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Losing water, 
seeping gas 

In southern Colorado’s San Juan and Raton 
basins, drillers seeking methane gas first 
dewater coal formations to free up the gas. 
But some officials believe removing the water 
exacerbates methane seeps near the basins’ 

edges, creating hazards indoors and outdoors.
   The dewatering creates other problems. 
Some ranchers say it could be lowering the 
water table, threatening their ability to 
draw water for livestock and crops. And the 

water pulled from the ground can be high in 
salts, which can harm plants, crops and 
water quality if it’s discharged onto the 
ground, into streams or used for irrigation.

Removing water liberates 
methane from coal seams.

While wells capture methane for market, once 
liberated the methane gas can find other routes out 
of the soil near the outcrop at the basin’s edge, 
building up in homes or in open air, creating 
explosive and health hazards, and killing vegetation.

Methane escaping into the air amounts to a wasted 
product. Methane is also a potent global warming gas, 
12 to 20 times more powerful than carbon dioxide.

Another source of 
methane is also 
believed to be old, 
poorly plugged wells, 
which could act as 
conduits for methane 
to rise to the surface.Area of reduced 
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Dewatering a coal 
seam can lower the 
water table and 
potentially affect 
water supplies in 
the Raton Basin in 
Las Animas County. 
In the San Juan 
Basin in La Plata 
County, the drinking 
water supplies are 
much shallower 
than the methane 
gas formations and 
generally are not 
impacted by 
dewatering.


