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Geologist Arden Thompson and CEO Julie Cohen at the second test well. (Photo by Heather Brimicombe)

A CHEMICAL-FREE PROCESS FOR GAS EXTRACTION IS SAFER FOR
GROUNDWATER THAN FRACKING.

A Pictou County company has started drilling for natural gas using a method that won’t have the
same environmental consequences as hydraulic fracturing.

There is a moratorium on fracking in Nova Scotia, as well as a newly announced ban on the
importing of fracking wastewater.

But East Coast Energy in Pictou County is operating a safer form of the gas extraction.

Methane gas extraction from coal beds may appear on the surface to be the same as fracking, but
it’s what goes on underground that counts.

“Methane gas in the coal seam is absorbed right into the coal, when you take the pressure off it will
start to desorb,” said Arden Thompson, vice-president of operations and chief geologist of East
Coast Energy.

Desorption is essentially the opposite of absorption — the release of an absorbed substance from a
surface.

“It’s a very different process, than, say, normal natural gas where gas is under high pressure in a
porous rock. This is under low pressure in a coal seam.”

East Coast Energy is drilling a test well in the McClellan’s Brook area in Pictou County.

The drilling rig is visible from Highway 104.

The well will determine whether the gas can be processed at a rate that will make its extraction
viable.

East Coast Energy is taking a page from the books of countries such as Australia and
New Zealand when it comes to coal bed methane extraction.

The company decided to drill a vertical well with a horizontal well intersecting the section of the
vertical hole that is in the coal seam.

The purpose of this method is to have the water pumped solely out of the vertical well and gas
coming out of the horizontal well.

“You drill a well, and you take the hydrostatic pressure off the coal seam, and the gas will start to
desorb,” said Thompson.

“The gas will start to desorb from the coal it will flow in the well bore to the surface.”

Once pumped to the surface, some simple processing is all that is needed to remove moisture from
the gas, said Thompson.

“The big issue regarding coal bed methane extraction is the use of water,” said John Calder, a
senior geologist with Nova Scotia’s Department of Natural Resources.

The drilling process for the first well alone required 20,000 gallons of water — enough to fill a
standard size in-ground swimming pool.

The water extracted from the coal seam is what Thompson calls “briny,” because it has been sitting
under such great pressure with the coal for a long time.

Once pumped from the seam, the water will go to a holding tank and then sent to a water filtering
company before it is released.

Calder says the chemical-free process does not have the same potential impact on groundwater as
fracking does.

“You have to have coal that is at great depths,” Calder said, “You can’t produce coal bed methane
near the surface of the earth.”

The gas is clean-burning, he added.

“If we have to use hydrocarbons or fossil fuels this is about the most environmentally friendly one
that we can use.”

 

The test site is located at the east end of Pictou County. (Diagrams: Nova Scotia Department of Energy)

A diagram of a coal seam gas extraction well.
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