobd A. 
War II. stationed (ll'Slin Cincinnati on the Orient Express. ~Motber says it was awful. but be Freyvogel l'uneral 1Ie~ . 
and then in Hawail Three years ago, Mr. Burtt and liked it," his son said. Shadyside. . 



Methane ",ells 
come under fire 
• Environmental group says Alabama ; 
not doing enough to protect water 
supply from mining methods. 

By A~NA THIBODEAUX 
Sial! Wrller 

, 

TUSCALOOSA - The u.s, Environmental Prott,\·h .. n 
ngency may withdraw some oC Alabama's regul .... "y 
authority over coalbc:d methane gus wells. a 11'll>\t' .. 0 
environmental croup says Is aimed at protectu,t( Ihe 
water supply. 

The EPA will conduct a public hearing on thl' 11 " .1 · 
ter at 5:30 p.m. J uly 28 In tho Thscu1wsa Pub", I.· 
brary's Rotary Room. lllUl River Rond. 

The move stems Crom the Flortda·balied Legal ~ 11 \ I· 
mnmental ASlil!ltance Foundation tultlng legul .. , .'''0 
aUl1t!d at Corc1llg Ule EPA to reswne authunt~ ""~ 
Alabama's ~rground injection control Progr .. lI . I .. , 

emaio methane wells. At issue are so-call~ Cl...... II 
wells used to lnjeCt flUId Into the grUtUld to eMan.. ~ .. 
removal. a process knuwn ItS "hytlruuJte Cractw1. Of! 

LI!;AF contends the proce:;s threutens the wah·, " 'It 
ply. 

The Alabama State 011 and Gas Board. ba"'11 III 
1\&sculooso.lldmmlStel'S the program, which cor~ '''".'1 
the Ct:deral Dnnkmg \Vater Ac..1 , U;AF contends lJ ... t • .., 

Buurd ~ not enlurduc It. 
"lnje(.'tlng the fluids used In hydraullc (ractw ,ng .~ 

coalbOO mt!thune gllS wells place! the stute's W 11.1\" .. 

WIller at rbk fur present and future ~." 5UW l.t. \ Ii 
General CouflllCll DaVId ~r. : 

GUli Bourn A:.~lSlant SUptlrvlSOr David Bolin 1., 1<1 I"e­
agt!ncy 15 rcguluung the plVl~. and t~re Iui\, I ...... " 
no docurnenl\'d CUlltlS of \Yuler COnlultUllallOn III AI .. u.a 
Pl •••• ••• WELLS Page 4B 
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WELLS 
Continued 'rom Page 1 B 
rna resulting from It. 

Bolin also said prohibiting the in­
dustry's use of hydraulic fracturing 
would make it economically unfea­
sible to produce methane. 

'''l'bey will be out of business, and 
it'sa substantial industry," he said, 
"particularly for Tuscaloosa Coun­
ty." 

The Tuscaloosa County area ac­
counts for 26.S percent of the 436.9 
blUion cubic feet of methane pro­
duced a year in Alabama, Bolin 
said. The state has more methane 
wells than any other state. 

Of Alabama's 2,800 producing 
wells, about 2,000 are in Tuscaloosa 
County, said Dennis Latham, exec­
utive director of the Coalbed Meth-

ane Association of Alabama. Big 
producers include Energen Re­
sources in Birmingham, Black 
Warrior Methane in Brookwood and 
River Gas Corp. in Northport. 

"This activity Is not a threat to 
groundwater," Latham said. "I 
wholeheartedly disagree with that 
allegation. There is absolutely no 
evidence to support those state­
ments." 

Ludder disagrees. 
The process involves using poten­

Ual water contaminants such as ni­
trogen, assorted acids, including 
sulfuric aCid, and additives such as 
alkalines and defoamers, he said_ 

"Since 1980, more than 4,700 
coalbed methane wells have been 
drilled in Alabama, and approxi­
mately 7S percent or these have 
been hydraulically fractured," 
Ludder said. 

Latham said injection fluids, 
which fracture coal seams to clear 
the way for gas removal, vary de­
pending on the well. They are com­
posed mostly of water but can also 
contain chemicals. 

