



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































spoil
streams polluted by excess silt from devel-
oping sites or well water with high levels
of salts,

In Tuscaloosa, the boom drove up retail
sales and rental rates for homes, apart-
ments and offices as operators and ser-
vice companies set up shop. Recalling a
news report from that period, Lathem said,
“You can't buy a while truck in
Tuscaloosa.” White is the color favored
for trucks by coalbed methanse service

companies,

Now that exploration has slowed to a
crawl, the environmental complaints have
dried up and the well operators quietly
collect gas from wells accessible mostly
from private dirt roads. Still, more than
a few wells are visible from roads in almost
any direction from urban Tuscaloosa.

“We have around 4,300 or 4,400 wells in
the state, and 3,000 of them are coalbed
methane wells, mostly in Tuscaloosa or
Jefferson counties,” said Jay Masingill,
assistant supervisor for the Tuscaloosa-
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 16 gas-pro-
ducing states, he said.

A survey of coalbed methane-related

150 Billions of cubic feet

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:

M The study forecast 5,150 wells by 1996.
There were 5,093 permitted by June 14,
though perhaps 800 of those were never
drilled, Lathem said,

B The study expected gas prices to rise

Please see GAS Page 4E

Alabama’s coalbed methane production
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Industry is in the
throes of a rebirth

By CHRIS WOODYARD
and DAVID IVANOVICH

The Houston Chronicle

HOUSTON — Bernold Hanson, a petro-
leum geologist turned wildcatter, basked
in tho oil 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 Seiko to his wrist. The

anmnanue nlana ie a caat an Qauthacaat

its are up sharply and they have start-
ed hiring again.

Oil and gas producers are rushing
headlong into the deeper waters of the
Gulf of Mexico in search of big discov-
eries. Companies are spending millns
of dollars to drill for untapped onshore
reserves. And countries are
aggressively courting U.S. firms for help
in developing their own energy
resources.

With prosperity has come a change
of attitude.
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collect gas from wells accessible mostly
from private dirt roads. Still, more than
a few wells are visible from roads in almost
any direction from urban Tuscaloosa.

“We have around 4,300 or 4,400 wells in
the state, and 3,000 of them are coalbed
methane wells, mostly in Tuscaloosa or
Jefferson counties” said Jay Masingill,
assistant for the Tuscaloosa-
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 survey of coalbed methanerelated
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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:

B Thestudy forecast 5,150 wells by 1996.
There were 5,093 permitted by June 14,
though perhaps 800 of those were never
drilled, Lathem said.

B The study expected gas prices to rise
Please ses GAS Page 4E

Alabama’s coalbed methane production
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is in the

throes of a rebirth

By CHRIS WOODYARD
and DAVID IVANOVICH

The Houston Chronicle

HOUSTON — Bernold Hanson, a petro-
leum geologist turned wildcatter, basked
in the oil 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 the Beechcraft King
Air turboprop he once owned.

Yet, Hanson and others in the oil indus-
try are waxing enthusiastic again.

The Miudland, Texas, oilman has
bought property in West Texas for oil
development, is raising capital for three
drilling projects and figuring out
whether he can use water to extract oil
from an old well.

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, their prof-

its are up sharply and they have start-
ed hiring again.

Oil and gas producers are rushing
headlong into the deeper waters of the
Gulf of Mexico in search of big discov-
eries. Companies are spending millons
of dollars to drill for untapped onshore
reserves. And foreign countries are
aggressively courting U.S. firms for help
in developing their own energy
resources.

With prosperity has come a change
of attitude.

“The people I talk to are much more
optimistic,’ said Werner Sanz, manger
of the Petroleum Club, which has
enrolled 30 new members in (hree
months,

“In the last eight to 10 months. s
been OK to say to people that you are
doing pretty well” said Lew O. Ward.
an oilman in End, Okla.

Just how long the good times will last,
no one knows. Everyone — from exec-
utives deciding whether to buy new rigs
to workers deciding whether to spend
their next paycheck — is cautious
They're reluctant to use the wurd
“bwm"

The reason?

“You can't talk about a boom without
Please see REBIRTH Page 4E
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Continued from Page 1E

fulking about a bust,” said Bob
Stewart, executive director of the
National Ocean Industries Associa-
Uun, a trade group for offshore oil
and gas producers.

