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LEAKS OCCUR ACROSS THE OIL AND GAS SUPPLY CHAIN

Methane
cuts on the
table
Alberta draft methane
emission-reduction regulations
to come this summer
BY ELSIE ROSS

Alberta Energy Regulator (AER) draft regulations
for methane emission-reduction in the upstream oil
and gas sector will likely be released in summer 2017
for public comment, an information session on methane and air emissions heard in December.
The regulations would cover fugitive emissions
(leak detection and repair) as well as measurement,
monitoring and reporting with a target of early
2018 for the directive to be finalized and put into
effect, Don Wood, president of Baseline Regulatory
Compliance Services, told the event sponsored
by Petroleum Technology Alliance Canada. The
implementation, which is still to be decided by the
regulator, may be in 2018 or later, he said.
“Methane emission-reduction should be treated very
seriously by the oil and gas industry because it speaks
to the heart of the industry’s credibility in the eyes of the
public in which any industry is expected to be accidentfree, spill-free and emissions-free,” said Wood.
Under its Climate Leadership Plan, the Alberta government will require reductions in methane emissions
of 45 per cent below 2014 levels by 2025, while the federal government will require reductions of 40–45
per cent below 2012 levels by 2025 beginning in 2020.
New facility standards still to be developed will
distinguish between new and existing facilities,
said Wood, who also represents the Explorers and
Producers Association of Canada on the methane
reduction oversight committee and is on the methane technical committee.
“The fundamental principle is that existing facilities standards will progressively improve their
methane emissions performance over time and
that new emissions facilities standards will be more
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stringent than initial existing emission facility
standards,” he told the session.
The federal approach to methane emissions
reduction is much more prescriptive, and the industry will be able to see the regulations earlier
than they see Alberta’s, said Wood. An engagement process is already underway, and it has
been broken down into the same categories as
those in the Alberta process.
Through the federal government’s consultation process with all the provinces, it has adjusted
its timing to better coincide with some of the
provincial timelines, the session heard. Regulations
on fugitive emissions should come into effect on
Jan. 1, 2020, while regulations for venting and
pneumatics would take effect in 2023. “It also recognizes there might be more costs from existing
equipment changeouts as opposed to leak detection processes,” Wood said.
The oil and gas sector is the largest industrial emitter of greenhouse gases (GHGs) in
Canada, accounting for 26 per cent of all emissions in 2013. Alberta has surpassed Ontario
as Canada’s largest source of GHGs, and
Alberta and Saskatchewan’s combined emissions exceeded those of Ontario and Quebec,
Wood noted.
The sector is also overwhelmingly the largest
emitter of methane, which represents about
15 per cent of GHGs and is behind only CO2,
which comprises 75–80 per cent. In Alberta, the
oil and gas sector accounts for 70 per cent of
methane emissions.
Alberta and Ottawa are the only two
Canadian jurisdictions with regulatory processes in development.
Wood acknowledged that the starting
point for the emissions sources is “not particularly accurately known.” The best estimate
in Alberta, the AER’s Upstream Petroleum
Industry Flaring and Venting Report describes
roughly 20 per cent of the sources of emissions
in Alberta. “All the rest, 80 per cent, are estimated as best as can be done,” he said.
Environment and Climate Change Canada’s
National Inventory Report 1990-2014:
Greenhouse Gas Sources and Sinks in Canada
forms the basis for the regulatory action that
will be required of the oil and gas industry.

Methane
emission
categories
There are five major
categories of methane
emissions. Some of the
regulations will likely
refer to these categories, and some of the
industry’s to do list
will likely be targeted
toward these categories, said Wood.

1. Fugitive
emissions:
unintended
emissions or leaks
from process
upsets that go to
flare when the pilot
goes out or gets
vented rather than
combusted, leaking
valves or flanges,
or in particular
associated start-up
processes where
it is necessary to
load and then vent
but not to flare
because it is not yet
set up for flaring;

2. Venting:
purposeful
emissions of
methane from
equipment that is
designed to vent,
storage tanks with
open hatches,
glycol dehydrators
where emissions
naturally coming
off the top
contain part of

the process gas
being vented and
not combusted,
or production
casing valves
at the wellhead
left intentionally
open to minimize
the pressure on
the producing
formation to
maximize oil
and gas;

3. Pneumatic
devices:
emissions from
a subset of
venting where
no instrument
air is available so
sweet fuel gas is
used to operate
pneumatic
actuators or
small chemical
pumps on site;

4. Compressor:
emissions leaking
primarily from
the seals and the
packing around
the piston rods
in reciprocating
compressors,
although
centrifugal
compressors also
will be part of the
regulations; and

5. Well completions:
emissions from
flowback after
hydraulic fracturing
and liquids or
solids removal.
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The report shows that fugitive emissions represent 46 per cent of emissions. General venting
is at 48 per cent, and flaring and other sources
are at six per cent.
“We’ll have to see, but fugitive emissions
seem high, especially when a lot of large producing facilities have levels of hydrogen sulphide,
for example,” said Wood. While those numbers
could increase or decrease when actual measurements and data start coming in over the next few
years, this is a starting point, he said.
Regulatory framework
development
The methane regulatory framework development process has a methane reduction oversight
committee with five technical subcommittees of
subject matter experts, each organized around a
specific methane emission source.
“This is not easy, and [the technical committees] come back consistently to the oversight
committee for guidance,” said Wood.
While the committees are trying to
develop regulations for Alberta, they also
recognize they are the first provincial jurisdiction to be developing regulations. “Alignment
with federal regulations is going to be key as
well,” he said.
The first committee off the mark is the fugitive emissions one, which also looks at venting,
compressors and pneumatics through different chairs populated by the AER, said Wood.
A technical committee has also been stuck for
measurement, monitoring and reporting—“what
do you have to measure, how often do you have
to do it and then what you have to report and

who gets to see what you report and to what
granularity,” Wood explained.
The guidance provided by the oversight
committee, he said, considers issues such as
alignment, cost effectiveness, whether the regulations allow for the continuing improvement and
implementation of technology and innovation,
the credibility of the industry and “granularity to
a reasonable level but not beyond.”
Equivalencies
“In a perfect world, you will see equivalencies so
that the oil and gas industry will not be subject to
both regulations at the same time,” said Wood.
“The goal, I believe, of the Alberta provincial process is not to have identical regulations
but to have equivalent regulations,” he said.
“They might allow more flexibility, but they will
be recognized through an agreement between
the province of Alberta and the government of
Canada as being equivalent—in other words,
being able and verifiably able to achieve the
emissions reductions of methane that are
required under the federal standards.”
Equivalency should be achieved by the end of
2019 if the oil and gas industry is not to be subject to federal regulations, which begin Jan. 1,
2020, said Wood.
Responding to a question, he said that the
provincial and national methane reduction
requirements are roughly equivalent at nearly 14
megatonnes. The regulatory framework, though,
may take into account both projections and new
information as better data becomes available,
said Wood. A process is currently underway for
new data to inform the regulation.
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