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AIR QUALITY

Safeguarding Green River Valley’s
People power
has been driving
force behind
monitoring
efforts that
identified ozone
problem in area
of civic pride
NOAH BRENNER
Pinedale, Wyoming

T

HE Upper Green River
Valley was said, at one
time, to have the cleanest
air in the nation — and
that the only air cleaner was over
the remote Tibetan plateau.
This purity is one reason many
of the people who live in the
valley choose to do so. It is a
significant source of pride, and it
is one that locals protect fiercely.
Citizens’ groups were a driving
force behind the monitoring
efforts that identified the ozone
problem, and then threatened
legal action when regulators
dragged their feet on designating
the area a non-attainment zone.
“Ozone problems had always
been treated as a summer-time
urban problem, and the Upper
Green turned that on its
heels,” says Bruce Pendery, staff
attorney with environmental
group Wyoming Outdoor Council.
“Researchers and regulators
have been scratching their heads
long and hard to find out why this
is occurring, and they still do not
have full understanding of it,”
adds Pendery.
The lack of comprehension,
and any perception that industry
is hiding the problem, or not doing what it can to fix it immediately, can be toxic for community
relations.

Data: the Boulder
monitoring station
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Community focus Statoil head

of social responsibility Doug
Bannerman says the communities he works with in the Eagle
Ford, Bakken and Marcellus
shale plays have not focused on air
quality as much as other issues.
However, that does not mean
industry can marginalise it.
“It’s like anything that falls
under the rubric of environment
impacts and environmental management, which is we need to
be as transparent as we can
about what our impacts are, and
make sure we are managing it,” he
says.
Any problem has the potential
to unfold the uproar surrounding
disclosure of hydraulic fracturing
fluids, which caught industry
off-guard and increased the public
outcry over the process.
“There was a sufficient amount
of lag time in resolving that issue
and deciding to disclose (the
chemicals), that it just left enough
time to create distrust, and you
are constantly on your back foot
trying to catch up,” says Bannerman.
A similar situation could occur
with air quality, argues Mike

Woelk, chief executive of Picarro,
which recently released a carmounted system for quantifying
methane pollution from upstream
facilities.
“Scientists will rattle them out
of their bed, and make them pay
attention to this,” says Woelk.
“The problem with (emissions)
is you can’t see it, you can’t smell
it, and you can’t understand the
impacts, but when you can see
it and then you can understand
the impacts of it, then it becomes
actionable.”
A major ozone study under way
in the Uintah basin, and smaller
localised efforts in places such as
Colorado, could offer such visibility.
Initial data from the Uinta
study did not show ozone spikes.
However, levels of methane were

found as high as five times background amounts.
Following the non-attainment
declaration, the Wyoming Department of Environmental
Quality (DEQ) created a taskforce
comprised of citizens, local
government, industry and regulators to find solutions.
State efforts However, many
in Pinedale remain sceptical of
the efficacy of state efforts. “For 10
years after development started
(state regulators) and industry
would come here once a year and
say ‘we’re working on it’,” says
Dave Hole, who serves on the
Pinedale town council.
“So then they formed a taskforce, but the only thing that happened was the taskforce, and then

we were ‘working on it’.” In
response to increasing complaints
about air quality, the Wyoming
DEQ Air Quality Division has set
up six long-term monitoring
stations to continuously record
ambient air quality data.
“The one thing the public
always wants is more stations,
more monitoring,” says Jennifer
Frazier, as she surveys the instruments at the Boulder monitoring
station near the Pinedale Anticline field.
“When people put out a broad
statement of ‘we need more data,
we need more data’ — we have a
lot of data right here.”
However, that data has not
always appeased citizens, who
have argued the monitoring is
insufficient, the stations may not

be in the right places, and a slow
response from the state meant
the chance to get valuable baseline
data previous to the boom was
lost.
“I felt like I didn’t have the
insight I needed to make recommendations,” says Hole, adding
that his prime recommendation
was for more monitoring and better
communication with the public.
Hole, and fellow task force
member Carmel Kail, say that
some good “common-sense”
recommendations came from
the effort, but a requirement that
the group has 100% consensus derailed the most ambitious and
most promising proposals.
However, Pendery, who also
served on the group, calls it a
success.
“Inherently, there is some
suspicion and distrust in a group
like this — industry doesn’t
trust environmentalists, and vice
versa, but we worked together and
more often than not we were
largely in agreement,” he says.
“In my opinion, the consensus
recommendations are quite strong
from an environmental perspective,” he adds.
Expansion of controls Last