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

American consumers, for their
part, have rediscovered their love
of big, gas-hungrier vehicles. ‘Peo-
ple are buying sizzle more than

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

At the same time, developing na-
tions are growing more and more
thirsty for energy as their indus-
tries grow.

Technical advances have cut the
cost of finding and producing oil 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 of the oil
field service group for Chase Man-

hattan Bank in Houston.

Lower prices forced the industry
to 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. oil companies a de-
cade ago are now welcoming them
back. The downturn in the energy
industry dragged on so long that
workers drifted away and oil field
equipment became outdated. Now,
with a turnaround, much of what's
left is being stretched to the limit.

GAS

Continued from Page 1E

steadily 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 Warrior Basin spot prices
was $1.02 in February 1992; the high
was $3.42 last January.

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

M The sludy said production
would rise sharply to a peak in 1992
of 140 billion cubic feet, then gradu-
ally trail off each year.

Instead, production stayed below

L

Some people are still losing their
jobs. Many companies, for exam-
ple, are contracting out accounting
and other functions. But there is a
lot of hiring going on, too.

Drill bit and equipment supplier
Baker Hughes of Houston has hired
1,100 new workers in the past year.
Offshore driller Global Marine has
added 300 over the past three or four
years.

A decade ago, only a handful of
the 200 petroleum engineering ma-
jors at Texas A&M were able to im-
mediately put their sheepskins to
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 going

to be a petroleum engineer, they
would say, '‘Good luck finding 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 oil’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 off workers. One local oil execu-
tive said he has had inquiries from
six headhunters in the past six
months.

- i - —



Black Warrior Basin spot prices
was $1.02in February 1992; the high
was $3.42 last January.

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

M The study said production
would rise sharply to a peak in 1992
of 140 billion cubic feet, then gradu-
ally trail off each year,

Instead, production stayed below
expectations, but has grown every
year. Only in 1995 did actual produc-
tion almost catch up with the fore-
cast.

While some new wells could put
1996's total ahead of 1995's, Lathem
said, it appears the region's produc-
tion is peaking and will show a grad-
ual decline beginning this year or
next.

Otherwise, the future of the indus-
try is difficult to call given its de-
Aﬁldence on erratic gas prices, said

them and Dave Minor, the asso-
ciation’s new chairman.

“Hopefully, with the level prices
we're at, it will be fairly encourag-
ing to additional development,”
said Minor, a vice president with
Sonat Exploration in Houston.

“There are a handful of develop-
ers in the Warrior Basin who are
actively drilling new wells,” he
said. “There's quite a bit of activity
in reworking older wells "

New techniques have made it fea-
sible in some cases to retrieve
enough gas from old wells to pay for
the extra effort, Minor said.

Staft/Nell Brake

Phil Willingham reads a coalbad methane well that is In front of a pumping
stallon near Vance.

~ As it turned out, most of the class

had jobs lined up by December,
Rogers said.

Even energy executives are cash-
ing in on oil'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 off workers. One local oil 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 Houston.

The Houston drilling company
Weatherford Enterra is planning to
establish a school to train workers
known in the oil industry as “fishing
tool specialists,” the oil field equiv-
alent of the plumber who removes a
broken pipe before installing a new
one.

Equipment is in short supply, too.

Offshore producers have dibs on
every one 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.
0'Malley.
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LOCAL BUSINESS

loosa-area job openings are among
those listed at the State Employ-
ment Office, 220 14th St. Additional
information is available by calling
758-7591,

B Telemarketer.

B Garment worker.

W Medical records clerk.

B Transmission mechanic with
own tools.

B Bench hand to cut, file 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 billion 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 staff reports. Please send busi-
ness news of local interest to Max
Heine, The Tuscaloosa News, P.0.
Box 20587, Tuscaloosa, Ala., 35402-
0587. For further information, call
345-0505, ext. 34.
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Successful lawyer who enjo

By Patricia Sabatini
Post-Gazette Stafl Wrier
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In 1948, he and his youﬁ:‘mﬂy
returned to Pittsburgh he
and a partner set up a private law
practice, Cleland and Hurtt

After many years in private prac-
tice, Mr. Hurtt joined Pittsburgh's
Reed Smith Shaw & McClay in 1981,
specializing in the oil and gas indus-
try. He retired from the firm in 1987,

Fourteen years ago, at 65,
Mr. Hurtt founded River Gas Corp.,
a com| specializing in the pro-
duction of coal-bed methane gas.
The Tuscaloosa, Ala-based busi-
ness now empltlr 200 people, in-
cluding Mr. Hurtt's engineer
grandson, William C. Hurtt IIL

A commanding presence at 6 feet
Bhtdteslau.Mr.:!lnumhadan
adventurous spirit that pervaded
his life. He learned to fly a plane
after military service had piqued his
inteul:m l;u;;viation. and he revﬁgd
in traveling to exotic parts of the
world.

