20/9/2013
From: C Bettington

To: Ms Margaret Liveris,
Committee Clerk,
Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs,
Legislative Council,
Parliament House
GPO Box All
Perth WA
BY EMAIL

Dear Members of the Environment and Public Affairs Committee,
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Terms of Reference for your Inquiry into the Process of Fracking
for Unconventional Gas.
Although I live in Sydney, NSW, I have a deep interest in the subject of gas fracking, and a deep interest in Western
Australia, and I hope you will accept my comments.
Term of Reference 1: How hydraulic fracturing may impact on current and future uses of land.
•

Might I suggest that you consider the Precautionary Principle with regard to gas fracking and that it should
not be allowed to proceed at all in areas of (a) drinking water supply; (b) highly productive farmland; (c) any
land conserved for its environmental values, such as National Parks, conservation areas, etc. You only have
to look to the US to see how devastating gas fracking can be to the landscape and to vulnerable aquifers;
and you do not have to look further than Queensland and NSW to see a similar scenario.

Photo above copied from a powerpoint presentation by Fiona Simson, Vice President of the NSW Farmers Association,
which accompanied a lecture at the University of Sydney Law School's ACCEL Conference on Friday 17 th June 2011. The
photo shows a CSG frocking field near Chinchilla, Queensland, and shows the rural landscape (farming and forest land)
heavily dissected by CSG rigs and access roads. The original photo is available on the internet at:
http://www.abc.net.au/news/imaqe/2839944-3x2-940x627.ipq and at

http://www.flickr.com/photos/safetodrink/6147687698/

There are many short videos showing people lighting their tap water, for example this one on Youtube:
http://youtu.be/4LBiSXWQRV8 In short, the dire consequences of allowing extensive fracking before
extensive scientific evidence has been gathered are plainly there for all to see.
•

•

Then there is the issue of the vast amounts of water needed for fracking rock with hydraulic pressure —
where is it to come from? Will it mean that our aquifers are diminished to a rate below recharge rate? And
what about all the other aquifer-users? In the driest continent on earth this question matters a great deal.
Also, there is the issue of "produced water" —the highly contaminated water used for fracturing the rock has
to be stored somewhere after use. The current method is to store it in large evaporative dams, thus risking
spillage into the surrounding area, and which changes the land use for yet more land.
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Photo above copied from a website: http://coalseamaasnews.orq/opinion/ The photo is of several CSG frocking "produced
water" containment dams in Queensland, the water in is unsuitable to be realeased into the environment due to frocking fluid
contaminants, and various contaminants including a great deal of salt released from the underlying rocks during frocking.
The chemicals added to the fracking water, and the contaminants — including large quantities of salt released from shale and other rocks underground during fracking make a cocktail of highly polluting
substances which must be contained.
•

Then there is the issue of the abandonment of exhausted wells. Who will be made to clean up and
rehabilitate the land and the "produced water" dams (if this is possible)? Will the community or the
taxpayer foot the bill? Who will police and monitor the exhausted wells to see that they are properly capped
and not leaking residual gases into the atmosphere — methane being one of the worst "Greenhouse gases",
much more highly potent than CO 2 for instance.

Term of Reference 2 - The regulation of chemicals used in the hydraulic fracturing process:
•

•

Fracking fluids are highly polluting, there is no doubt about that. Recently US fracking executives have been
saying the opposite, and demonstrating their lack of harm by drinking from a glass of fracking fluid mixed
with water [ http://youtu.be/KRphniHLHgo - Please note they only sipped it, and this fluid is unused and
uncontaminated by gas, salt and other things found in shale rocks] One sip from glass of fracking fluid is not
equivalent to having to drink it every day from your well water, or bathing in it or cooking with it for long
periods of time. The constituents of fracking fluids are often undisclosed and held as a commercial secret,
for fear that competitors might copy the secret ingredients. It should be made clear that all fracking fluid
chemicals must be declared; then a decision can be made in government, on rigorous scientific advice,
whether or not such chemicals can be spread about in the environment underground, near aquifers, or
above ground in "produced water" dams. If they cannot be proven to be harmless, they must not be used.
As mentioned before, the "produced water" after fracking will contain many contaminants: both those that
are introduced by way of fracking fluids, and those released from the fracked rocks in the fracking process.
This water must be contained in dams. What if fracking proceeds and dams are allowed in an area of
tropical and sub-tropical northern WA, where it rains a lot causing frequent flooding? Should all this
contamination be allowed to be spread over the entire landscape? It will be impossible to build enough
dams which are large enough to contain all the contaminated "produced water" and the stormwater which
will inevitably accumulate after a tropical downpour, and the cost of building all these large dams would be
prohibitively expensive and render any fracking venture commercially unviable. Then what would happen to
all the dammed "produced water"/stormwater — would it be left to evaporate and concentrate the salt and

chemicals, waiting for the next flooding downpour to release it into the surrounding area? Or could it be
recycled? (See Term of Reference 3 below). Or would the fracking company have to come and suck out the
remaining concentrated polluted water and dispose of it elsewhere? I have heard that they sometimes
dispose of it down the well hole that the gas was extracted through, but will the chemicals stay where they
are put, or is this a time-bomb of pollutants which will eventually and inevitably seep into hitherto
unpolluted aquifers. Can cast-iron guarantees be made that this will never happen?
Term of Reference 3 - The use of ground water in the hydraulic fracturing process and the potential for recycling of
ground water:
•

