




PROJECT

24 O l l S~NOSR(VI[W I MAY 20 0 9

underground heat, steam, and pressure without the typical heat and
pressure loss of trad it ional surface steam generat ion equipment.

Wade Tokarek, Pet rcstar's area production superinte ndent, says
the abili ty to control how much heat is produced downhole sets DHT
techn ology apart Irom ether downho le heaters. It also makes it par­
ticularly suitable for Ollsand Quest's applicat ion. Apart from the heat

rising out of the format ion 100 quickly if it is overheated, the fractured
overburden on the lease has water moving through it, Tokarek says.

"I f Ihe zone is overheated, there's a risk that the overburden might
collapse into tha t wate r zone," he says. "So they're being very smart
about the way they're going about this."

Of course, another important advantage is cost. DHT technology
is less expansive than build ing a steam facil ity. What is needed is
just an electr icit y generator at surface (natural gas if available, diesel
in Oi lsands Quest' s case), Ihe heater and a special cable to lower it

downhole and connect it to the electr icit y source.
Currently Test Site 3 is building heat. Both t wo ver tical wells are

closed ott . Each vertical well has l ive wireless tempe rature and ores­

sure monitcu-ing stations along its length and the progress of the tem­
perature rise is being closely tracked.

' We need to know more about this reservoir because of its unique
reservoir geometry as compared to other At habasca reservoi rs,"

Palmgren says. "The bitumen"Saturation is higher and the sedimen t
grain size is larger, and the permeab il ity/porosit y relat ionship is di f­
ferent than in other Athabasca reservoirs."

Palmgren notes this is just a portion of the research leading towards

bitumen production in th is formation. Irs a building block to see if the
notio n works.

"I don't believe [D HT] couid be used in a stand-alene applicat ion
to produce bitumen in this reservo ir," he says. " I don't see it working

on its own in other Athebasca reservoi rs either because bitu men in
those reservo irs is so viscous. If you look at convention al heavy oils
though, you might be able to use this tool as a stand-alone to improve
production."

So the step is to generate heat in order to understand how heat
moves through the reservoir. Once a cert ain amount of heat is estab­

lisbed, the second step is to study the mobilit y of the fluids between
the vertical wells. The next step, if the tool works as expected, is to
con sider how DHT technology could be effect ively used to generate
com munication in a horizontal well pair.

DHT technology is a cost-eff ecti ve alterna t ive for the t ype of

testing Oilsands Quest is currently doing, but in a larger multiple­
well test s or manufactu rin g li ne produ cti on the cost advantages
may disappear.

One issue in part icular, according to Bill Hopkins (no rela tion to

CEO Chris toph er Hop kins), Oilsa nds Quest's operations manager
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for A~e lake, is the high cost of the cable. " It's a water-sa tu rated
and oil-sa turated environment, so Petrosta r uses a very expensive
cable tha t's steel braided and rat ed lor haza rdous environments ,"
Hopkins says. "II's ab out $100,0 0 0 a ree l. That's $27 a foot. and
we're going down 200 metres: Oilsand s Quest is currently trying
10 bring down that cos ts by going to a less-expen sive cable.

When Palmgren says production is still just a gli mmer in the

eye fo r Oilsa nds Ques t , here's wha t he means . The company
started using CHT technology on Oc t . 24, 2008. It fan a lest
for three wee ks that yielded importan t learnin gs about how the
heater works, how to lower it into th e well, and the type of liquid

it nee ds.
"At Test Site 3. we are conduc t ing low -energy tests using the

DHT electrical heater. After Christmas , we pulle d the CHT out of
the wellbore in order to modi fy the well completi on and improve
the tool it self. We completed Ihat work and started again on Jan.
18, 2009; Palmgren says.

The curre nt plan calls for continued heating unti l June 2009, at
which t ime the cold well will be perf orated and the natural move­
ment of bi tumen into both the perf orated well and the hot well will
be monitored.

Petrostar's Tokarek exp lains t hat currently DHT heati ng re­
quires a cold producer well because Ihe hot well can' t be pro­
duced while healing. (T he other alternative is to retr act the heater
and produce the hoi well.) "The bitu men has sands suspended in
it. W hen you heal it up, th e heavy oil gels lighter and the sand
falls out. Of course, that happens inslan tly so your well packs in
around the heater and blocks the well," he e ~plains .

Wi th the heating phase al Test Site 3 complete, Oilsands Quest
can also start moving water between Ihe wells, although it doesn't
yet have regulatory approval for doing Ihat.

Alter stud ying the water flow character ist ics between the well
pair, Oilsands Quest should have a good handle on the mobilit y in
th is por t ion ot the reservoir under low pressure and low temper­
ature condit ions. That informat ion will then be fed into a simula ­
tor and the company can start consider ing how to best run the
next stage of operat ions testing.

Everything Otlsands Quest learns at Test Site 3 will then be
t ransferre d to Test Site 1, where the company already dri lled six
vertic al wells of ta-reetre spacing and three 300-metre-hori zon­
tal wells of SO-metre spacing. Once underway, Test Site 1 will run
3 to 6 months of vert ical well tests followed by another 6 to 12
mont hs of horizontal well s tests.

Then everything Oilsands Quest has gleaned should add up to
a viable bit umen extra ction process at A~e Lake. "It is ext remely
important lor us to have a technology in place that makes bolh
technical and economic sense: Palmgren says emphat icall y.

Asked by when, he answers it is difficult to dicta te a l ime line for
th is kind of work, but the company is commi tt ed to the process.

Bul , hopef ully any new quest ions will find quick answers, be­
cause Oilsand s Quest doesn't have the lu~ury of producti on cash
flow to fund it s research. The collapse in the equity markets has
more or less closed the door for rais ing add ition al capital, and
the banks aren't eeacuv open for busine ss to small producers.
Perhaps even less to small non-producers.

At the same lime, the com pany has scaled back its fi eld activ ­
it y in Saskatchewan to preserve capita l. AI the peak, ils camp had
around 400 people working. Currentl y, it has about lOa to 120
people, which has an inevitable effect on the pace of research ,
Beneath this tick ing clock, Palmgren says, · We have many mov­
ing paris , but these parts are pari of our overall plan as we tr y to
determine the optim al methodology to exploit our assets," 0Sl
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