One of his favorite trips was
taken with his grandson six years
ago, traveling by rail across Russia
on the Onent 3

Three years ago, Mr. Hurtt and

198/ photo

William C. Hurtt

his wife of 55 years, Eleanor, em-
barked on a two-week trip down the
Amazon River in South Amenica.

_ “Mother says it was awful, but he
liked it," his son said.

His oil and gas business also took
him to far-away places,

China and the jungles o
uatemala.

G

he enj ing on the
go%umm quiet
solitude of reading and fly-fishing.

. And he drew on his varied interests

and travels to entertain {amly-and
friends with captivating stonies.

Mr. Hurtt was a member-of-the

Golf Club, Harvard-Yale-
Princeton Club, Rolling Rock Ciub,
University Club, and Sea Oaks
Club and Bent Pine Country Club of
Vero Beach, Fla. s
In addition to his wife, son and
Mr. Hurtt is survived by
two daughters, Elizabeth of Pitts-
burgh and Andrea Wallwork of Sil-
ver Spring, Md.; and a
granddaughter, Jennifer.

Friends will be received today
from 11:30 am. to 1 pm. at Shady-
side Presbyterian Church. A funeral
service is set for 1 pm.

gl::ﬁb ?)Ee?ein%uneral - m



| Methane wells
come under fire

W Environmental group says Alabama
not doing enough to protect water
supply from mining methods.

By ANNA THIBODEAUX = S
Stall Writer

TUSCALOOSA — The U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency may withdraw some of Alabama's regulatmy
authority over coalbed methane gas wells, a move an
environmental group says Is aimed at protecting e
water supply.

The EPA will conduct a public hearing on the nut-
ter at 5:30 p.m. July 28 in the Tuscaloosa Pubi 1-
brary's Rotary Room, 1601 River Road.

The move stems from the Florida-based Legal k(-
ronmental Assistance Foundation taking legal sciwn
aimed at forcing the EPA to resume authority oy
Alabama's underground injection control r rogriin L€
certain methane wells, At issue are so-called Ciis (]
wells used to inject fluid into the ground to enhan « ¢ &
removal, a process known as “hydraulic fracturig

LEAF contends the process threatens the wate: ||g
ply.

The Alabama State Oll and Gas Board, baw«
Tuscaloosa, administers the program, which comes .usng
the federal Drinking Water Act. LEAF contends e ey
Board s not entoreing .

“Injecting the fluids used in hydraulic fractw ing of
coalbed methane gas wells places the state's dlmhm!
waler al risk for present and future use,” saud |.b.\
General Counsel David Ludder.

Gas Board Assistant Supervisor David Bolin st e
agency is regulating the process, and there have taen
no documented cases of waler contamunation In Aluls

Please see WELLS Page 48
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Continued from Page 1B
ma resulting from it.

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

“They will be out of business, and
it's a substantial industry," he said,
“particularly for Tuscaloosa Coun-
ty."

The Tuscaloosa County area ac-
counts for 26.8 percent of the 436.9
billion 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-
tial 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 75 percent of 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 Alabama Department of Envi-

ronmental Management all inde-
pendently analyzed the family's
well water and found no contamina-
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 national association com-
posed of state groundwater regula-
tory agencies, surveyed the -na-
tion’s 13 1nethane-producing states
on documented cases of waler con-
tamination related 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, Virginia follows
with 1,500 and Colorado with 1,300.
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Ukrainians
take notes

o8 G?-Bj

* | on areda'’s
: | methane
. | industry

TUSCALOOSA — Alabama
might not seem to have much in
common with Ukraine, the former
Soviet republic. A party of visiting
Ukrainians might disagree.