Bolin said the fluids are 70 per­
cent nitrogen gas and include a 
soapy lubricant. The fluid may stay 
15 to 45 minutes underground and 
travel about 200 feet from the well 
site, then 95 percent of it is re­
claimed_ 

LEAF officials said they raised 
the issue when a member's water 
well became contaminated after 
hydraulic fracturing was used in a 
nearby methane well. 

Bolin said the matter stems from 
a 1989-90 complaint filed by the Mc­
Millan family in northern Tusca­
loosa County. The Gas Board, EPA 
and Alabamo Department of Envi-

roomenta! Management all inde­
pendently anaiyzed the family's 
well water and found no contamma­
tion resulting from hydraulic frac­
turing, he said. 

The Gas Board will meet with 
LEAF on June 17, he said. 

Michel Paque. executive director 
of the Groundwater Protection 
Council, a naUonal association com­
posed of state groundwater regula­
tory agencies, surveyed the ·na­
tion's 13 Inethane-producing states 
on documented cases of water con­
tamination relate<i to hydraulic 
fracturing. 

"The answer we got back was 
none," Paque said. 

Of these 13 states, Alabama ranks 
No.1, with 3,500 permitted wells. he 
said. New Mexico ranks second 
with 2,398 wells, V'urginia follows 
with 1,500 and Colorado with 1,300. 
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Ukrainians 
take notes 
on area's 
methane 
industry 
By ROBERT Oewm 
Staa wnter 

T USe LOOSA - Alabama 
might not seem to have much in 
common with Ukraine. lhe former 
Soviet republic. A party of visIting 
Ukrainians might dISagree. 

The Ukramian delegaUon of 
about 20 people WllS in Tuscaloosa 
on Thunday as part of Q two-week 
tour of the Uruted Stotes to study 
coalbed methane prodUcl!on. 
They were guests of the Alabama 
0 11 and Gas Board on the Univer­
sity o! Alabama campus. 

Like Ala bama, Ukraine has 
large cool reserves and has the 
polenUal Cor la rge-scale coalbed 
methane gas productIon. 

"Alabama Is one of the pioneers 
In coalbcd methane production." 
Yurl I. Somotlenko, 0 member of 
tho Ukrairuan pa rlioment , soid 
through Inlcrprcter Scrgcy Logo . 
"AllIO, Alobomo is a leoder in 
coo.lbcd " .. ,tbane technology.· 

Samotlcnko Is cholrmon oC 0 

Donald Oltz, left, state geologist and supervisor of the State OU and Gas Board, speaks with Hen­
nad" Nlkolayev, a vi slUng member of the Department on Fue4-Energy Complex of the Cabinet of 
Ministers of Ukraine, on Thursday. 

parliamentary committee on envi­
ronmental policy and natural 
resource use. He \VBS accompa­
med by representatives Crom gov­
ernment mlnlstrlcs on the econo­
my, geology, coul, the environ­
ment and tox collection. 

Ukraine once hod smoll 
reserves oC oil nnd gns. 
Somoilenko said. But those hove 
long Since been depleted. 

· Co I is perhaps the only CosslI 
fuel Ukrnmo has in amplo sup­
phes, • Sumollenko SOld. 

Developmg it as a rosourco 

could be oC vital importance to the 
country. 

"Unfortunately, Ukraine has a 
major dependencc on RUSSIan 011 
and gas,. Samollenko SOld "Huss­
ion componles could hold n 
monopoly on 0.11 and gos.. 

Sumollenko saId he had noUling 
ogamst hIS formor countrymon. 
However, he wants to encourage 
competition, and that can best be 
accomphsh .. '<1 throullh forellln 
invcstment. Same American com-

Please '" METHANE Page 4A 

Yuri Samollenko 
Is the vis itIng 
Ukrainian deputy 
ofparllarnenL 
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panies are drilling in Ukraine, but 
the number of wells is still small, 
he sald. 

Developing a coalbed methane 
industry has some added benefits. 
First is safely. The highly volatile 
gas can explode, lulling and maim­
ing nuners. 

It also poses an environmental 
hazard. 

"Millions of cubic feet of coalbed 
methane are being vented into the 
atmosphere, contributing to tbe 
greenhouse effect," Samoilenko 
said. 