This is probably the biggest issue in a dry Continent like Australia: where is the water to come from and can
it be used afterwards? Each fracking operation can use up to 30 million litres of water!!! Let's be clear
about this: EACH WELL CAN USE THIS AMOUNT. In every fracking field there are thousands of wells, due to
the nature of the extraction procedure. Our water is a precious resource, and probably should not be
deliberately contaminated on a huge scale for the purpose of obtaining gas, which is primarily being sold
overseas as an energy source, merely for the profit of a few private companies, and paltry royalties for the
government. Surely the costs outweigh any benefit that is gained, by a huge order of magnitude.
Consider this: there are vast reserves of gas in shale; it is tightly held and can only be got out by violent
means, by a method that itself involves considerable expenditure of energy and resources, and an even
larger expenditure of (scarce) water; this gas then has to be compressed and transported vast distances,
expending even more energy in the form of diesel fuel (subsidized by a Federal government tax break, ie,
taxpayers from all over Australia); then the gas is sold cheaply and burned in foreign countries as a source of
energy for their factories and homes. At this point the gas is lost forever. We no longer have it as a resource
for our own use, and only a very few people have benefitted from it: those who have used it for heat, light
and manufacturing; the employees and shareholders of the large company who extracted the gas; and the
meagre royalties that come to the government, which probably don't come close to covering the cost of
subsidizing the diesel used in the transport of the gas. And what do we have instead (in spades): no
resource for our own future use; fewer and fewer jobs as the gas is exhausted; vastly altered and damaged
landscapes; dams holding contaminated water which cannot be re-used or recycled without further
expenditure of energy and money to de-contaminate it; compromised and severely depleted aquifers, and
the potential for widespread contamination of the landscape during storms and floods.
It is a lose-lose' situation for us Australians in every way. If the scale of the operation were to be small and
local, using the local gas for local energy needs, it might make sense. I am sure small-scale gas fracking is not
commercially viable, otherwise we would be doing it in every small community. There is a dynamic in this
industry that does not allow it to be anything other than very large-scale due to the input costs involved, and
therefore the potential for large-scale destruction and contamination is huge. One has to consider: is it
really worth it overall? Short term-profit for some should not outweigh the potential of serious and longterm problems for all of us. And the bigger the operation, the more widespread the potential problems will
be. Therefore I say that a basic term of reference in this inquiry should be to ask, "Is CSG production via
fracking the right way to go at all? Are there any alternative and less destructive ways to get energy for
ourselves and even sell it to others?" If the answer is "Yes", then CSG should be left where it is.

Term of Reference 4 - The reclamation (rehabilitation) of land that has been hydraulically fractured:
•
•

Who will pay for the rehabilitation of the land?
What are the on-going potential consequences of land after fracking? - We can guess the potential aquifer
problems by looking at the US, but no-one knows yet how the actual fracturing of the rocks will affect the
surface of the land — will there be more earth tremors for example, or the appearance of sinkholes?
Evidence to support these things is emerging now in the US. Again, perhaps we should apply the
Precautionary Principle and not allow fracking. It would be far more prudent to invest in renewables, which
do not have long-term potential widespread environmental effects which we can envisage, and those which
are still unknown. Then, if we managed to generate enough renewable power, we could export that instead
of gas. CSG is of course is a single-use power source, with a huge down-side to boot. Are the risks worth it?

I suggest that the current mandatory two year period of monitoring of an abandoned well by the fracking
company is grossly inadequate. It should be at least 10 years, due to the unknown nature of the potential
consequences of abandoned gas fracking wells. Due to the infancy of this industry, the Precautionary
Principle MUST be employed. We are in unknown territory here, and we MUST proceed very carefully, or
not at all.

