
A New Energy Future  
for Inactive Wells
survey results

What’s the problem/opportunity?

The problem of inactive facilities is relatively well-known. Currently, there  
are over 165,000 inactive wells in Alberta, 6,100 of them considered  
orphaned or without an extant owner. These sites represent an enormous 
public financial and environmental liability. 

What is less well-known is there have been numerous attempts by 
organizations and entrepreneurs to repurpose these sites in order to create 
complementary value – such as for geothermal, hydrogen or metals, carbon 
capture or waste disposal, or building micro-solar or wind energy facilities. 

However, for the most part, these innovative energy projects have died due 
to either inflexible regulations that do not allow for this type of repurposing 
and/or difficulties in assigning financial liability. As a result, the sites aren’t 
environmentally improved, economic opportunities are missed and cleantech 
opportunities are lost. 

ON SEPTEMBER 1, 2020, the Energy Futures Lab and the Canada West 
Foundation brought together over 90 people to review the opportunity,  
the challenges, and the potential benefits of getting the problem solved.  
This briefing presents the results of survey questions that the webinar 
participants answered to help gauge the scale and scope of the issue. 

The full webinar can be viewed here:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fy293jGzEwM&feature=youtu.be

survey results

What interest group  
do you represent  
in this challenge?	

Note: Participants were able to identify in multiple categories.
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I own land that  
is affected

3%

I provide environmental 
consulting services

9% 

I want to use the site  
for something else

20% 

I work for a federal  
or provincial agency

5% 

My company owns  
oil and gas licenses

11% 

I am an interested  
member of the public

30% 

I work for an oilfield 
services company

6% 

Other

17% 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fy293jGzEwM&feature=youtu.be
https://cwf.ca/
https://energyfutureslab.com/


Who will pay 
for existing 
environmental 
liabilities

Economics 
of repurposing 
a site

Inflexible 
regulations

Technology 
readiness

Risk to the 
environment

Matching 
up asset 
holder 
with tech 
innovator

Investor 
support

Aligning the 
new purpose 
with landowner 
needs

Aligning the new purpose 
with broader social/
stakeholder needs

Conclusion

Solving this problem also means unlocking an 
opportunity – and based on the survey results,  
there is broad support for finding a way to 
repurpose inactive wells for new energy uses.  
The benefits that could be realized include: 

• at least partially remediating an  
environmental problem 

• creating jobs for oil and gas workers  
who have been laid off

• removing liability, thus easing  
taxpayer burden

• diversifying the energy sector and  
expediting a smart energy transition, and 

• creating enhanced economic  
opportunities for landholders.

However, the challenges noted by the  
survey participants, are very real and will  
require concerted action by government,  
energy incumbents, innovators, landowners  
and others to create a durable solution. 

Why is solving this problem important?

What are the biggest challenges? 
(Note: size of the answer block represents its popularity in the survey)

Not at all 
important

Slightly 
important

Moderately 
important

Very 
important 

Extremely 
important

Impacts on corporate asset 
retirement obligations

Economic prosperity

Job creation/job stability

Environmental protection

Risk of taxpayer liability

Energy transition/diversification
34%

44%

22%

0% 0%

How important is solving this problem?

For more information, contact Marla Orenstein, Canada West Foundation or Juli Rohl, Energy Futures Lab.
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