The Ukrainian delegation of
about 20 people was in Tuscaloosa
on Thursday as part of a two-week

| & L4

StaftiJoe Oliveira
Donald Oitz, left, state geologist and supervisor of the State Oll and Gas Board, speaks with Hen-
nadii Nikolayev, a visiting member of the Department on Fuel-Energy Complex of the Cabinet of

tour of the United States o study
coalbed methane production.
They were guests of the Alabama
Oil and Gas Board on the Univer-
sity of Alabama campus.

Like Alabama, Ukraine has
large coal reserves and has the
potential for large-scale coalbed
methane gas production.

“Alabama Is one of the pioneers
in coalbed methane production,”
Yuri 1. Samoilenko, a member of
the Ukraiman parliament, said

Ministers of Ukraine, on Thursday.

parliamentary committee on envi-
ronmental policy and natural
resource use. He was accompa-
nied by representatives from gov-
ernment ministries on the econo-
my, geology, coual, the environ-
ment and tax collection.

Ukraine once had small
reserves of oil and pgas,
Samoilenko said. But those have
long since been depleted.

could be of vital importance to the
country.

“Unfortunately, Ukraine has a
major dependence on Russian oil
and gas,” Samoilenko said. *Russ-
ian companies could hold a
monopoly on oil and gas.”

Samoilenko said he had nothing
agamnst his former countrymen.
However, he wants to encourage
competition, and that can best be

Yuri Samollenko

through interpreter Sergey Loga. “Coul is perhaps the only fossil accomplished through foreign Is the visiting
"Also, Alabama is a leader in [fuel Ukraine has in ample sup- investment. Some American com-  Ukrainian deputy
coalbed methane technology.” plies,” Sumoilenko said. of parllament.

Samoilenko is chairman of a Developing it as a resource Please see METHANE Page 4A
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Continued from Page 1A

panies are drilling in Ukraine, but
the number of wells is still small,
he said.

Developing a coalbed methane
industry has some added benefits.
First is safety. The highly volatile
gas can explode, killing and maim-
ing miners.

It also poses an environmental
hazard.

“Mullions of cubic feet of coalbed
methane are being vented into the
atmosphere, contributing to the
greenhouse effect,” Samoilenko
said.

In addition to the Oil and Gas
Board, the delegation 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-
nies are acting responsibly. He
noted both fish and snakes in set-
thing ponds that wouldn't be there
if the water were contaminated.

How the country regulates the
industry will be important. he’
said. 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 Oltz, 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,” Oltz said of the
delegation.

Samoilenko and his colleagues
will return to Ukraine today.
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Fire marshal

shuts down

pub

B The EPA says it will
reschedule the hearing
on a dispute about who
should regulate the
process used to extract
methane gas.

By Al\_l_l!A THIBODEAUX
Staff Wniter

TUSCALOOSA — An EPA hear-
ing on regulating methane gas
wells drew more than 200 people
Wednesday, but a city fire marshal
ruled it a fire violation and
ordered cveryone to leave.

With the room packed and more
people spilling into the lobby at

lic hearing

later confirmed it was her fanuiv
that initiated the lawsuit that could
force the EPA to withdraw Aliha
ma's authority over the umder
ground injection control progr..m

The McMillians are represent«d
by the Florida-based Legal Fnui
ronmental Assistance Foundation

Dennis Latham, executive direc-
tor of the Coalbed Methane A~-u
ciation of Alabama, said the
hydraulic fracturing process h.s
made coalbed methane a sigmt
cant energy source. When he
asked crowd members represent
ing the industry to stand up, most
of the audience stood.

Sen. Roger Bedford, D-Ru~««l
lville, said the state has an ettve
tive program on regulating the



wells drew more than 200 people
Wednesday, but a city fire marshal
ruled it a fire violation and
ordered cveryone 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 [racturing of methane
wells, a process that one
‘Tuscaloosa County family contends
contaminated 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
hearing was forced to end.

They all spoke in support of the
Oil and Gas Board, saying it has
adequalely regulated the gas pro-
duction procedure and there are
no documented cases of it contam-

asked crowd members repre~ent-
ing the industry to stand up, meost
of the audience stood.

Sen. Roger Bedford, D-Ru~««|
lville, said the state has an ett e
tive program on regulating the
wells and protecting water.

Hardy McCollum, county protuite
judge and Tuscaloosa County ¢ «m
mission chairman, said the Ojl .uud
Gas Board has an excellent re« ord
and it should continue admimster
ing the federal program.