In addition to the Oil and Gas 
Board, the delegaUon visited Jim 
Walter Resources, Black Warrior 
Methane and Taurus Exploration. 
Samoilenko said seeing the actual 
production operation was helpful. 

Samoilenko has a background in 

biology and an intense interest in 
protecting the environment. He 
said he believes Alabama compa­
mes are acting responsibly. He 
noted both fish and snakes in set­
timg ponds that wouldn't be there 
if the water were contaminated. 

How the country regulates the 
industry will be important. he' 
sald. The Alabama Oil and Gas 
Board regulates all oil and gas 
production activities, from drilling 
the well to plugging it when the 
fuel Is exhausted. 

Donald 0112, state geologist and 
oil and gas board supervisor, said 
Alabama's regulatory apparatus is 
a good one to study. It was estab­
lished in 1945, long after the indus­
try had matured, and was able to 
learn from mistakes other regula­
tory agencies had made. 

"What they want to do is take the 
best out of here, · 0112 said of the 
delegation. 

Samoilenko and his colleagues 
will return to Ukraine today. 
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Fire marshal 
shuts down 
public hearing 
• The EPA says it will later conflnlled it was her fan llh' 

that initiated the lawsuit that C'fl ul el reschedule the hearing force the EPA to withdraw AI;,tld 
on a dispute about who rna's authority over the uruh'r 
should regulate the ground injection control progr , '111 

The McMiUians are repre5(' '' t'~1 
process used to extract by the Florida-based Legal 1-:m I 

h ronmental Assistance Foundatl"" met ane gas. Dennis Latham, executive dll ... . 
B ANNATHIBODEAUX tor of the Coalbed Methane 1\ .... ", 
...L. :..:......--- ciation of Alabama, said I ht' Slaff Wnler 

hydraulic fracturing process h" .... 
TUSCALOOSA - An EPA hear- made coalbed methane a sil!"I II ' 

ing on regulating methane gas cant energy source. When he 
wells drcw more than 200 people asked crowd members repre ..... ·"I . 
Wednesday, but a city fire marshaling the industry to stand up, 111" .... 1 
ruled it a fire violation and of the audience stood, 
ordered everyone to leave. Sen. Roger Bedford, D-Ru""1 

With the room packed and more lville, said the state has an (>110 -, ' 
~l~lling into the 10bbY_a ... t"-~t1...,,veJrrogram on regulating Iht ' 



wills drew-more than 200 people 
Wednesday, but a city fire marshal 
ruled it a fire violation and 
ordered everyone to leave. 

With the room packed and more 
people spilling into the lobby at 
the Tuscaloosa Public Library, 
Fire Marshal Leonard Robinson 
estimated that 250 people were try­
ing to squeeze into a room that 
should hold barely 100. 

U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency officials said they would 
reschedule the hearing and apolo­
gized for the inconvenience. 

Several comments were made 
before the hearing was adjourned. 

EPA Groundwater Chief Stallings 
Howell said his agency is under 
court order to determine whether 
the Alabama State Oil and Gas 
Board has adequately regulated 
hydraulic fracturing of methane 
wells, a process that one 
'fuscaloosa County family contends 
contammaled their drinking water. 

Hydraulic fracturing involves 
injecting nuids into a well to 
improve gas retrieval. 

State officials and industry rep­
resentatives dominated what few 
comments were given before the 
hearing was forced to end. 

They all spoke in suppurt of the 
Oil and Gas Board, saYing it has 
adequately regulated the gas pro­
duction procedure and there are 
no documented cases of it contam-. . 

asked crowd members repre".·I\' 
Ing the industry to stand up, "" ... t 
of the audience stood. 

Sen. Roger Bedford, D-Ru""1 
lville, said the state has an tol"'" 
tlve program on regulating I hl' 
weUs and protecting water. 

Hardy McCollum, county pn"""~ 
judge and Tuscaloosa County I "m 
mlSsion chairman, said the Oil , IIWI 

Gas Board has an excellent 1'1" oint 
and it should continue admin'"II'r 
iog the federal program. 

The coalbed methane indu .. 1 f\ 

pumps more than $3 million 1.1)( 

dollars a year' directly 1111 .. 

