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PETROLEUM ENVIRONMENTAL REGULATIONS — FRACCING 
Statement 

HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [5.24 pm]: I rise tonight to make some comments about the new 
petroleum environmental regulations that were gazetted on 28 August 2012. Last year I put a motion on notice 
calling for a moratorium on the practice of fraccing until such time as we had rock-solid environmental 
regulations in place. Since then we have debated that motion. At the time of putting the motion last year, in 
response to my questions in Parliament, the position of the government was that the existing regulations were 
fine. We know that the Department of Mines and Petroleum decided to undertake a review, what is now known 
as the Hunter review. It found that the regulations were not fine and needed to be improved. As a result of that 
process, we now have regulations around the activity of fraccing. I want to acknowledge that the new regulations 
are an improvement on what we had before. For example, the requirement for Chemical Abstracts Service 
numbers of all chemicals going into fraccing fluids to be made publicly available is long overdue. I understand 
that it is something that the fraccing industry elsewhere has not been subject to. A summary of the environmental 
management plans for each well will also be on the DMP’s website, which will make them far easier to find, and 
this is good. To date, it has not been very easy to find them on the individual company’s websites, and even then 
not all the companies were making them available anyway. However, these steps to transparency, while 
welcome, are insufficient on their own.  

We still have the problem that there is no requirement in these regulations for the chemicals to be assessed by the 
National Industrial Chemicals Notification and Assessment Scheme specifically for their use in fraccing. We still 
do not know how concise the summary of the EMPs are permitted to be. I am looking forward to seeing the 
detail of these, particularly the sections of the EMPs that deal with public consultation and the implementation 
strategy and especially the elements that deal with monitoring, recording and reporting arrangements.  

When the draft regulations were circulated, I lodged a submission. I asked for much greater public access to this 
sort of information and also the documents upon which the minister makes an environmental decision, as these 
are the reports that are often points of contention with local communities. They often have years of anecdotal 
evidence about local flora and fauna. I also asked for access to the results of monitoring activity and when and 
why the minister requires any revisions to or withdraws the approval of an EMP, and also to reportable and 
recordable incidents at any site. Although these elements of transparency did not make it into the final 
regulations, I note in the summary of comments and responses from public consultation for the new 
environmental regulations that the response to these concerns regarding transparency is that the DMP is 
reviewing and strengthening transparency and community engagement policies and practices. I am still hopeful 
that we will see some of these very important transparency measures appear and I will continue to emphasise 
that they are essential. I think the DMP is in a difficult and invidious position in being both the promoter and 
also the regulator of the industry in WA. It is all the more important that we not only regulate well but also, 
importantly, are seen to be regulating well. The way to do that is obviously to be as transparent as we possibly 
can.  
Beyond my concerns over the strength and transparency of the implementation of these regulations, I remain 
concerned about the broader decision to pursue unconventional gas, particularly at the rate that has been 
proposed at this time. We have been talking about the need to transition away from non-renewable energy to a 
low carbon economy since scientists first began to talk about global warming and climate change over 30 years 
ago. Thirty years might have been a reasonable transition period when we are talking about gas but we have not 
taken advantage of that time to undertake a meaningful transition. I am concerned that finding a way to exploit 
former uneconomic sources of natural gas is simply keeping us in this ongoing holding pattern of failing to take 
substantial steps towards a zero emissions economy. My two major concerns about pursuing the exploration of 
unconventional gas are both related to climate change. We have an ever-closing window within which to act to 
avoid doing irreparable harm to the climate systems on which we all depend. Unconventional gas, with its need 
for a great deal of extra infrastructure for the volume of gas produced, provides many more opportunities, 
unfortunately, for fugitive gas emissions from pipes, pumps and joins. 

Methane, the type of gas we are talking about, is a more intense greenhouse gas than carbon dioxide. Over the 
short term it has a far greater impact for its volume than carbon dioxide does. Over a 100-year period, the impact 
of the lifespan emissions from coal and energy provided by shale gas looks like it will be about the same. That is 
based on a Cornell University study. How much gas is escaping is estimated. US estimates are that 
seven per cent of extracted gas escapes. Australian estimates are closer to two per cent, which is at least better 
than the US but still a problem. Given the impact of methane in the atmosphere, it does not take a lot to lose the 
climate change advantage of gas over coal. Further investment in gas processing and gas-powered infrastructure 
will push out our transition period from a couple more decades to several decades. The tracking of climate 
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change variables suggests that we do not have that sort of time before we need to have got ourselves off fossil 
fuels altogether. As it is, we are on track for a six-degree rise in global temperature. The only real agreement that 
came out of Copenhagen was that two degrees is the most we can allow ourselves. The impact of our current 0.8-
degree rise has been worse than the worst-case scenarios. If we stop adding greenhouse gases to the atmosphere 
right now—obviously that is not going to happen—we could still expect another 0.8-degree rise to come from 
what is already in the atmosphere. We have a pretty good idea of the damage that will cause to our environment 
as well as to our agriculture and our ability to source and supply water.  

We already know that we can put only around 565 gigatonnes of carbon dioxide or the effective equivalent into 
the atmosphere if we want to stay under the two-degree warming target and that the world has five times more 
confirmed reserves of fossil fuels than that. Therefore, it is impossible to see how we can continue to explore for 
unconventional gas and congratulate ourselves on how it will be a good transition fuel when these sorts of 
figures are at hand. It does not provide any climate change benefit over the long term and is worse in the short 
term when we now most urgently need to turn to and invest in other options. It means we are putting our money 
and effort into making more greenhouse gas rather than transitioning to solutions away from the problem. We 
simply have to; we do not have a choice in this. Just because the resource is there—clearly it is—does not mean 
that we should use it. We need to show the political willpower to make the changes to our energy mix and to lead 
the way.  
The more I look into the research on climate change, the more concerned I become. It seems to me that there is a 
lack of understanding about how serious things are getting and how serious things will be in the future. A paper 
published today refers to the rate at which the polar icecaps are melting and the flow-on effects from that, and I 
am very concerned. I state that unconventional gas has issues way beyond the concerns surrounding fraccing. It 
is great that we have a better regulatory regime, but we need to sit down and look at where unconventional gas 
sits within the overall energy future, because we have to start to address this dependence on fossil fuels.  
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