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Fracking Hell! – A New Dash For Gas
By Richard Hobson

Synopsis
30 years of problem-free gas extraction from the North 
Sea is ending. Offshore wind power could produce 
more electricity than it does at present and reduce 
carbon dioxide emissions, but at a great cost in annual 
subsidies. Balance this against the opportunity 
presented by shale gas. Natural gas emits less than half 
the carbon dioxide per kWh produced compared with 
coal. Instead of spending on subsidies for wind farms, 
shale gas sales would generate revenue for the 
economy. The UK’s energy security would also be 
enhanced.

However there are widespread fears about what could 
go wrong when drilling and fracking take place – leaks 
of methane from under the ground, radioactive water, 
contamination of the water supply and the soil, the 
danger of explosions – even earthquakes. 

But is the fuss over fracking defl ecting attention from 
the bigger picture of reducing fossil fuel use and climate 
change? Ultimately, it will be about political choices.

Key terms
carbon emissions, ‘dash for gas’, energy security, 
nimbys, protests, shale gas, tremors, underground 
pollution

Learning objectives
After working through this unit you will:

•  be able to identify interrelationships between people 
and the environment 

•  have a better appreciation of links between the 
environment and political and economic contexts

•  understand resource management and the 
importance of identifying new energy resources
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Fracking Hell! – A New Dash For Gas
In 2013 Lord Howell, a former 

Conservative Government advisor 

on energy policy and the father-in-

law of the chancellor, George 

Osborne, said in the House of 

Lords that fracking should be 

carried out in the ‘desolate north 

east of England’ suggesting that 

the controversial form of gas 

extraction could take place there 

without any impact on the 

surroundings (Daily Telegraph, July 

2013). When challenged, he said 

that he’d meant the north west. 

Charles Moore, author and owner 

of a Sussex rectory, wrote in The 

Spectator that it was lucky that 

shale gas was in the north west, 

where there are not many rich 

people to complain about damage 

to the landscape (July 2013). 

When exploration began in the 

Weald (stretching from Dorset into 

Surrey and Kent), whom did the 

Energy Minister Michael Fallon 

have in mind when he wondered 

about the ‘thickness of their 

rectory walls’ and ‘fl aring at the 

end of the drive’? (Daily Express, 

August 2013). Figure 1 shows 

where shale gas is found.

What is fracking?
The purpose of this Geofi le unit is 

to explain the fracking process 

(Figure 2), to fi nd out why the 

government is keen to exploit shale 

gas, and why some groups of 

people are so opposed – there have 

been well-publicised protests from 

Blackpool in Lancashire to 

Balcombe in West Sussex (Figures 3 

and 4). Finally, what of the attitude 

that the Government’s role is to 

make decisions, and that’s the end 

of it? Should local communities be 

able to veto policy? (Figure 5.)

The ‘Dash for Gas’
During the 1990s there was a big 

move by the newly privatised 

energy companies towards the 

generation of electricity using 

natural gas. Gas turbine power 

stations were quicker and cheaper 

to build than coal-fi red and nuclear 

power stations. Also, wholesale gas 

prices had fallen because of the 

development of the North Sea gas 

fi elds. This shift in policy was 

Figure 1 Areas licensed or being 
assessed for fracking 

Figure 2 Cross-section

For
 1. Jobs created
 2. Imports reduced
 3. Tax revenue generated 
 4.  Support provided for an 

increase in British 
manufacturing

 5.  Gas remains part of the 
energy mix - replacing 
depleted North Sea reserves 

 6. Improves energy security

Against
 1.  Water Supplies become 

contaminated by gas
 2.  Chemicals added to water 

causing underground 
pollution

 3.  Uses of water, a scarce 
resource

 4. Earthquakes caused
 5.  Controversy defl ects attention 

from fossil fuel reduction and 
climate change

 6.  Toxic hydrocarbons in the air 
near fracking sites 

 7. Drilling disfi gures countryside 
 8.  Lorries transporting gas and 

dirty water crowd roads

Figure 3 A summary of the arguments
for and against fracking
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known as the ‘Dash for Gas’. Is the 

country about to have another one 

with the development of shale gas? 

