New South Wales EPA Study to Drill Down into Methane Emissions
by Peter Hannam
Dec. 1, 2014 – The state's chief environmental regulator has quietly begun a year-long study of fugitive methane emissions, in a bid to calm community concerns about the coal seam gas (CSG) industry.
Believed to be the first of its kind, the CSIRO study is tracking methane emissions across the seasons from 12 NSW sites, ranging from wetlands and landfills to the 3 main CSG gas fields and coal mines.   "We're hoping to contribute another piece of the puzzle to the debate on methane," said Carmen Dwyer, CSG project manager at the Environment Protection Authority, which commissioned the CSIRO work.  "It is not a regulatory study – it is not going to say, 'you need to do more'."
The CSIRO began monitoring the emissions in June, with the results likely to be completed by early 2016.  Fugitive emissions are unintended gas leaks. 
It is understood the study's aim is in part to determine baseline levels of methane, to help determine how much human activity, such as increased CSG drilling, affects levels of the potent greenhouse gas.
By comparing the 3 CSG fields – Santos' Pilliga gas field, AGL's operating gas field at Camden, and AGL’s exploration drilling at Gloucester – with woodlands, landfills and other sources of methane, the EPA hopes to be able to give a context for sources of the gas.
The EPA declined to disclose the size of the research budget, but a person familiar with the study said the funding was "a couple of hundred thousand" dollars.  While welcoming the CSIRO's role – rather than industry – the person said much more would be needed to conduct a comprehensive study.  "To get really right answers, you'd need to spend several million dollars," the source said.  "It won't take us very far."
Hotly Debated
Emissions from CSG fields have been a controversial issue.  A peer-reviewed study by Southern Cross University, published last month, found methane levels near 2 gas fields were as much as triple background levels.  But it did not identify whether the extra emissions were natural seeps or the result of CSG operations.
A separate CSIRO study of 43 CSG wells, released in June, found leaking at all but 3 of them, but in negligible amounts.  Santos has commissioned Adelaide University to examine its Pilliga emissions, with work to continue well into 2015 before it is peer-reviewed.   
Critics said the EPA-funded study is unlikely to resolve the disputes, not least because it won't capture baseline emissions, since CSG operations are already under way.  "If you don't have that [baseline] data, you'll never be 100% sure you have the right source," the person familiar with the research said.
Jeremy Buckingham, the Greens mining spokesman, said it was odd the EPA had begun the research almost half a year ago, but had not made details of the study public until now.  "It's alarming that the EPA continues to operate in a secretive and less-than-transparent manner," Mr Buckingham said.  "Fugitive emissions are the elephant in the room for CSG, from a greenhouse-gas perspective," he said, adding such emissions potentially undermine claims gas is much cleaner than coal.
Methane has about 72 times the warming impact of CO2 over a 20-year period.
No Halt
A spokeswoman for AGL said there was no need for the company to halt CSG operations until the EPA-funded findings are revealed.  "As we have already voluntarily conducted thorough fugitive methane emissions studies, which indicated methane concentrations in the MacArthur region [near Camden] where AGL produces natural coal seam gas are in line with averages without coal seam gas production, we do not see the need to postpone operations," the spokeswoman said.
"AGL also conducted a baseline methane emissions study in Gloucester before the Waukivory Pilot, and further measurements will be taken after the pilot," she said.
AGL said the study, conducted over 13 routes covering 200 km around Gloucester, found methane emissions ranging from 1.7 to 3.9 parts per million (ppm).  "By comparison, urban methane concentrations typically range between 1.8 ppm and 3.0 ppm, while in domestic environments around gas water heaters and stoves, concentrations of approximately 10 ppm are commonly found," AGL said in a separate statement.
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