Tuscaloosa Coynty's colh',,, , 
McCollum said. 

'"They're doing the job at th.· n,l 
and Gas Board and they're d01f11.! ,I 
well,· said state Rep. Gerald AII"II , 
R-Cottondale. "Our county 1,.1::' 
experienced a tremendous amttUllt 
of revenue from the industry.· 

Rep, Tim Parker, R-Tuscal .. e .... 1. 

did not attend the hearing, bill h(' 
submitted a leller in support (.1 I ht' 
state board. 

After the hearing, LEAF G('lIt'r 
al Counsel David Ludder saiel tilt' 
industry's contribullons ba\ I' r,u 
bearing on the case. It's wb ... 11\ r 
the Oil and Gas board is doiIl~ 1I!'o 
job, he said. 

"The EPA has no choice bill 1 u 
proceed with withdrawal untI l lh(' 
state corrects the program; l.u.1 
der said. 



'llJSCaloosa COUnty lamllY comenos 
contammated their drinking water. 

Hydraulic fracturing involves 
injecting fluids into a well to 
improve gas retrieval. 

State officials and industry rep­
resentatives dominated what few 
comments were given before the 
hearmg was forced to end. 

They all spoke in support of the 
Oil and Gas Board, saymg it has 
adequately regulated the gas pro­
duction procedure and there are 
no documented cases of it contam­
inating underground water. 

Advocates of the methane gas 
business also contend that stricter 
regulations on the process would 
hurt the industry. 

Cynthia Ann McMillian did not 
have a chance to comment, but she 

l~ep. I lnrrarl\er,-n-l~·"""". 

did not attend the hearing, bill hE' 
submitted a letter in support (II I h .. 

state board. 
After the hearing, LEAF (;(>"t'r 

al Counsel David Ludder sai.\ lilt' 
industry's contributlons ha\t· I IU 

bearing on the case. It's wh" 1 tit r 
the Oil and Gas board is dOlllg II~ 
job, he said. 

*The EPA has no choice bill IU 

proceed with withdrawal unti l I h(­
state corrects the program,· I.uol 
der said. 

He said his group wants the '" I' \ 
to intervene unless Alabama ",,"I· 
Uies how it regulates the hYcUilllla~ 
fracturing process. • 

McMillian said fluids used ill ltat' 

process made her fa mily's \\ .• (0 -1 

undrlOkable. 
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Surface owners describe horrors 
of living with mining beneath them 
By ROBERT DeWITT 
SlaHWnter 

TUSCALOOSA Surface owners 
recounted horror stories about living 
With long-wall mining beneath them at a 
heanng Monday in Blrnungham. The 
U.S. Office of Surface Mining held the 
public hearing on a new law that allows 
mining comparues to damage the surface 
Without thl! surface owner's permission. 

Water wells and cracks in the ground 
belching explOSive methane gas, man­
mude earthquakes and houses shifting 
orr their foundallons were among prob­
lems Tuscaloosa County landowners said 
they experienced alter mlnmg compa­
mes took the coal from beneath their 
land. The compumes were usmg the 
long-wall mimng ml!thod. After the coal 
WItS gone, the lund dropped by as much 
as t!.ree feet some resld"nts said. 

Attorney Isauc Espy, who represents 
some surfuce owners, SOld the 
Tuscaloosa County Hoard of Equalizo­
tIon reduced the taxuble value of their 
land by as much as 110 percent . Landown­
ers said they can't get homeowner's 
Insuranee. 

"Mining ruined my house,' said Wilton 
Hood, a New wxington reSident. "It 
cracked my brlcks from one Side to the 
other. Would you want to stay in a house 
that's shllklng and ratthng? I've gut 

"-----
It (mining) cracked my 
bricks from one side to the 
other. Would you want to 
stay in a house that's shak­
ing and rattling? I've got 
methane gas coming up 
through cracks in my yard, 

Wilton Hood, 
New Lexlngton res,Gent 

" methane gas coming up through cracks 
in my yard.' 

