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OVER THE PASS

“Bella Luna. It’s good pizza, and something different than green-chile-covered fries.” 

– Jesse Baumhauer, apartment caretaker, Trinidad

“Tequila’s. I love the octopus cocktail. It’s really kid-friendly, and it’s great for people observation, 
as well. A lot of interesting characters in there.” 

– Amber Wherry, human resources, Schicker Automotive Group, St. Louis, MO

“Nana & Nano Monteleone’s. It’s good and fresh. I always come to it when I visit. My mom and dad 
grew up here. I like the rigatoni—anything Italian.” 

– Mary Angelo, dairy farmer, Longmont, CO

“Gotta be Bella Luna. I love pizza and they make the best one I have ever had. They have a really 
good atmosphere and a great staff as well. I’ve only been here a couple months so I haven’t tried 
all the restaurants yet, but I’m working my way through them all.” 

– Steve Eakins, produce clerk, Safeway, Trinidad
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“What is your favorite restaurant?”
Photos by Tim Keller / The Chronicle-News
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ENVIRONMENT

Study: Methane in 
Colorado water isn’t 
always from oil wells 
DAN ELLIOTT
Associated Press

DENVER (AP) — The oil and gas industry may not be to 
blame if northeastern Colorado tap water is so full of meth-
ane it can be set on fire, researchers say.

Fewer than 5 percent of the region’s water wells that 
were checked for methane pollution had been tainted by oil 
and gas leaks, according to a study released Monday in the 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Science.

About 18 percent had methane that came from coal 
seams that underlie the area, the researchers said.

The other wells either had methane that couldn’t be de-
finitively traced or had no detectable methane at all.

Dramatic videos of residents igniting water running 
from a faucet occasionally surface in communities near oil 
and gas wells, including in Colorado, and the images are 
sometimes cited as evidence of the danger posed by energy 
development, including fracking.

“I think it’s important for people to realize that being 
able to light your tap water on fire in many cases is a natu-
ral occurrence,” said Owen Sherwood, lead author of the 
study and a research associate at the University of Colo-
rado. “However, accidents do happen, leaks do happen,” he 
said.

The study looked only at the Denver-Julesburg Basin, an 
energy-rich formation in northeastern Colorado. The find-
ings don’t necessarily apply to other formations because 
of differences in geology, drilling history and regulation, 
Sherwood said.

The $200,000 study was funded by the National Science 

Foundation and got no money from the energy industry, 
Sherwood said.

Sherwood and five other researchers reviewed public 
records from the Colorado Oil and Gas Conservation Com-
mission, the state’s energy regulator, from 1988 to 2014.

The records showed that 924 individual water wells were 
tested for methane after residents complained about pollu-
tion. Of those wells, 593 had detectable levels of methane, 
including 169 with methane that could be traced to coal 
beds and 42 with methane that could be traced to oil and 
gas production.

Researchers can distinguish between the two because 
they have distinct chemical footprints, Sherwood said. 
Methane from oil and gas production is also mixed with 
ethane, propane and butane, he said.

If the study couldn’t determine the source of the meth-
ane, it was usually because regulators hadn’t finished their 
investigation at the time the researchers retrieved the data 
in 2014, or because the case was so old that the available 
technology couldn’t identify the source.

Regardless of the source, the methane gets into water 
wells by first infiltrating an aquifer, a natural underground 
water reservoir, Sherwood said. It’s then drawn up into the 
well.

Researchers were able to trace groundwater methane 
pollution to a leak in a specific oil or gas well in 11 instanc-
es. In each case, the culprit was the surface casing — the 
lining inside the upper part of the well bore — in an older 
petroleum well drilled under now-obsolete rules, Sherwood 

said.
In all 11 instances, the well casing was too shallow by 

current standards for new wells. Six of those wells also had 
leaks in the casings.

The current rules, adopted in the mid-1990s, require the 
surface casing to extend 50 feet below the deepest aquifer in 
some areas. In the Denver-Julesburg Basin, that can be as 
deep as 1,200 feet, Sherwood said.

In none of those 11 instances could the leak be attributed 
to hydraulic fracturing, Sherwood said. Hydraulic fractur-
ing, or fracking, injects water, sand and chemicals into a 
well bore to break open underground formations and re-
lease oil and gas.

In 2010, drilling companies began high-volume fracking, 
injecting the fluids perhaps 20 times at different locations 
in the same well, compared with three or four times under 
previous practice, Sherwood said.

But the number of documented incidents of water wells 
polluted by methane from oil and gas production each year 
didn’t change, he said.

“It’s relatively rare, a rate of about two cases a year” 
since 2000, Sherwood said.

Rob Jackson, an earth sciences professor at Stanford 
University who wasn’t involved in the research, said he 
thinks the study is sound, although he said a potential 
weakness is whether water sampling techniques were con-
sistent over the years covered.

“I still like what they’ve done,” he said. The study high-
lights the importance of oil and gas well casing, he said.
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