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Expanding technology brings new solutions to all types of problems.  Inaccessible coal reserves are now being touted for storage of carbon dioxide sequestered during the clean coal process which has long-been the biggest stumbling block to clean coal technology.  Natural gas is also being stored in some unusual places.  

The Earth collapsing into itself is occurring more frequently than ever before, but far too often such occurrences are man-caused.  The root of “man-caused” can be a number of reasons – miscalculation, misinformation, ignoring factual or recorded data, plain old zealousness and intentional conduct of some or all of these reasons.  And yes, in certain places officials know or knew of the potential for the Earth collapsing.  The geology of the Earth is such that not many places in the world are free from sinkholes.  


Perhaps one of the most startling examples of serious man-caused sinkholes occurred in November of 1980 in southern Louisiana near the town of New Iberia.  A small freshwater lake (Lake Peigneur), covering 1,300 acres of land but only 11 feet deep, was home to a small island where a botanical park and several oil wells co-existed in peaceful beauty.  Widely known was that deep below the floor of Lake Peigneur was the Diamond Crystal Salt Mine with its many miles of tunnels and vast caverns.  


A simple attempt by an oil drilling crew to free a seized-up drill set in motion an unheard of catastrophe.  While working to free the drill which seized up for no apparent reason, the crew heard loud pops, followed immediately by the rig tilting into the lake, a lake that was only 11-foot deep.


Quickly realizing that some thing was terribly wrong, the men escaped the rig by jumping to a barge tethered to the rig, then swimming to the shore which was luckily only 300 yards away.  The drilling crew watched in horror as almost immediately the platform, derrick and barge completely disappeared into the supposedly 11-foot deep water.  The water began to swirl, at first slowly, then escalate to a huge whirlpool over the drill site.  


Down below, a salt mine employee was alerted by the noise created when fuel drums banging together in muddy water pouring into the salt mine where 50 miners were working.  That employee signaled for immediate evacuation of the salt mine which enabled all the miners to narrowly escape unharmed.


The miscalculation by the drilling company had placed the drilling site over an upper level shaft of the salt mine.  


As the whirlpool sucking power quickly became violent, 70 acres of nearby Jefferson Island, numerous trees, trucks, barges, a barge loading dock, a tugboat, a second drilling platform, various structures, even a parking lot, disappeared.  The force was so strong the crew on a manned tug boat traveling in a 12-mile-long canal narrowly escaped going into the hole with the tug boat by jumping onto the canal bank.  The force grew to such strength that it reversed the flow of the canal and turned the once 11-foot deep freshwater lake into a 1,300-deep saltwater lake, changing the biology of the lake permanently to saltwater species of plants and fish.  It took only three hours to drain the original 3.5 billion gallons of water from Lake Peigneur.  

The drilling company paid almost $45 million in damages to Diamond Crystal Salt Company and a nearby community.  In 1994, AGL resources began using the salt dome under what was Lake Peigneur as a storage and hub facility for pressurized natural gas.  


Obviously, someone at the drilling company or the on-site drilling crew was, shall we say, “asleep at the wheel,” in that the salt mine tunnels ran for miles with different shaft levels supported by pillars of salt left in place to support the ceiling as the mining process took place over the years.  The penetration of an upper shaft ceiling by freshwater dissolved those pillars quickly and allowed the shafts to collapse.  


Technology has improved at an almost breakneck speed since that fateful day at Lake Peigneur in 1980, but in 2008, two brine wells near Artesia, New Mexico collapsed creating a 400-foot wide by 100-foot deep crater, prompting a statewide review of all brine wells.  

A brine well is a “solution mining technique where fresh water is pumped into a salt layer under the ground and the salt is dissolved leaving a cavern,” according to the Oil Conservation Division (OCD) of the New Mexico Energy, Minerals and Natural Resource Division.  


The OCD noted that, “In certain cases, the caverns created by the brine well process reach too close to the surface, the ground becomes unstable and there is serious danger of collapse.”  


During the statewide review by the OCD, two brine wells in Carlsbad were determined to be in danger of collapse.  Those wells were voluntarily closed down by the owner upon receipt of the notification from the OCD, and remain under heavy scrutiny by the OCD.  Further steps were necessary to ensure public safety in the surrounding area.  Large storage tanks were emptied at the OCD’s request and the operator ceased running heavy trucks on the property.  


There are conditions not connected to oil and gas drilling that result in sinkholes here in Colorado and around the country.  Next week’s edition of Seeing the Round Corners will look at those.  


The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
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