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UNCONVENTIONAL GAS EXPLORATION AND MINING — MORATORIUM 
Motion 

HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [4.01 pm]: I move — 
That this house demands that the government place a moratorium on all unconventional gas exploration 
and mining in Western Australia until such time as it can be assured that such activities will — 
(1) Have no impact on local land users, including — 

(a) no reduction of available agricultural land; 
(b) no reduction in local groundwater levels; 
(c) no saltwater contamination of groundwater; 
(d) no chemical contamination of groundwater; and 
(e) no uncontrolled methane leakage from drilled locations. 

(2) Be governed by government regulations that ensure that — 
(a) absolute transparency is provided to the public about which chemicals are used in all 

unconventional gas drilling and hydraulic fracturing (“fraccing”) activities; 
(b) rigorous independent testing is conducted on all chemicals before they are used in 

unconventional gas exploration, drilling and fraccing operations to ensure no adverse 
impacts on groundwater, human health and the environment; and 

(c) any liability for contamination of groundwater, land or community assets be borne by 
the company conducting the operations rather than the state and people of Western 
Australia. 

The issue of fraccing of unconventional gas has become of increasing concern within Australia and particularly 
in Western Australia over the past few months. Members will note that this motion has been sitting on the notice 
paper for more than 14 months. At the time I gave notice of the motion, I had already begun researching what 
was happening with the coal seam gas industry, but since then I have expanded the scope of the motion to make 
it clear that it needs to reflect the Western Australian situation, which is about the unconventional gas industry, 
including shale and tight gas, and to look at what that would mean for this state. There are considerable concerns 
about the potential for adverse impacts from a broad-scale expansion of this industry, particularly within the 
current regulatory framework, which is inadequate. 

I note that last year Four Corners looked into the issues around coal seam gas exploration and production in the 
eastern states. It painted a pretty grim picture. I started to receive calls from concerned members of the public not 
long after that program had aired. We have all seen the protests over coal seam gas exploration in the eastern 
states and heard, particularly from overseas, the stories of well explosions and poisoned forests and concerns 
about BTEX chemicals—benzene, toluene, ethylbenzene and xylene—making their way into water sources. That 
obviously raises a very serious question for us: can that happen here? I note that the role of the regulator is to 
make sure that it does not. We certainly have seen that the regulators in the United States have had a hard time 
matching up to the task. We have also seen that once the industry starts to grow, there is potential for it to 
expand exponentially. In fact, exponential growth in shale gas and fraccing is — 

Hon Norman Moore: Are you talking about coal seam gas or shale gas? 

Hon ALISON XAMON: I am talking about unconventional gas, so I am including shale and tight gas. 

Hon Norman Moore: They are actually quite different, and you know that, so stop trying to lump them all into 
one. 

Hon ALISON XAMON: I am aware that they are different, and I will speak to that in my contribution; thanks. 
We do know that exponential growth in shale gas and fraccing is exactly what the Barnett government is 
promoting. 

Hon Norman Moore: Who said that? 

Hon ALISON XAMON: It is in the government’s own energy policy. If the unconventional gas industry is to 
expand here, we do not want to be left in the position of playing catch-up with our regulations. We certainly do 
not want to be left in the position that our eastern states counterparts and those in other countries have found 
themselves in, with damage to the environment and water sources as a result of an industry that has been allowed 
to grow too fast and with too little environmental regulation. 

As I said, since my interest in this issue began, I have been trying to uncover exactly what is happening in WA 
and how this growing industry is being regulated. I do have to say that getting answers has not been easy. At the 
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outset, I make it clear that I acknowledge that the extensive problems in the US, as showcased in films such as 
Gasland, are far less likely to happen in Western Australia. I acknowledge that our environmental regulation, 
although inadequate, is still more stringent than that in the US. I also note that geologically the US has particular 
issues with a range of unknown wells that have contributed considerably to the issue of leakage. Having said 
that, though, the regulatory picture in WA is far less clear than I had expected. For starters, I have become very 
frustrated with the lack of transparency surrounding this issue. I recognise that the staff of the Department of 
Mines and Petroleum, whom I have met on quite a number of occasions, have done all they can to reassure me 
and other community groups that are now finding out about unconventional gas exploration and fraccing that 
will take place on their doorsteps. I know that the department is clearly hamstrung in what it can tell me and 
those groups. It cannot make public information that companies are required to give it under the law. I note that 
the officers from the DMP seem to recognise my concerns and those of the public about the industry; they seem 
to be concerned to ensure that we have some sort of transparency of our regulations, which we absolutely do 
need. I note that the first steps are now being taken to achieve at least some level of transparency. But I would 
argue that it does not go anywhere near close enough to what would be a reasonable expectation by the public. 

There are new environmental regulations out in draft form, and I will talk about that in more detail later. But I 
flag now that I do not think they go far enough. I also put in a comprehensive submission on those draft 
regulations and articulated the bulk of my concerns through that process. At least we have finally had some 
significant movement in this area. When I first started talking publicly about this issue 15 months ago, the 
standard response that I received at that point, particularly from the minister, was that the regulatory regime that 
existed at the time was sufficient to manage the industry. It is good to see that now even the DMP seems to have 
changed its position and has recognised that there absolutely is room for improvement. 

Debate adjourned, pursuant to standing orders.  
 


