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Abstract
Coal bed methane (CBM) wells are being developed in increasing numbers throughout the United
States. These are wells that are drilled into coal seams to withdraw ground water (produced
water) to reduce the hydrostatic pressure on the coal seam. The reduced pressure allows methane
gas to migrate to the well bore where it moves to the surface and is collected. Where possible,
operators prefer to discharge the produced water into nearby streams, rivers, or other surface
water bodies. Depending on the chemical characteristics of the produced water, different levels of
treatment are applied to the produced water before discharge. In some locations, produced water
cannot be discharged and is injected, reused, or evaporated. Although the CBM industry is
producing “natural” gas, such gas may not necessarily be covered under the existing national
regulations for discharges from the oil and gas industry. This paper describes the existing national
discharge regulations, the ways in which CBM produced water is currently being managed, the
current CBM discharge permitting practices, and how these options might change as the volume
of produced water increases because of the many new wells being developed.