The government intends to create 

the circumstances needed to 

maximise the benefi ts of a new 

domestic energy source, insisting 

that jobs will be created, imports 

reduced, tax revenue generated and 

support provided for a revival of 

manufacturing. Gas would remain 

an important part of the energy mix 

and if shale gas replaces the 

depleting North Sea reserves, it 

could improve energy security, 

reducing the need to import gas 

from Russia and elsewhere. Russia’s 

political relations with the rest of 

the world can be erratic. They have 

previously used gas supplies as a 

political weapon against Ukraine. It 

can therefore be argued that the UK 

would be more energy secure 

relying on its own resources than 

on Russia’s.

Shale gas discoveries in the US have 

led to falling gas prices, a 

diversifi cation of energy supplies 

and a reduction in the country’s 

dependence on imports of liquefi ed 

natural gas. Shale gas rose from 2% 

of US gas production in 2000 to 

14% in 2009, and is projected to 

rise to more than 30% by 2020 

(Daily Mail, June 2013). Companies 

are wondering whether there could 

be similar fi nds in Europe, China 

and elsewhere in Asia.

Fracking in the UK
In late June 2013 the British 

Geological Survey announced that 

by its estimates, the Bowland Shale 

gas fi eld beneath Lancashire and 

Yorkshire contained the world’s 

largest reserves of shale gas. The UK 

has a recoverable reserve of shale 

gas, possibly 25 trillion cubic feet 

(tcf). Imports of gas are around 1.5 

tcf and consumption around 

3 tcf a year, so assuming 10 to 15%, 

can be recovered then the country 

could be self-suffi cient for 10 to 15 

years. There are other shale basins 

elsewhere. Will it be acceptable to 

frack in densely populated areas to 

recover most of the reserves? 

Energy companies are trying to get 

planning permission to drill at the 

most accessible wells in Lancashire.

Cuadrilla started operations on the 

Bowland Basin shale by drilling an 

experimental well, the fi rst of its 

kind in Britain at Singleton in the 

Fylde area of Lancashire in July 

2010. This is picturesque 

countryside between Preston and 

Blackpool. There were about 

70 people employed directly and its 

activities stimulated the economy of 

the immediate area. Lord Browne, 

the former chief executive of BP, 

believes Lancashire could become 

the fracking capital of Europe, 

creating 50,000 jobs.

The company is being carefully 

observed by the government, other 

companies that want to exploit shale 

reserves, and green campaigners. 

UK-owned, Cuadrilla is more closely 

regulated than companies in the US. 

Figure 4 Anti-fracking campaigners at Balcombe
Source: Sheila Wiggins

Figure 5 Two viewpoints. Cuadrilla reduced work, on police advice, after protests 
at Balcombe, West Sussex in August 2013. Did the police give in to ‘mob rule’? 
Was the wrong message sent to the business community?

Viewpoint 1 Viewpoint 2 

Energy Companies have rights 
and demonstrators have 
rights within the law – the two 
have to be reconciled. Do 
local communities have the 
right to veto or is it a national 
decision? In principal, it is a 
national one set against a 
background of local advice. 
An ICM poll in August 2013 
showed that opinion 
nationally lies with cheaper 
energy but locally the balance 
was 40/40% with 20% 
undecided. Therefore, a 
vociferous minority 
campaigning locally shouldn’t 
determine decision.

Local people are going to play a part in the 
decision since the government has failed to 
make a case for the merits of fracking. 
Protests around a local case can infl uence 
national policy as campaigning at Twyford 
Down/Newbury Bypass showed when there 
was a change in road building policy before 
the General Election of 1997. 

This is a political argument as the government 
is against renewable and Tory backbenchers 
see fracking is an ideological alternative. They 
don’t like wind farms so have gone against 
renewable. They are climate change deniers. 
In November 2012 undercover fi lming by 
Greenpeace revealed Howell saying that 
Osbourne was putting pressure on David 
Cameron over absurd climate change targets. 
Since Government has failed to articulate a 
long term energy policy people have a right to 
protest to protect their community.
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The UK’s Environment Agency (EA) 

is monitoring the processes and the 

chemicals used, as is the local 

council. For example, Cuadrilla will 

use only three chemicals, unlike the 

hundreds that can be used in the US. 