The methane actually caused a fire 
when hghtrung struck a well It was seep­
ing from, Espy sald_ 

"I was gOing to leave the property I had 
to my children," said BobbY Snow, a l"Cl>1-
dent of Hoebuck In Jeflen;on County who 
also own:; property In Tuscaloosa County 
undermined by Jim W.dter Hesources 
near Hrookwood. "What have I got to 
leave them now? You can Co down there 
and pluy. Or you can hunt. But you better 
not smoke or you·1I be standing In your 
underwear wondurlng whut huppened 

be<:lIuse of the methane gllS. " 
For more than a century, mining com­

panies which owned only the mineral 
rights, were prohibited from dISturbing 
the surface with their mining operations, 
Espy stud. But on the last day of thIS 
year's legislative session, that changed. 

A bill, backed by the Alabama Co~ 1 
Association and the state's four long-wall 
numng compames, was passed giVing 
companies the right to "subside" or col­
lapse the surface wllhout the owner's 
permission. In return, they need only 
repau- the damage or pay the owner for 
the damage. 

The law came after a jury ruled 
against Pittsburgh and Midway Coal 
Mining Co in two laWSUits InvolVing prop­
erty owners in the New Lexington aren. 
Pumtivo damages were awardl!d in one 
case and compensation beyond the value 
of the uamage was awarded In the other. 

"ACtel this, P&Ws attornl!YS got togeth­
er and wrote leglSlalJon,' said Iton Kirk­
land, whose $:<20,000 lury award could be 
set asldo by the new law. "In essence, 
they wrote a license to steal dISgUised as 
tort reform.' 

The purpose of Monday's hearing was 
to dt:lermine whether the law, actually 
an amendlllt!nt to the Alubama Surface 
Mining Control and Iwclamullon Act, is 

Please see MINING Page 2. 



MI N I N G is unconstitutional. 
He claimed: 
• It Is an ex post facto law, 

Continued from Page 18 changing the law after the fact . 
• It is an unconstitutional 

as stringent or more stringent redrartlng of common law. The 
than federal regulations. Federal laws on subsidence were deter­
law says states, like Alabama, that mined by court cases, not statute. 
have their own regUlatory agen- • It wrongly gIVes condemna-
cies must have regulations as tion powers to a pMvate entity. 
stringent or more sLMngent than • The act interferes with con-
redera1laws. tracts made when surface owners 

"The amendment does nothing sold their mineral rights. 
but clarify Alabama law, making Henry Snow of Kimberly said 
It consistent with federal law,· when his grandfather sold Lhe 

: said Mark Premo, general manag- mineral rights, he didn't seU the 
: er of P&M's North River Mine. right to subside. The land has 

Federal law only requires min- stayed in the family and no one 
Ing companies to repair or pay for else sold the right to subside. The 
the damage they cause, Premo law takes awny his rights under 
said. Alabama residents shouldn't the contract without due process. 
have the right to pumtive dama~es The law gives mining companies 
and other awards heyond strict the right to "treat surface owners 
compensation when other states' like dU"t: he SOld. 
I'CSldents don't. He wanted to subdivide the prop' 

Mmlng companies claim the erty. But since homeowners there 
Surface Minmg Control and Recla- can't get insuranre nolY, he can' t 

, malion Act's (SMCRA) language use it for that. 
: gives them the right to subSide "The office or Surface Mining 
: land without the surface owner's can stop this unconstitutional and 
: permission. unconscionable usurpation or it 
, Surface owners disagree. can enable it and empower it, · 
: "I don't thmk anybody has the Espy said. 
: right to destroy what belongs to -The so people here today ask, 
, me,· said SnolY. 'what will you do?' • 
: "I resent that 1 might be logislat- The Alabama Surface Mining 
: ed out of the right to say 'no' to Commission recommended the 
, haVing my land subsided before- OSM approve the new law. ASMC 
: !land," said New LexlngLon farmer Attorney MilLon McCarthy ad nut­
: John Walker. "I beheve our legis 10- ted the agency told the Alabama 
.Lin",,--hAVa..undMmlned_us.JhI!..S~CnaLAssoc.tnJ.ion..theJ.alLWllS.c 
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: MIning companies claim the 
: Surface Minmg Control and Recla­
: malion Act's (SMCRA) language 
, gives them the right to subside 
: land without the surface owner's 
: permission. 
. Surface owners disagree. 
: "I don't thmk anybudy has the 
: right to destroy what belongs to 
, me,· said SnolV. 
, "I resent that 1 might be legislat­

ed out of the right to say 'no' to 
having my land subsided before­
hand," said New Lexmgton farmer 
John Walker. "I beheve our legisla­
tors have undermmed us, the sur­
face owners and the properly own­
ers. • 

