Erin Sexton Thesis Introduction

INTRODUCTION 


Natural gas consumption is increasing in both the United States and Canada and with it pressure to develop known sources of fossil fuels. The problem of energy supply has been further affected by recent developments internationally that have challenged our dependence on foreign sources of fuel. Now, more than ever, there is unprecedented pressure to increase our energy independence in North America. In response, the current administrations of both the U.S. and Canada have issued governmental directives to expedite permitting and production of known oil and gas reserves, with the objective of increasing energy self-sufficiency. The strategy for accelerated production is evidenced in the National Energy Policy proposed by the current U.S. administration and in recent negotiations for energy security between Mexico, Canada and the United States. 


In this political atmosphere, the adolescent coalbed methane (CBM) industry has emerged. Proponents advocate commercial production of the methane gas in coal because of its purity, clean-burning qualities and low cost of drilling. The purity of methane, however, applies to the utility of the gas once it has been extracted and transported to the energy market. The exploration and production process entail more disturbance to the landscape than conventional oil and gas, due to the inherent production of large quantities of wastewater, and the density and magnitude of infrastructure required to successfully produce coalbed methane. Despite the uncertainty inherent in an emergent industry, coalbed methane is a key part of the current strategy for energy independence in the United States and Canada, and both countries are devoting substantial resources to expanding the industry. 


One of the primary regions of focus for coalbed methane potential is the Rocky Mountains. They are distinguished for their unique geology, and exploration in many areas throughout the Rockies has identified and commercially produced oil, gas and coal. The area of interest to this paper lies within the Rocky Mountains in southeastern British Columbia, just north of the international border, and is known as the East Kootenay region. The East Kootenay is underlain by coal deposits, which together comprise three distinct coalfields encompassed by the Elk and Flathead River valleys. Encouraged by the rapid expansion of the coalbed methane industry in the U.S., the British Columbia Provincial government has recently targeted the East Kootenay for coalbed methane production, with the objective of increasing domestic energy production. 


In this time of insecure energy supply, we are faced with another problem of scarcity, the extirpation of large carnivores and the landscapes they occupy. One of these landscapes is defined by the rugged peaks of the Rocky Mountains between the United States and Canada and includes the East Kootenay region, in addition to a much larger landscape, known as the Crown of the Continent Ecosystem, or Transboundary Bioregion. The Crown of the Continent Ecosystem is internationally recognized as a series of contiguous, intact landscapes that extend along the spine of the Rockies from central Montana to Elk Lakes Provincial Park in Canada. It is distinguished for the size and relative continuity of the landscape, and for the diversity of species that inhabit the region.


Southeast British Columbia completes the northwest corner of the Crown of the Continent Ecosystem. It contains the headwaters of two significant watersheds, the Elk and Flathead rivers, and is home to a remarkable assemblage of large carnivores that range over a landscape divided into two countries and two provinces. Management of these populations is governed by different political administrations and conflicting regimes, yet the wildlife that inhabit the region utilize the entire ecosystem. Their movements are dictated by the search for quality habitat, regardless of the political boundaries that fragment the landscape. 


With the rising pressure to exploit known sources of fossil fuels, the unique region of the East Kootenay has been targeted for potential production of coalbed methane. The intent of this paper is to utilize information regarding coalbed methane (CBM) production in the United States to identify the potential level of disturbance to southeast British Columbia and the Crown of the Continent Ecosystem. The coalfields are delineated into three distinct regions and the potential disturbance from CBM development is estimated for each and in total. In addition, the road densities resulting from full-field coalbed methane development are estimated. These numbers are then discussed with respect to the long-term persistence of transboundary large carnivore populations.