week, the DEQ outlined a plan
to take action on the recommendations, including an expansion
of the stricter controls imposed on
the Pinedale Anticline and Jonah
fields, to legacy operations in
the valley and requirements to
document, not estimate, pollution
from facilities.
However, it could be years
before citizens in Sublette County
know if their efforts have really
cleaned up the air.
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Rigorous monitoring may be on
the cards for entire US industry
IHS CERAWEEK
CONFERENCE
Players warned to get
ahead of trend
THE type of intense monitoring
seen in the Upper Green River
Valley could be coming to every
oil and gas field in the nation,
whether industry and regulators
like it or not, and it would be in
the best interests of industry to
get ahead of that trend.
That is what Mike Woelk, chief
executive of instrument-maker
Picarro, came to Houston to tell
one of the most high-profile gatherings of energy executives.
Woelk spoke at IHS CeraWeek
this month to explain Picarro’s
latest offering — a car-based monitoring unit that can calculate the
emissions levels of specific facilities, by driving around public
roads.
“All (the executives here) are
saying the one thing that could
screw up this whole opportunity
to get at unconventional oil
and gas is a lack of community
support — that trust,” Woelk told
Upstream. “Trust and transparency are intrinsically linked.”
The Picarro Surveyor unit
combines a car-mounted sensor
that samples methane levels in
the air, along with information
such as wind speed and direction.
The data is then run through a
set of algorithms to calculate the
methane emissions rate at the
source, whether it is a production
facility, compressor station or
pipeline. The device is the same
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Trust: Picarro chief
executive Mike
Woelk
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one used by University of Wyoming researcher Rob Field.
However, where Field is focussed
on mapping plumes of emissions,
Woelk is pitching it as a way for
industry to clean up its act at individual facilities, before someone
else forces it upon them.
“We either take the executives
who are presenting on the grand
stage at CeraWeek at their word,
that transparency and environmental stewardship, sustainability blah, blah, blah is critical
to their success, or we don’t,”
said Woelk, gesturing to the
main stage in the ballroom of the
hotel.
Picarro plans to provide the
units under lease to interested
parties, whether they are regulators, industry or environmental
advocates.
Days after the commercial rollout, the company is in early talks
for pilot projects with natural
gas companies. However, Woelk
admits there is “hesitancy” about

how to utilise the tool, and what
to do with the information.
“There will be people that will
reject what I am talking about,
and they will say we know our
emissions 100%,” says Woelk.
“Well, we’ll drive downwind and
tell you whether you are really as
good as you claim.”
Those that can prove their
facilities are efficient and safe
could put to rest resistance from
communities that fear the impacts of gas development, and
react with restrictions such as
banning hydraulic fracturing.
The push to quantify emissions
will go beyond community activism, and hit at one of the pillars of
industry’s efforts to get more
natural gas into the US economy
— that it is cleaner than coal.
“I think we are at that proverbial fork in the road because no
one has been able to see what
these emissions are,” Woelk says.
“You can’t fake the wind, you can’t
cheat this stuff.”

Tight oil lures players back to Rocky
Mountains, but with stricter controls
WHILE early US shale plays such
as Barnett, Haynesville, Eagle
Ford and Marcellus diverted some
industry attention from properties in the Rocky Mountain
region, the search for tight oil
is bringing operators back —
although increasingly industry
access is being tied to commitments to control emissions.
In the Upper Green River Valley,
Encana is seeking permission to
drill 3500 liquids-rich gas wells
across 141,000 acres on the outskirts of the Jonah field, to
produce more than 5 trillion cubic
feet of gas over the life of the field.
To the west, and also within
the ozone non-attainment zone,
operators are asking permission
to add nearly 1000 wells in the
legacy fields around La Barge.
To gain approval, drillers must
show it can be done without
increasing ozone levels.
West of Sublette County in

Seeking approval: an Encana
production well
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Utah’s Uinta basin, Anadarko
last year won approval, as well
as praise from environmental
groups, for its plan to drill 3675
new wells at the Greater Natural
Buttes project.
This was partly due to the

company’s commitment to use
mitigation measures like natural
gas-fired drilling rigs.
However, industry’s access
to resources may not simply
depend on not adding to the ozone
problem, as it is currently defined.
The US Environmental Protection Agency is considering a
change in the allowable ozone
standard, dropping it from 75
parts per billion to as low as 60
parts per billion — a standard
health advocates say is supported
by recent studies.
Given the monitoring results in
the Upper Green River and Uinta
basins, there is “no reason not
to expect similar conditions to
prevail in other areas” of the
West, such as Colorado and
New Mexico, Wyoming Outdoor
Council staff attorney Bruce
Pendery says. “This seems to be a
fairly prevalent issue that does
have to be on the radar,” he adds.