The coalbed methane industrs
pumps more than $3 million tax
dollars a year directly into

Tuscaloosa Coynty’s coltuis,
McCollum said.

“They're doing the job at the nl
and Gas Board and they’re doin it

well,” said state Rep. Gerald Allen,
R-Cottondale. “Our county has
experienced a tremendous amount
of revenue from the industry.”

Rep. Tim Parker, R-Tuscaloosa.
did not attend the hearing, but he
submitted a letter in support ol the
state board.

After the hearing, LEAF Gener
al Counsel David Ludder said the
industry's contributions have no
bearing on the case. It's whether
the Oil and Gas board is doing it~
job, he said.

“The EPA has no choice but 1o
proceed with withdrawal untii the
state corrects the program,” l.ul
dersaid.

T AP~ L e
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contaminated 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
hearing was forced to end.

They all spoke in support of the
0il and Gas Board, saying it has
adequalely 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
hurl the industry.

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

DCP. 11U FalREl, IV IUuDCannm.a.,
did not attend the hearing, but he
submitted a letter in support of the
state board.

Aflter the hearing, LEAF Gener
al Counsel David Ludder saidl the
industry's contributions have no
bearing on the case. It's whether
the Oil and Gas board is doinyg it~
job, he said.

“The EPA has no choice but 10
proceed with withdrawal untii the
state corrects the program,” I.u«d
der said.

He said his group wants the F '\
to intervene unless Alabama i
ifies how it regulates the hyd: auli
fracturing process.

McMillian said fluids used in the
process made her family's w.tes
undrinkable.
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Surface owners describe horrors
of living with mining beneath them

By ROBERT DeWITT

Staff Wnter

TUSCALOOSA — Surface owners
recounted horror stories about living
with long-wall mining beneath them at a
hearing Monday in Birmingham. The
U.S. Office of Surface Mining held the
public hearing on a new law that allows
mining companies to damage the surface
without the surface owner's permission.

Water wells and cracks in the ground
belching explosive methane gas, man-
made earthquakes and houses shifting
off their foundations were among prob-
lems Tuscaloosa County landowners said
they experienced after mining compa-
nies took the coal from beneath their
land. The companies were using the
long-wall mining method. After the coal
was gone, the land dropped by as much
as three feet some residents said.

Attorney Isaac Espy, who represents
some surface owners, said the
Tuscaloosa County Board of Kqualiza-
tion reduced the taxable value of their
land by as much as 80 percent. Landown-
ers said they can’t get homeowner's
insurance.

*Minung ruined my house,” said Wilton
Hood, a New Lexington resident. *It
cracked my bricks [rom one side to the
other. Would you want to stay in a house
that's shaking and ratthng? 1've got

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 Lexington resident

methane gas coming up through cracks
in my yard.”

The methane actually caused a fire
when lightnung struck a well it was seep-
ing from, Espy said.

“1 was going to leave the property I had
to my children,” said Bobby Snow, a resi-
dent of Roebuck in Jefferson County who
also owns prugcrty in Tuscaloosa County
undermined by Jim Wealter Resources
near Brookwood. *What have [ got to
leave them now? You can go down there
and play. Or you can hunt. But you better
not smoke or you'll be standing in your
underwear wondering what happened

because of the methane gas.”

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 said. But on the last day of this
year’s legislative session, that changed.

A bill, backed by the Alabama Ceal
Association and the state’s four long-wall
mining companies, was passed giving
companies the right to “subside” or col-
lapse the surface without the owner's
permission. In return, they need only
repair 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 Lexinglon arca.
Punitive damages were awarded in one
case and compensation beyond the value
of the damage was awarded 1n the other.

*Alter this, P&M'’s atlorneys got togeth-
er and wrote legislation,” said Ron Kirk-
land, whose $220,000 jury award could be
set aside by the new law. “In essence,
they wrote a license to steal disguised as
tort reform.”