In the course of its life, this site will 

require huge quantities of water, 

about a quarter of which will be 

returned to the surface quickly, 

cleaned and recycled. The rest will 

seep up gradually – and safely – over 

fi ve or six decades. The equipment is 

also superior to that used in the US.

Concerns
Fracking resulted in two small 

earthquakes in 2011. The tremors 

were centred close to Singleton, 

and woke many people in the 

night. Damage was caused to the 

steel and concrete casings of the 

well, a concern because both the 

methane gas and the fl uids and 

chemicals injected into it could 

leak. Drilling was halted. 

Shale gas could be big business 

eventually, but there is a sense that 

residents’ concerns are not being 

considered. Cuadrilla knows it must 

mollify sceptical communities. At a 

public meeting in Balcombe, Sussex 

in January 2012 the fi rm’s 

representatives were overwhelmed 

by angry inhabitants, so it replaced 

potentially hostile group encounters 

with drop-ins at village halls, where 

friendly staff meet locals one-to-

one. At the open evening near 

Singleton, groups against fracking 

waited outside the hall with a 

petition while Cuadrilla employees 

chatted to interested residents 

inside, hoping to allay fears. 

Fracking companies and 

government see people as the 

problem – basing their opposition 

on emotion, anxiety about the 

unknown, not science. Opponents 

insist they are not nimbys; (‘not in 

my back yard’) they want an 

independent impact assessment 

before fracking begins.

Fracking vs wind power
Supporters of fracking argue that 

utilising the UK’s shale gas could 

stimulate the economy and deliver 

cuts in carbon dioxide emissions. 

They say that the proposal to 

increase offshore wind power over 

the next seven years, to reduce 

emissions by 2020, is too expensive 

because it will receive three times 

the value of generated electricity in 

subsidies – too much money for 

very little. Global climate policy is 

unsustainable, and troubled 

economies cannot afford to pay. 

Shale gas could cut the cost of 

energy, helping an ailing economy. 

Furthermore, fracking does better 

on all three of the usual claims used 

for a green economy – climate 

change, energy security and jobs.

Offshore wind power could produce 

more electricity by 2020 and reduce 

carbon dioxide emissions per year, 

but at a great cost in annual 

subsidies. Balance this against the 

opportunity presented by shale gas. 

Natural gas emits less than half the 

carbon dioxide per kWh produced 

compared with coal, and it releases 

less of the other pollutants. If the 

UK sold its shale gas at home and 

abroad to replace coal, it could 

reduce carbon emissions. Also, 

instead of spending on subsidies for 

wind farms, shale gas sales would 

generate revenue for the economy. 

To counter the argument that 

renewables increase energy security 

(as countries are less dependent on 

fossil-fuel imports) fracking 

supporters contend that security 

wouldn’t be enhanced, because oil 

and gas still has to be imported to 

cover shortfalls in production by 

wind farms. The UK would be 

dependent on Russia. There are 

enough gas reserves to cover 

consumption for 50 years, so 

security would be improved. 

Increased production would lower 

world prices, making countries with 

fewer shale gas resources safer. 

Additionally, a country whose 

economy is richer will be better 

placed to handle future problems. 

The green economy promises jobs, 

but they are achieved through 

subsidies, fi nanced by taxation, 

costing jobs elsewhere. The US 

experience shows that jobs are 

created, generating revenue and 

adding to GDP. So, shale gas is 

greener. With good regulation its 

use can cut emissions and improve 

living conditions. The country 

cannot afford the subsidies needed 

to achieve a green economy, but 

investment in research and 

development will bring down costs 

so that renewable could be the 

energy source of the future. 

(Project Syndicate July 2013.)

Figure 6 A fi eld-sketch of the Singleton site, Lancashire
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Why fracking is 
controversial
Opposition is based on fi ve 

concerns.

