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An oil boom similar to what occurred here five years ago is unlikely to repeat itself in the near future, says an industry representative.

Instead, Mike Dawson, president of the Canadian Society for Unconventional Gas (CSUG), said the local industry would remain relatively stable for the time being.

"I don't think that it's going to be a real boom or bust type of thing. I think that it's going to be strong and steady. There may be a little bit of flat market in the near term, just because of the gas market prices right now," he said. 

"I think that the gas market is going to remain stable – if there's any kind of stability in natural gas – but you're going to be in a situation where probably your prices are going to be running in the order of $4 to $6 range for the next couple of years."

Dawson spoke prior to a 2 1/2-hour workshop this morning at the Grande Prairie Inn.

The workshop is a collaborative effort between the Grande Prairie & District Chamber of Commerce, the Peace Region Economic Development Alliance (PREDA), the Grande Prairie Regional College, Centre for Research & Innovation and Alberta Finance & Enterprise.

Dawson split the workshop into four modules, exploring issues including the differences between conventional and unconventional gas, new and emerging technologies, how natural gas in Western Canada fits into the North American market, and emerging opportunities in the Peace Country.

There are a number of unconventional gas opportunities in the region, he said.

"The natural gas being produced out of the ground is exactly the same," he said.

"The difference between unconventional gas and conventional gas is that unconventional gas is generally in poor quality reservoir rocks, and so in order to get the gas out of the ground in economic quantities, you have to employ different types of technology, like the horizontal drilling and the multi-stage fracturing."

He acknowledged that the natural gas industry in the region has been through a veritable roller coaster ride since those heady days five years ago, where an increase in supply and a decrease in demand due to the recession created a perfect storm of instability in the market.

"The roller coaster, primarily, is being driven by new technologies, primarily horizontal drilling and different types of hydraulic fracturing, which led to an abundant new natural gas supply in North America," he said. 

"And so there's been whole new supplies that are being brought on-stream, which has essentially flooded the market with abundant natural gas."

What made matters worse, he said, was the province's overhaul of the royalty framework – which has since been amended multiple times since coming into force on Jan. 1, 2009.

"I don't think that the government a number of years ago recognized the mobility of capital from the oil and gas sector. Companies that were active in Alberta had the ability to pick up their operations and move them, either to Saskatchewan or British Columbia or outside of Canada," he said.

"It will take a little bit of time for companies to come back into Alberta, but certainly the Alberta government is going in the right direction of creating a much more competitive environment that hadn't existed before."

There is "quite a bit of potential" for unconventional gas, some of it is being developed, some in the early stages of exploration, some in emerging opportunities, Dawson said.

"With the new royalties that are being developed in Alberta, the regulatory system that is being implemented, Alberta is a much better competitive place that I think you're going to see companies looking at opportunities in Alberta, particularly south of Grande Prairie. And you're going to see new opportunities in shale gas," he said.

Some of the best potential lies in the Montney and Duvernay gas plays.

"I think that there are some good opportunities in the expansion into Alberta of the Montney play, where the growth area has traditionally been on the B.C. side," he added.
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