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SUBJECT:   
An ordinance establishing standards governing the development of oil and methane gas extraction wells.
BACKGROUND:  

Coal bed methane extraction represents a relatively new technology.  The basic principle of the technology is to reduce water pressure in a coal bed by removing water from the coal bed strata.  Reduction in water pressure allows the methane gas to be liberated and collected.

A significant number of coal bed methane extraction wells have been constructed in many western states.  The well construction has given rise to environmental problems and economic impacts in the states of Colorado, Montana and Wyoming, resulting from the dewatering of aquifers.  

· In the 1990’s, landowners in the Dead Mouse Gap area of Colorado brought a lawsuit against Amoco Oil Company for causing explosive levels of methane to collect in their homes as a result of Amoco’s coal bed methane program. Dewatering of the coal seam to release and produce methane through the well bore also released methane to the surface that collected in homes, bubbled up in the river, killed vegetation and saturated the shallow soil with so much methane that rodents were asphyxiated.
· In the Powder River Basin of Wyoming and Montana where about 20,000 wells have been constructed with a project duration of 12 to 15 years, hundreds of millions of acre feet of water will be removed from aquifers.  The resulting shortages of water have had a severe impact on the ability of ranchers to raise livestock and farmers to produce crops.
· In the San Juan Basin of Colorado, dewatering of coal beds has been linked to the spontaneous combustion of bituminous coal deposits, causing underground coal fires that belch carbon dioxide, hydrogen sulfide and methane to the surface, where temperatures reach 500 degrees F. 

Thus far, there have been only a few coal bed methane extraction wells constructed (El Paso Oil and Duncan Oil) in King County.  These are located in the Rock Creek area north and east of the cities of Covington and Maple Valley.  
KCC Title 21A currently regulates oil and gas extraction facilities in terms of the review and approval process required for their construction.  Such facilities are permitted outright in the Mining zone.  A conditional use permit is required in the Forest and Industrial zone and a special use permit in all other zones.  The facilities in the Rock Creek area are in the Forest zone.
Note:  The facilities constructed in the Rock Creek area were established without the required county land use approvals (i.e. a conditional use permit, a grading permit for land clearing and site grading, and a building permit for building construction).  The Department of Development and Environmental Services has scheduled a meeting with representatives of El Paso Oil and Duncan Oil to discuss necessary steps for compliance.

ORDINANCE SUMMARY:  
The intent of the proposed substitute ordinance is to focus upon and address safety needs and the more immediate land use impacts to adjacent properties.  In brief, the proposed substitute ordinance would:
· Require emergency response plans due to the potentially explosive nature of methane gas,
· Increase minimum setbacks from property lines or existing structures,
· Control vehicular access to the site,
· Require fencing when necessary to limit access to potentially dangerous equipment or evaporation its,
· Reduce visual impacts by encouraging use of natural screening and limiting lighting, and
· Reduces sound emissions.
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