Water supplies may become 

contaminated

Images in ‘Gasland’, HBO’s 

documentary about shale gas, 

showed examples of what could go 

wrong when drilling and fracking 

takes place – leaks of methane from 

under the ground, contamination 

of the water supply and the soil, the 

danger of explosions. A sequence 

showed tap water apparently so 

contaminated with gas that it 

caught fi re. Gas will leak from a lot 

of wells through loose connections 

or cracks in cement. What happens 

when companies leave the site? In 

December 2013 the Environment 

Minister rejected a proposal to alter 

regulations to make companies sign 

a bond to pay for pollution 

incidents. Cuadrilla maintains it has 

taken care to involve all the 

regulators to make sure that there 

would be no problems like those 

faced by operators in the US.

What chemicals are added? 

They are sand, scale inhibitors and 

friction reducers, and are not highly 

hazardous. In the UK these are 

reported to the regulator, the EA. 

The drills go for miles underground 

breaking the shale. Most of the 

water and chemicals are dispersed 

into the strata; the rest, 25% of 

what is put in, is returned to the 

surface and treated as effl uent. 

Where do they go? Companies say 

there will be no leaks into the 

aquifer but is there pollution 

underground? The US Congress is 

currently investigating the threat 

posed to local water supplies. The 

director of policy at the Institution 

of Chemical Engineers believes the 

UK has the expertise to mitigate 

any risk. The Royal Academy of 

Engineering and the Royal Society 

said in a report published in June 

2013 that the UK’s current 

regulatory systems were suffi cient if 

they were adequately enforced. The 

review found that leakages in the 

US causing contamination of water 

supplies and soils in areas were the 

result of lax regulation and poor 

monitoring. It found well integrity 

to be of key importance but the 

common areas of concern – 

earthquakes and fractures 

contaminating drinking water – 

were very low risk. The panel called 

for clear regulation, robust 

monitoring systems and for best 

practice to be strictly enforced if the 

go-ahead is given. A report by the 

US government’s Environment 

Protection Agency (EPA), if 

confi rmed by peer review, will say 

fracking causes groundwater 

contamination. The EPA built two 

deep wells to sample and monitor 

aquifer water. These established the 

presence of compounds from 

fracking and found that drinking 

water was below recognised health 

and safety standards.

In Britain fracking is currently 

controlled by a mix of regulatory 

bodies: local authorities check air 

quality, the Health and Safety 

Executive inspects well 

construction and the EA assesses 

any impact on water supplies. It can 

also monitor air pollution, use 

existing regulation to stop fracking 

if there is a risk of pollution and 

regulate the removal of the polluted 

backwash. This is another source of 

anxiety for residents, since this 

radioactive water is taken away by 

road tankers – past houses and 

schools – before being placed in 

storage. However, the scientifi c 

understanding of the risks is 

incomplete and the EA doesn’t 

have all the information needed to 

give technical guidance. For 

instance, personnel do not know 

the safe distance required between 

a well and groundwater supplies.

Can fracking cause earthquakes? 

Is the problem, here, one of 

language? Would ‘tremors’ be a 

more realistic description? 

Nevertheless, the British Geological 

Survey picked up the data from the 

earthquakes in the Fylde and 

asserted that they were caused by 

fracking. Coal-mining has caused 

earthquakes in Yorkshire and 

Staffordshire in the past. According 

to the Geological Survey, fracking 

does routinely create tremors not 

usually felt by the general public. 

A study of mid-America by the US 

Geological Survey says a six-fold 

increase in small earthquakes since 

the end of the last century may be 

linked to oil and gas production, 

including fracking.

Fracking uses water

Can the use of water, a scarce 

resource, be afforded? This 

shouldn’t be a problem in the North 

of England; in the South, it would 

be a tiny percentage of overall use. 

