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BY LORI BAMBER

W hile researchers have
been working since 1945
to find new ways to

recover energy from Alberta’s most
abundant energy resource – coal –
it’s only been in the last couple of
decades that the focus has turned to
the natural gas trapped in the coal
beds that lay under most of the
province’s geography.

Now, as domestic efforts to
increase coalbed methane (CBM)
production in Western Canada
escalate, a B.C. company has
bucked the local trend by tapping
into a massive CBM opportunity in
energy hungry China.

Coalbed methane is the clean-
est-burning fossil fuel, generally
consisting of more than 90 per cent
methane, but it was once tough to
recover. According to the Canadian

Society for Unconventional Gas
(CSUG), technical advances in
drilling and production turned the
tide.

In China, Kelowna-based Pacif-
ic Asia China Energy Inc. (PACE)
is at work. Its Guizhou Project in
southern China includes a 970-
square-kilometre concession that a
recent independent technical
report by Sproule International of
Calgary suggests may hold as much
as 11.2 trillion cubic feet of gas.

The company is partnering with
an Australian developer, Mitchell
Drilling Contractors to apply new
horizontal drilling techniques origi-
nally developed to economically
recover natural gas.

Part of PACE’s advantage, says
CEO Devinder Randhawa, is due
to China’s concession award
process, an effort by China to
encourage energy production that

makes CBM development vastly
less costly than Canada’s.

“We would have paid roughly
$150 million for an equivalent
resource here,” says Mr. Rand-
hawa, “and we paid a fraction of
that.”

In addition to the company’s
low resource development costs,
“There are 240 million people in
an 800-square-kilometre range of
our operation,” says Mr. Rand-
hawa, “and they need energy.”

In a recent interview with
Stockwatch.com, Sprott Asset Man-
agement research analyst Eric Nut-
tall said, “We are quite excited
about the prospects for companies
with coalbed methane assets so
long as natural gas prices remain
above $6 per Mcf (thousand cubic
feet).” Among its picks, Sprott has
invested in Pacific Asia China
Energy.

“I expect over the next year
that China will become a hotbed
for natural gas exploration, and
would encourage investors to seek
companies that have already signed
production sharing agreements,”
said Mr. Nuttall.

Closer to home, in Alberta,
commercial production of 10 to 15
million cubic feet per day of CBM
was established between 2000 and
2002; drilling of more than 3,000

CBM wells was planned within the
province in 2005.

British Columbia also has vast
CBM resources: According to the
B.C. Ministry of Energy and Mines,
the Peace River and Fernie-Elk Val-
ley areas, Vancouver Island and
several interior coalfields all have
high potential. On Vancouver
Island, Hillsborough Resources has
23,000 acres with coalbed methane
drilling rights, a resource that may

prove a tremendous asset in meet-
ing the island’s growing power gen-
eration requirements.

According to Michael Gatens,
past chair of CSUG and chair of
Quicksilver Resources Canada,
coalbed methane production in the
western United States now
accounts for up to a third of natural
gas production there, and similar
production is possible in the west-
ern provinces of Canada.
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BY RANDALL ANTHONY MANG

Once considered the dark
horse of power generation,
coal-fired electricity is tak-

ing on a new green aura thanks to
clean coal technologies (CCTs) that
now enable this abundant fuel to be
used more cleanly than ever before,
in some cases causing near-zero
emissions.

For Canada, CCTs spell oppor-
tunity. Not only may CCTs enable
Canada to use its plentiful coal

reserves to meet energy demand in
environmentally and socially
acceptable ways, they may also add
to Canada’s export capacity.

“There is certainly potential for
Canada to prosper internationally
from clean coal,” says Bob Stobbs,
executive director of the Canadian
Clean Power Coalition (CCPC).
“The operating know-how and les-
sons learned of companies that put
these technologies together will
have value. The best credibility will
come from real projects, not just

studies and research.”
Much of Canada’s emerging

CCT prowess was spurred by the
CCPC, a group of coal producers
and energy companies formed in
2002 to research, develop and
demonstrate commercially viable
CCTs. A major CCPC goal is now
approaching realization: the build-
ing by 2012 of a full-scale clean coal
plant that would include carbon
dioxide (CO2) sequestration.

While announcements of new
CCT plants for Alberta are expected

soon, Saskatchewan utility SaskPow-
er is well on its way to having the
world’s first near-zero-emission
CCT plant to include CO2 capture
and storage.

SaskPower Clean Coal project
manager Max Ball says the pro-
posed co-generation facility will pro-
duce and sell both electricity and
CO2, a byproduct of the plant’s
operations.

New Brunswick-based engineer-
ing firm Neill and Gunter Limited is
helping SaskPower evaluate its CCT

options. Having worked with the
CCPC and other utilities, the firm
has examined an exhaustive list of
pollution abatement technologies.
SaskPower is considering two tech-
nology pathways.

The first option, based on a
modified conventional coal power
station, involves CO2 removal
through a post-combustion solvent
process. In addition to systems that
remove pollutants such as particu-
lates, NOx and SOx, the plant
would incorporate an amine solvent

process to strip away the CO2. The
gas would then be converted into
liquid CO2 ready for geological
sequestration, says Neill and Gunter
president and CEO Donald Bel-
liveau.

SaskPower’s other option is an
Oxyfuel power plant. Its technology
removes nitrogen from the air prior
to combustion, resulting in an oxy-
gen-fired combustion process. Its
main byproducts are CO2 and
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Coal is Canada’s most abundant and lowest-cost fuel, not to mention a critical input in the manufacture of

steel. Including the energy resident in coalbed methane, Canada’s 6 billion tonnes of proven coal reserves

store more energy than all of our oil, natural gas and oil sands combined. Coal contributes in other ways 

to Canada’s economy as well. More than half of all coal mined in Canada is exported, making Canada one

of the world’s leading coal exporters. ANY WAY YOU ADD IT UP, COAL HAS A POWERFUL PLACE IN CANADA.
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Employees of Pacific Asia China Energy and Mitchell Drilling Contractors review coal samples from
PACE drilling operations in Guizhou, China. PACE’s assets in China are estimated to hold as much
as 11.2 trillion cubic feet of coalbed methane.
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