UVic urges B.C. to use Public Health Act to investigate sour gas leaks
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UVic urges B.C. to use Public Health Act to investigate sour gas leaks
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Over the last decade, it has been the epicentre of an oil and gas boom and is a principal
source of revenue for the province.

Worries about sour-gas leaks have been constant in the community, particularly where gas
wells are drilled close to residences or schools. A common complaint is that worries about
inadequate warning and evacuation plans are shrugged off by authorities.

One recent example cited in the letter to Hansen says that a company satisfied its duty to
consult with residents by taping a paper to the front door while the householder was at
home. The householder was expected to pay long-distance charges to call the Calgary
telephone number.

Another company delivered letters of notification to landowners after the response deadline
had passed.

Residents on a dead-end road who learned a sour-gas well was being drilled where it cut off
their only evacuation route in an emergency couldn’t get their notice of concern heard by oil
and gas authorities until the well was finished.

The Environmental Law Centre says its review of provincial laws and regulations under the
Oil and Gas Activities Act found that they compromise public health and safety rather than
protecting it.

Among its shortcomings, provincial legislation relies on vague and unenforceable standards,
lacks scientific or health-based monitoring, permits officials to exempt industry from strict
controls and doesn’t require adequate consultation of residents at risk, the groups says.

“This must change,” the letter says. “B.C.’s medical health agencies must begin to participate
fully in all aspects of regulatory development, implementation, and oversight for oil and gas
production.

“A voice for public health must be at the table when facilities are being developed and
regulated.”

The letter says although calls for involvement of public health authorities have been stated
and restated by advisory committees, medical health officers and the auditor-general for
more than seven years, nothing has happened.

It wants the inquiry to examine whether current laws and policy adequately protect the public
from sour gas and related hazards; if not, how law and policy can be improved; what
measures can ensure that public health issues get higher priority, and how public health
officials can become full partners in developing better law.

“It is simply unacceptable that Health Authorities continue to be assigned a peripheral role in
natural gas regulation — and are mainly involved after an incident has occurred,” the letter
says. “An ounce of prevention is worth ten thousand pounds of cure. Proactive measures
must be taken to prevent accidents before tragedies occur.”

shume@islandnet.com
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