Gas is a fossil fuel

Finally, is the fuss over fracking 

defl ecting attention from the 

bigger picture of reducing fossil 

fuel use and climate change? Gas 

is a relatively carbon-friendly 

option to oil, and countries like 

USA, Australia, Sweden and 

Poland are keen to fi nd supplies 

that will help to limit climate 

change while providing energy 

security. Fracking will add to the 

total resources of natural gas, 

which if burnt will cause 

problems. Relying on gas now 

might provide a stopgap so that in 

future nuclear fusion might be 

safer and renewables more 

advanced. The alternative is to 

buy gas from Russia for a few 

decades. Total emissions need to 

be considered, burning coal and 

shale gas is an addition and not a 

substitution. In the US, shale gas 

is being used instead of coal so 

that the coal is exported. In the 



© Oxford University Press 2014 Series 33, Issue 1, September 2014 6

Fracking Hell! – A New Dash For Gas ● 718GEOFILE

UK emissions have increased since 

burning coal from US. Carbons 

need to be held in the earth, 

otherwise the commitment to 

reduction cannot be met. The 

Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC) reported 

in October 2013 that it would be 

irresponsible to use shale gas. 

Conclusion
David Cameron asserted in January 

2014 that his government is going 

fl at out for shale gas exploitation. 

Consequently, it is doing all it can 

to facilitate the industry (Figure 7). 

In February 2014 the situation 

doesn’t seem straightforward as 

Cuadrilla withdrew permit 

applications for sites in Lancashire 

meaning the fi rm can drill test sites 

but not frack them. The problem 

appears to be the cost of dealing 

with waste water contaminated by 

low-level radiation. It had already 

announced that although it had 

found oil at Balcombe it was not 

suitable for fracking. Ultimately, it 

will be about political choices. 

30 years of problem-free gas 

extraction from the North Sea is 

ending. If the country wants to run 

gas-fi red power stations and central 

heating, it needs to look to other 

sources – a countryside of wells, or 

imports from the Middle East and 

Russia? Consider the green 

argument that this dash for gas 

simply postpones the day when 

there must be investment in more 

expensive renewable energy. In the 

end, fossil fuels will run out. What 

will be left behind in the dash to get 

the last of fossil fuel energy?

Figure 7 Some actions taken by the Coalition Government that might make the 
introduction of fracking easier

The Growth and Infrastructure 
Bill Feb 2013

Could allow exploration for shale gas to be 
considered as of “national signifi cance”, 
meaning the Government can override local 
authorities to grant planning permission. 

George Osborne Autumn 
statement 2013

To halve the taxes levied on companies 
exploring for the gas.

The Anti-Social Behaviour, 
Crime and Policing Bill 
November 2013

Grants local authorities police and even 
private security fi rms powers to bar citizens 
from assembling lawfully in public spaces

Nick Boles, Planning minister, 
Law change December 2013

To allow gas companies to put in fracking 
applications without sending out letters to tell 
people about drilling beneath their properties.

Dan Rogerson Environment 
Minister December 2013

rejects proposal to amend regulations to 
make companies sign a bond to pay for 
potential pollution incidents

Business rates January 2014 Councils will be allowed to keep business 
rates raised from sites. Also, cash payments 
to homeowners living nearby.

David Cameron January 2014 The UK and Poland have pledged to work 
together against any EU regulation that could 
threaten the shale gas industry.

Focus questions

1 Use your Atlas to locate the places mentioned in this Geofi le.

2 Make notes in the form of a topic web, an A-map or similar, being careful to identify economic, political and 
environmental factors. Don’t forget to create links between the different aspects of this controversy.

3 Your friend sends you a text, along with the link to an anti-fracking organisation’s website. She asks you to 
accompany her on a demonstration outside a drilling site. Reply to your friend giving a reason for your answer.
In addition post a comment on the organisation’s message board giving your opinion, supported by reasons, 
on fracking.

Checkpoint

The purpose of this Geofi le is to evaluate the 
issues concerning fracking.

While you’re reading, consider the following questions:

Why is the government interested in supporting fracking?

What objections have been raised to fracking?

The country’s reserves of natural gas in the North Sea 
may soon be exhausted. What alternatives are there 
for our future energy needs?

Do you agree or disagree with fracking? Discuss your 
views.

If fracking is unacceptable, what are the alternatives?

What is a nimby? Should their views be listened to?
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