Tho new law actually makes 
. ALabama's laws Less stringent 
: than federal laws, Espy said. 
: SMCHA's purpose is to protect 
: society, the environment and the 

rights or surface owners. 
"The sole purpose of this change 

: is to give underground coal opera­
: tors the right to Lawfully subside 
I property without purchasmg the 
: surfuce right Crom tho surface 
, owner,· Espy said. 

"It turns a regulatory act into an 
enabhng act . It seems we've for­
gotten from whence we came. 
SMl'HA was meant to regulate the 
coal Industry, not enuble or 
emp<J!it:r it.· 

I!:"py also is challenging the 
, ac!'!! constltutlonahty m CO<1rt and 
~ gllve rt:llSOns In the hearmg why it 

no WBntea to SUlXllvtae me pr0p­
erty. But since homeowners there 
can't get Insurance now, he can't 
use it for that. 

"The office of Surface Mining 
can stop this unconstitutional and 
unconscionable usurpation or It 
can enable it and empower It,. 
Espy said. 

"These people here today ask, 
'what will you do?' • 

The Alabama Surface Mining 
Commission recommended the 
OSM approve the new law. ASMC 
Attorney Milton McCarthy admit­
ted the agency told the Alabama 
Coal AssoclBtion the law was con­
sistent with surface mmlng regu­
lations before it went to the legiS­
lature. But no one made any errort 
to Inform the pubhc about the new 
law. 

McCarthy called the new law 
·civil justice reform· and said it 
had hUle to do with mining regula­
tions. 

Arthur Abbs, director oC OSM's 
Birmingham field orrlce said the 
office wuuld continue to take Writ­
ten comment through Oct. 7. After 
that, the orrlce stllrr Will evaluate 
the new law in hght oC the evi­
dence presented to it. 

It wLlI then make a recommen­
dation to the regional office in 
illinois that Will mllke a determi­
nation on whether It Will be 
.allowl.'d. 

The regional office's decision 
can be apptluled to federal court. 



COMPANY NEWS 

I COMPANY NEWS; PHILLIPS PETROLEUM BUYS 
COAL-BED METHANE PRODUCER 
Published September 26. 2000 

In an effort to become the leading United States coal-bed methane 
producer, the Phillips Petroleum Company said yesterday that it had 

acquired additional coal-bed methane assets for a total of $123 

million in cash. The company, based in Bartlesville, Okla., acquired 

the River Gas Corporation, a privately held coal-bed methane 
producer with headquarters in Tuscaloosa, Ala., as well as the 

coal-bed methane positions of three other companies in the Powder 

River Basin of Wyoming. Shares of Phillips fell 29 cents, to $61.19. 

Get the full newspaper experience, and more, delivered to your Mac or PC. 
Times Reader 2.0: Try it FREE for 2 full weeks. 

I8J SIGN IN TO 

E-MAIL 

@ PRINT 

rsJ SIGN IN TO 



~ Tuscaloosa News - Feb 26 2006 Browse th is new s[).a 

1 all 
ned 
tats. 
vas­
~1H:h 
100 

ItaJS 

IlPS: 
dio­
ms; 
car­
ms; 
ICH 
was 
Ispi­
;esi-

I in 
~ine 
b at 

Dominion drills 
I,OoOth well 

Dominion Exploration & Pro­
duction has placed in line its 
l,(loOth well for the company's 
coal bed methane plan in the 
Black Warrior Basin. northeast 
of Tuscaloosa. 

The seven-year expansion of 
the Black Warrior field and the 
adjacent 21.00O-acre Whitson 
field is being done in partnership 
with ConocoPhillips. 

The fields together produce 
approximately 60 million cubic 
feet per day gross of natural gas. 
Dominion. which operates both 
fidds. plans to remain active in 
the Black Warrior Basin. 
according to a company news 
release. 
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