Terms of reference that should be included in this inquiry - but don't seem to have been included for reasons not
stated. Is there any way that the terms could be expanded? The question of whether to allow fracking or not is
much, much bigger than the 4 terms seem to suggest, with huge and far-reaching implications not just for WA, but
for the planet:
Consider that many other countries around the world have actually taken the Precautionary Principle on
board and have TOTALLY BANNED FRACKING. For example, please see the graphic below which shows a
map of the European countries that have banned CSG fracking outright.
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The graphic above was copied from a Washington Post article published on February 7 th 2013; [Note: the original
graphic was published by The Economist]. It shows that several countries in Europe have banned CSG and many
others have restrictions in place. http://www.washincitonpost.com/bloqs/wonkblog/wp/2013/02/07/will-frackinq-

ever-spread-to-europe-maybe-in-a-decade
•

•
•

•

The laws and regulations around fracking are inadequate given the actual (examples from the US) and
potential consequences of the industry to humans, flora, fauna, the landscape, the overall environment, etc.
There needs to be a serious amount of catch-up done in Australia to amend the laws and regulations around
fracking, and I suggest that the "open-slather" or "laissez-faire" attitude is a dangerous one in this case.
The short and long-term potential impacts on human health should be a term of reference.
The short and long-term potential impacts on the health of flora and fauna should be a term of reference.
Many natural organisms respond differently to contaminants that would not affect humans at all. This
should be a term of reference.
Methane emissions from the wells: Fracking wells tap and capture methane, but inevitably there must be
some escape of methane into the atmosphere. Methane is a much more powerful Greenhouse Gas than
CO 2 . At all stages of the large scale production, transport and storage of Methane, there is the potential for
it to escape into the atmosphere, also on a large scale, thus begging the question, should it be extracted at
all, given that there are better and much less harmful sources of energy available to us such as wind and
solar. Should this not be a consideration of the terms of reference?

•

Methane fires and explosion risk. Of course, methane is highly flammable, or why else would it be valuable
as fuel? So it follows that there is a constant danger of fire and explosion in the extraction operation. This is
turn could lead to bush fires in the height of summer, a terrifying scenario. This too should be a term of
reference.

•

Social impacts — how many local jobs will be created during the fracking operation? How many jobs will be
of the highly skilled variety, requiring FIFO employees? FIFO creates huge social problems: local
communities have to deal with raised prices on many items, as the FIFO workers are paid inflated wages,
which they spend commensurately during leisure hours; most FIFO workers are men, who require new
services such as sports facilities, pubs and brothels, thus disrupting local community life; many FIFO workers
socialise only among themselves, thus creating a divided community; FIFO workers are away from home for
long periods of time, thus creating isolated families back home; all these things are well-known, and the
benefits are very few to all concerned. This also should be in the terms of reference. There is a lot of
information about the social consequences of CSG and fracking on such websites as:
http://www.lockthegate.org.au/

•

As mentioned before, the potential for contaminated aquifers is great: just one accident or one fissure too
many in the fracking process can have enormous consequences. Aquifers, groundwater and surface water
are all at risk of being polluted beyond use for humans, animals and plants alike, both from the fracking
process and the management of the "produced water" dams which are in turn at the mercy of the climate in
some regions, and the weather in all regions. One huge downpour can wash out a lot of dams and wells,
witness the current disaster in Colorado, USA, see an example of Youtube video at:
http://youtu.be/EEVGPdQIW9s . This too should be a term of reference.
The aesthetics of the fracking operation are not a term of reference, but should be: a fracking field is NOT a
pretty thing, as can be seen from my photo previously. Who wants to gaze on such a landscape? Not me,
and no tourist will want to either, except to marvel at how stupid we are to let this happen (perhaps there
will be opportunities when the gas is exhausted to do tours similar to the ones to Queenstown in Tasmania,
where the moon-like landscape will never recover from mining?). Fracking fields are extensive, as there
doesn't seem to be any way of doing fracking on a small scale. There are thousands of wells per fracking
field, not just a few dozen. Result: a totally ruined landscape as far as the eye can see. Fracking will damage
the tourism sector, particularly in places such as the Canning Basin and the Kimberley, where people come
to see an utterly wild and untouched landscape. They won't come to see a fracked landscape.
The Department of Mines and Petroleum is the regulator for the fracking industry as well as having a role in
promoting fracking. This is a conflict of interest and should not be allowed. This too should be in the terms
of reference.

•

•

•

•

Some areas where extensive fracking is being proposed are poorly studied regarding their hydrology and
geology, for example the Canning Basin and the Kimberley. Until more is known about this area, it should be
excluded from any fracking venture, as the risks are too great. Adequate scientific knowledge is an absolute
prerequisite for such risky ventures, and this too should be a term of reference.
The wider i mplications for such a risky business as fracking should also be a term of reference. For example,
the contribution to global warming of the production, escape and burning of methane should be considered.
Another example is to consider the cumulative impacts of not just one, but thousands upon thousands of gas
fracking wells and dams upon the local landscapes subjected to it — how will it affect the wider eco-system as
a whole? To allow such an industry a widespread foothold in Australia is irresponsible to say the least.
Wider implications MUST be included as a term of reference, in my opinion.

****#

Thank you for this opportunity to comment on the inquiry,
Yours very sincerely,

Claire Bettington

