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Coalbed Methane in Alabama 
 

 
The coalbed methane industry in Alabama began as part of an effort to improve underground coal mine 
safety.  The U.S. Bureau of Mines began testing methods to remove methane (natural gas) from the 
coal prior to mining.  The test sites in Alabama provided the best results, and a successful technology 
demonstration project in 1975 propelled the industry forward rapidly with commercial production 
beginning in 1980.   
 
In 1984 the State Oil & Gas Board of Alabama established the first rules to regulate the production of 
natural gas from coal.  These rules have served as a model for other states and nations around the 
world. 
 
The 80’s saw a significant increase in drilling and technology development with projects developed that 
were not connected to a mining operation.  By 1989, thousands of wells were being permitted and the 
Tuscaloosa area saw a surge of investment, development activity and the creation of thousands of high 
paying jobs. 
 
The U.S. Department of Energy estimated 1.97 Trillion Cubic Feet (TCF) of natural gas could be 
produced from coal in Alabama.  By September of 2010, more than 2.3 TCF of natural gas had been 
produced. This is enough natural gas (at current consumption rates) to supply all Alabama residential 
consumers for more than 60 years!  The Department of Energy now predicts another 2 TCF remains. 
This makes the recoverable reserves of natural gas from coal almost equal to the reserves of natural 
gas in the Alabama offshore area. 
 
One of the major challenges to successful economic development of the resource in Alabama was the 
efficient removal, treatment, and disposal of water from the coal seams.  The natural gas in coal seams 
is very low pressure and naturally occurring water in the seams holds the gas in place.  Removing the 
water allows the natural gas to flow to the surface to be collected, compressed and sent to the sales 
point.  Natural gas from coal, unlike the offshore natural gas production, does not need to be cleaned to 
remove impurities. 
 
Alabama operators worked with the Alabama Department of Environmental Management to develop a 
comprehensive NPDES permit covering storm water, and the treatment and disposal of water pumped 
from the coal seam. The coalbed methane industry was the first to establish statewide guidelines to 
control storm water and prevent erosion.  All treated water discharged into Alabama waters is 
monitored real time by computers upstream and downstream of the discharge point.  This is a 
requirement found in very few NPDES permits. 
 
The State Oil & Gas Board has permitted almost 10,000 coalbed methane wells over the past 33 years.  
Not all wells permitted are drilled and not all wells drilled end up producing gas.  Currently there are 
about 6,100 active wells with 5,500 of those producing gas.  As of August of 2013, almost 44 percent of 
all natural gas production in Alabama came from coal. 
 
The industry has invested more than $3 billion dollars developing the resource.  The annual economic 
impact in the Tuscaloosa/Jefferson County area is more than $250 million per year.  This includes 
income to the mineral owners, local, state, and federal taxes and direct and indirect employment of 
about 1,000 Alabamians. 
 
Not only was Alabama a pioneer in the production of natural gas from coal, it is the only state with 
natural gas production from conventional formations, offshore reservoirs and coal seams in the nation. 


