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HYDRAULIC DRILLING AND FRACTURING CHEMICALS USE — MORATORIUM 

Grievance 

MS A.S. CARLES (Fremantle) [9.37 am]: I rise today to call on the Minister for Environment to implement a 

moratorium on the use of hydraulic drilling and fracturing chemicals—also known as fraccing chemicals—used 

to access unconventional gas sources in Western Australia, including coal seam gas, until those chemicals have 

been fully assessed by the federal regulator of industrial chemicals, the National Industrial Chemicals 

Notification and Assessment Scheme. The current situation with unconventional gas extraction in WA is 

environmentally untenable because the 23 chemicals most commonly used in this industry have not been 

assessed for environmental or public health impacts. Therefore, state regulators assessing unconventional gas 

extraction proposals are simply flying blind when it comes to the environmental impacts of these chemicals. 

Independent research by the National Toxics Network collated the 23 most commonly used fraccing chemicals 

in its major report, which I am tabling today, called “Hydraulic Fracturing in Coal Seam Gas Mining: The Risks 

to Our Health, Communities, Environment and Climate”, and for the first time exposed the fact that these 

chemicals have never been assessed for either public health or environmental impacts. As a result of this report, 

federal assessment of these chemicals has finally begun.  

[The paper was tabled for the information of members.] 

Ms A.S. CARLES: The full review process could take many months or even some years to complete. The 

investigation of these fraccing chemicals needs to include internationally recognised hazard assessment for eco-

toxicological, human health and environmental fate assessment to determine impacts on surface water, 

groundwater supplies, soil and air. 

The New South Wales and Queensland governments have already recognised the serious potential risks posed by 

the use of fraccing chemicals and have taken action to address this. Both the Queensland and New South Wales 

governments have banned the use of BTEX chemicals. New South Wales also placed a moratorium on all new 

fraccing operations until the end of this year.  

If the minister fails to act, the process of hydraulic fracturing will continue at many locations across WA in 

circumstances in which the environmental impacts cannot be determined due to the lack of key data. This 

industry has been hiding behind claims of commercial-in-confidence and has kept its fraccing chemicals secret 

from the public. These claims should have no legitimacy, as Australia is a signatory to international conventions 

upholding the rights of Australian citizens to access chemical information. If these chemicals have the potential 

to pollute our environment and enter our bodies, the public has the right to know exactly what is going on. If 

fraccing operations occur in the vicinity of groundwater sources, the potential for contamination is obvious. Even 

in tight gas and shale gas operations, the potential for deep aquifer groundwater contamination is possible from 

pipe leakages and accidents. Given the increasing scarcity of quality water supplies in Western Australia, it is 

imperative that we take all measures possible to protect our remaining resources from avoidable contamination. 

Contamination issues have already arisen in the eastern states, with BTEX chemicals being detected in 

well water associated with gas extraction. BTEX is an acronym for the four related chemical compounds 

benzene, toluene, ethylbenzene and xylene. All these chemicals have toxic characteristics, with benzene 

acknowledged to be the most potent of the group because it is known to cause cancer. These are chemicals that 

nobody wants in their groundwater, especially if it is their drinking water supply.  

Fraccing has been conducted in recent years at a number of gas fields in WA, yet how can the public have any 

confidence in the environmental monitoring at these sites? The Auditor General’s recently tabled report detailed 

the poor environmental monitoring of mining operations in Western Australia. The potential for environmental 

breaches to have already occurred undetected is a real and growing problem in this state. This looms as a very 

serious problem for Western Australia as industry begins to turn its attention to the south west of our state where 

numerous exploration activities are underway. It is worth noting that many of these coal seam gas fields are co-

located with the Yarragadee aquifer, which we of course herald as a major source of potable water for WA into 

the future. 

The government has a narrow window of opportunity to act to prevent avoidable groundwater contamination 

from fraccing activities before this industry gets into full swing in WA. A moratorium will ensure that federal 

agencies have time to provide sound scientific advice to our state environmental agencies on the hazards of these 

fraccing chemicals, and their public and environmental health impacts. We currently have a situation in which 

the Department of Mines and Petroleum and the Environmental Protection Authority cannot assess the impacts 

of fraccing on groundwater because they do not have the information on the toxicity and behaviour of these 

chemicals, and the chemicals in combination. If we cannot assess it, and if we cannot regulate it, we should not 

be approving it—even more so when our major water resources are at stake. Competing land use conflicts 

associated with fraccing are starting to tear apart communities in Queensland and New South Wales. I predict we 
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will see a similar conflict as public awareness is raised in Western Australia. How do we protect our prime 

farming land and the food security that stems from it? We need to prioritise clean food and clean water 

production over energy resource extraction before permanent damage is done.  

Just last week, DMP released the Hunter report, which I will also table today. It identified that the regulatory 

system in Western Australia is inadequate to deal with this industry. Only yesterday, The Australian reported 

demands from Independent MP Tony Windsor for a tougher approach to coal seam gas mining. He also called 

for funding of $400 million to conduct environmental assessments of this industry on the east coast of Australia. 

We need to act now in Western Australia. Difficult decisions about resource extraction, agricultural production 

and clean water supplies need to be made now. I call on the minister to take action now and to show leadership 

on this issue. I request that the minister issue a moratorium on the use of fraccing chemicals until the federal 

government’s chemicals assessment is complete. Only then can we make informed scientific assessments on the 

impacts of these fraccing chemicals on environmental and public health.  

