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Alberta has promised to increase
environmental monitoring of the
in-situ oilsands industry, follow-
ing research that shows such plants
can release contaminants into the
land and water.

On Monday,.the University of
Ottawa released a study on a small
lake near Cold Lake, where there has
been extensive in-situ development.

Such mining involves injecting
high-pressure, high-temperature
steam undergpound to soften bi-
tumen enough so that it can be
pumpedto the surface. Most ofAl-
berta's production is now driven by
steam, not gianttrucks and shovels,
and most of the industry's future
expansion is expected to involve
in-situ techniques.

In-situ extraction doesn't leave
behindlarge tailings ponds orvast
landscape disturbances as do open-
pit mines, so it's oftendescribed as

more environmentally friendlY.
But when scientists took core

samples of sediment in the lake,
theyfound potentiallytoxic chemi-
cals associated \Mith petrochemi-
cals had grown steadilyin concen-
tration as development increased.
Those levels are now 137 Per cent
higher than in 1985.

The levels are still too low to have
environmental impacts. But theY
are real, growing and raise ques-
tions about whether they're com-

bores, process water, groundwater
or underground fault lines.

"It behooves us to look into the
problem," Donahue said.

When Alberta set up its new oil-
sands monitoring program in 2OL2,

it was mostly focused on the giant

of the iSsues that was ldbm-
ing was looking into the in situ in-
dustry and looking into what its
environmental impacts are, and
beyond just contaminant dynam-
ics," Donahue said. "That was the
obvious next step and we're start-
ing to {o that."

The liriorities are to figure out
where such contamination might
be a problem and how contami-
nants end up in the environment.

"The next step is to figure out a
plan," Donahue said.

Terry Abel of the Canadian As-
sociation of Petroleum Producers
said there is already significant at-
tention on in-situ extraction,

"CAPP is very supportive of
those joint efforts to make sure
we're monitoring the right things,
we're identifying the right science,
identifuing gaps, and then making
responsible decisions about what
we need to do next," he said.

The in-situ industryhas already
been criticized for its high carbon
footprint - greenhouse gases are
created as fossil fuels are burned to
heat up the bitumen - and for its
fragmentation of wildlife habitat.
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