The purpose of Monday's hearing was
to determine whether the law, actually
an amendment lo the Alabama Surface
Mining Control and Reclamation Act, is

Please see MINING Page 28
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as stringent or more stringent
than federal regulations. Federal
law says states, like Alabama, that
have their own regulatory agen-
cies must have regulations as
stringent or more stringent than
federal laws.
“The amendment does nothing
" but clarify Alabama law, malung
it consistent with f[ederal law,”
- said Mark Premo, general manag-
. er of P&M's North River Mine.
Federal law only requires min-
+ ing compantes to repair or pay for
. the damage they cause, Premo
I said. Alabama residents shouldn't
* have the right to punitive damages
and other awards heyond strict
. compensation when other states'
: residents don't.
+  Mining companies claim the
+ Surface Mining Control and Recla-
‘ mation Act’s (SMCRA) language
+ gives them the right to subside
! land without the surface owner’s
i permission,
+  Surface owners disagree.
i *I don't think anybody has the
g rlght to destroy what belongs to
' me," said Snow.
+ “Iresent that 1 might be lcgislat-
! ed out of the right to s eg ‘no’ to
: havmg my land subsided before-
- hand,” said New Lexington farmer

+ John Walker. “I believe our legisla-
! tare hava undermined us. the sur-

is unconstitutional.

He claimed:

® It is an ex post facto law,
changing the law after the fact.

®m It is an unconstitutional
redrafting of common law. The
laws on subsidence were deter-
mined by court cases, not statute.

® It wrongly gives condemna-
tion powers to a private entity.

@ The act interferes with con-
tracts made when surface owners
sold their mineral rights.

Henry Snow of Kimberly said
when his grandfather sold the
mineral rights, he didn't sell the
right to subside. The land has
stayed in the family and no one
else sold the right to subside. The
law takes away his rights under
the contract without due process.
The law gives mining companies
the right to “treat surface owners
like dirt,” he said.

He wanted to subdivide the prop-
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
unconsclonable 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 admat-
ted the agency told the Alabama
_Conl Assaciation the law was con-
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Mining companies claim the
Surface Mining Control and Recla-
mation Act's (SMCRA) language

ives them the right to subside
and without the surface owner's
permission.

Surface owners disagree,

“] don't think anybody has the
right to destroy what belongs to
me,” said Snow.

“I resent that I might be legislat-
ed out of the right to say ‘no’ to
having my land subsided before-
hand," said New Lexington farmer
John Walker. “1 believe our legisla-
tors have undermined us, the sur-
face owners and the property own-
ers.”

The new law actually makes

- Alabama's laws less stringent

than federal laws, Espy said.
SMCRA's purpose is to protect
society, the environment and the
rights of surface owners.

“The sole purpose of this change
is to give underground coul opera-
tors the right to lawfully subside
property without purchasing the
surruce right from the surface
owner,” Espy said.

It turns a regulatory act into an
enabling act. It seems we've [or-
gotten from whence we came.
SMCRA was meant to regulate the
coal industry, not enable or
empower it.”

Espy also is challenging the
act's constitutionality in court and
gave reasons in the hearing why it

e Wwaliled 10 subaiviae tne prop-
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 Association the law was con-
sistent with surface mining regu-
lations before it went to the legis-
lature. But no one made any effort
{o inform the public about the new
aw.

McCarthy called the new law
“civil justice reform” and said it
had little to do with mining regula-
tions.

Arthur Abbs, director of OSM’s
Birmingham [lield office said the
office would continue to take writ-
ten comment through Oct. 7. After
that, the office staff will evaluate
the new law in hight of the evi-
dence presented to it.

It will then make a recommen-
dation to the regional olfice in
Ilinois that will make a determi-
nation on whether it will be
allowed.

The regional office’s decision
can be appealed to federal court.
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- 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 SIGN IN TO
- - E-MAIL
producer, the Phillips Petroleum Company said yesterday that it had
- acquired additional coal-bed methane assets for a total of $123 S PRINT

- 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.
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l :g Dominion drills
oy 1,000th well

vas- Dominion Exploration & Pro-
ach  duction has placed in line its
100 1,000th well for the company’s
| coalbed methane plan in the
tals Black Warrior Basin, northeast
1ps:  of Tuscaloosa.
dio- The seven-year expansion of
ms; the Black Warrior field and the
car- adjacent 21,000-acre Whitson
ms, field is being done in partnership
ICH  with ConocoPhillips.
was The fields together produce
SPI-  approximately 60 million cubic
est-  feet per day gross of natural gas.
Dominion, which operates both
| in fields, plans to remain active in
2in€  the Black Warrior Basin,
bat according to a company news
release.

iant
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