[The papers were tabled for the information of members.] 

MR W.R. MARMION (Nedlands — Minister for Environment) [9.44 am]: I thank the member for Fremantle 

for raising this important issue and giving me some notice of the grievance.  

I will provide a bit of background on fraccing, or hydraulic fracture stimulation as it is known. Fraccing is the 

use of high pressure to fracture rock formations and push carrying fluids into the fracture so that gas can be 

extracted. I understand that hydraulic fracture stimulation has been used in the oil and gas industry in Western 

Australia for the past 50 years.  

Mr M. McGowan: What is it called?  

Mr W.R. MARMION: Hydraulic fracture stimulation. It is easy to rattle off the tongue, but one has to be a bit 

careful! 

The first fracture stimulation occurred in Western Australia’s Canning Basin in 1958. I am advised that the Perth 

Basin’s tight gas fields hold considerable reserves of recoverable gas. A large proportion of WA is also thought 

to be prospective for shale gas; however, coal seam gas has low development potential. On present indications, 

unconventional gas, particularly shale gas, is likely to be an important part of WA’s energy future. I am aware 

that there is strong community interest in fraccing. In part, this has been generated through adverse reports about 

impacts in the eastern states, and also in the United States, but there are significant differences between the 

geology in WA and the eastern states, as the member would know. In WA, shale and tight gas reserves are 

typically located 2 000 to 4 000 metres below the surface. That is well below the level from which deep 

groundwater is currently drawn for use—which is generally around 1 000 metres. This compares with coal seam 

gas reserves in the eastern states, which are typically about 600 to 1 000 metres below the surface. The geology 

in WA is considerably different from that in the eastern states. We have a greater barrier between our water 

aquifers and where the gas is likely to occur. This significant separation between the freshwater aquifers and 

target gas reserves limits the opportunity for contamination of groundwater aquifers from the fraccing fluid. The 

chemicals in the fraccing fluid are the member’s area of greatest concern. The government is confident that its 

water sources are well protected and that pollution control measures are in place to ensure major drinking water 

supplies remain free of contamination. To achieve this, our major drinking water sources throughout the state, as 

the member knows, are protected under a system of proclaimed public drinking water source areas.  

For members’ information, a number of exploration programs are being undertaken for shale gas. In the past year 

there have been four unconventional gas wells drilled and two fraccing operations. This is in contrast to 

Queensland and North America, where thousands of wells have been drilled and fracced. There is currently no 

drilling for, or production of, coal seam gas in Western Australia. A few small-scale trials of fraccing have been 

referred to the Environmental Protection Authority for its consideration. The EPA has set the level of assessment 

for proposals it has received to date as “not assessed; public advice given”. That was on the basis that the small 

nature of the trials was considered not to have a significant impact on the environment. They have been assessed.  

In September this year, the EPA also released bulletin 15 on hydraulic fracturing, which I am sure the member 

has read. It provided further information to the community on the potential environmental impacts and how these 

activities will be regulated. The EPA has advised me that it is of the opinion that the Department of Mines and 

Petroleum has the capacity and expertise to assess and manage any environmental impacts from these small-

scale fraccing proposals. As the member mentioned, earlier this year the Department of Mines and Petroleum 

commissioned Dr Tina Hunter from Bond University to undertake an independent review on the regulation of 

shale, coal seam and tight gas activities in WA. The review, which looked at domestic and international 

experiences, was released on 31 October this year. It concluded that the current regulatory processes are 

stringent, and are supported by skilled and dedicated staff. The review also identified, however, the need to 

strengthen the enforcement powers and improve transparency. The Department of Mines and Petroleum has 
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started work on a reform package. It will propose regulatory amendments to mandate full disclosure of chemicals 

and public release of approved environmental management plans, and tighten enforcement provisions. But, in the 

interim, while the regulatory amendments are being finalised, and in response to the review, the Department of 

Mines and Petroleum is encouraging companies to publicly disclose all chemicals used in hydraulic fracturing.  

In concluding those comments provided to me by the Department of Mines and Petroleum, the department has 

obligations with regard to regulating these activities. Any proposal that is likely to have a significant effect on 

the environment is subject to the requirements of the Environmental Protection Act. Notwithstanding the level of 

assessment decisions made by the EPA on fraccing proposals to date, the EPA will determine on a case-by-case 

basis whether to assess fraccing proposals referred to it.  

I am looking at this matter very seriously. But, given the regulations we have in place, the conclusions of the 

recent independent review, the current low level of fraccing activity in Western Australia, and Western 

Australia’s unique geology, the member for Fremantle’s call for a moratorium on fraccing is not supported by 

this government.  

In summary, I have confidence that the EPA’s assessment processes are strong enough to protect the 

environment. The member raised the possibility that the chemicals used in the fraccing process may merge with 

the groundwater aquifer. That is her primary area of concern. Obviously because of the geology in Western 

Australia, the drilling has to go a lot deeper than is the case in the eastern states—that is, down to, say, 

4 000 metres—and there is, therefore, an impermeable barrier between our aquifer and where the fraccing 

occurs.  

 


