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Great Lakes viewed for oil
Michigan governor backs plan to drill under
lake beds

Tom Spears, The Ottawa Citizen
ottawa

Offshore oil platforms in the lakes are are banned by all states,
though there are natural gas wells in Lake Erie on the Ontario
side of the border.

But Michigan Governor John Engler is backing a proposal from an
oil company to drill new wells beginning on the shore and
slanting several kilometres under the lake beds.

Michigan is a significant player because the state has shoreline
on all of the Great Lakes except Lake Ontario.

Citizen groups in Michigan say lifting the moratorium on drilling
would threaten their health if oil contaminated the drinking
water drawn from the lakes.

"We are concerned about leaks. We are concerned that onshore
drilling is right on the shore ... on sensitive land," said Jennifer
Nalbone of Great Lakes United, which represents residents on
both the Canadian and U.S. sides of the lakes and the St.
Lawrence River.

"This (debate) is really raging down here," said Tanya Cabala of
the Lake Michigan Federation, which represents people around
Lake Michigan in Michigan, Indiana, lllinois and Wisconsin.

There are already five working oil and gas wells under Lake
Michigan and two under Lake Huron, dating from the 1970s. All
using "slant” or directional drilling from shore.

A Michigan state moratorium has halted all new wells since
1997, when a company called Newstar Energy drilled under the
north end of Lake Michigan.

Newstar's well didn't hit oil, but residents and environment
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groups were upset enough by the drilling -- and the possibility of
more wells to follow -- to mount a political campaign and get a
moratorium.

Now Mr. Engler has proposed to lift that moratorium.

Yesterday Ohio Governor Bob Taft weighed in on the anti-drilling
side, saying his state will ban new drilling along the Ohio shore
of Lake Erie.

And a Michigan member of the federal House of Representatives
has introduced a bill to have a federal ban on new drilling in the
Great Lakes.

"A ban on drilling for gas and oil under the Great Lakes is more
important than ever because of new pressures to develop
domestic oil production and a new administration that is
sympathetic to the demands of the petroleum industry,"
Democrat Bart Stupak said.

He argues there's a conflict of interest when the state can make
millions of dollars leasing drilling sites to the oil and gas
companies it regulates.

Residents also fear that hydrogen sulphide -- a toxic gas -- can
leak from wells and pipelines. In recent years 35 cattle have
been killed by hydrogen sulphide leaks at the north end of Lake
Michigan, and residents near the wells were forced to leave their
homes.

On the Canadian side of the lakes, drilling is allowed by Ontario's
Ministry of Natural Resources, which issues permits.

The gas wells in Lake Erie, the shallowest of the Great Lakes,
aren't well known to the public.

"They don't have big derricks like the Gulf of Mexico," said
Jeffrey Bush of the Ohio-Lake Erie Commission. "They're all
underwater pipelines.”
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