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SHALE GAS – PROPOSED PARTICIPATIVE ENVIRONMENTAL RISK 
ASSESSMENT PROJECT 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The exploration of on-shore unconventional gas, in particular shale gas, continues to 
attract media and public attention, much of it negative.  In the locations where 
companies make proposals there is considerable public opposition focussing on the 
environmental impacts, in particular to the water environment.   
 
As an important regulator of unconventional gas we have an interest in transparent 
and effective regulation and ensuring key parties understand the effectiveness and 
range of the controls that will minimise the environmental impacts.  This proposed 
project will help us understand the environmental risks and controls on shale gas and 
to engage and communicate them to key parties.  It will demonstrate that we are 
contributing to delivering Government policy of a full economic exploitation of all the 
UK’s hydrocarbon resources whilst ensuring that all oil and gas operations are 
conducted safely and with appropriate measures for protection for the environment. 
 
 
Scope 
 
The draft objectives for the proposal centre around three main activities, (i) identifying 
and understanding the environmental risks and legislative controls, (ii) identifying 
best practices and (iii) communicating the risks and controls to improve confidence in 
environmental regulation and company participation.  The detailed objectives are: 
 
1. In conjunction with a wide range of stakeholders, compile a list of and assess, 

using Defra best practice guidance, the potential environmental risks presented 
by shale gas exploration, exploitation and decommissioning activities in England 
and Wales.    

2. Map each identified risk against the existing legislation. 

3. In conjunction with a wide range of stakeholders, identify any gaps, weaknesses 
or opportunities for improvement in that legislation or its implementation. Then 
develop a common understanding with interested parties and agree actions to 
progress. 

4. Learn from best practice in conventional on-shore oil and gas exploration, 
exploitation and decommissioning and develop recommendations for best 
practice in unconventional gas operations.   

5. Use a participatory process to communicate the identified risks and improve 
public and stakeholder confidence in the environmental regulation of the shale 
gas sector. 

6. Use a participatory process to bring together key companies and interests in the 
sector so that we can establish a better dialogue with and between them. 

 
Key Risks 
 
Developing and documenting the environmental impacts and available controls does 
not present significant risks to delivering the objectives.  Using a participatory 
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process to ensure key parties understand them and improve confidence in the 
environmental regulation of the industry will be more challenging.  A list of possible 
stakeholders is appended which will be refined during project planning.  An initial risk 
assessment has identified the key risks as centred on the participative process and 
includes: 
 
1. Bringing in more stakeholders, especially non-technical groups and individuals 

should be beneficial in terms of building trust with these groups but this is likely 
to feel uncomfortable for some of the more technical stakeholders.  Technical 
staff may have difficulty explaining complex technical issues and non technical 
stakeholders may not trust complex information. 

2. There may be issues of trust between different stakeholders and even 
irreconcilable differences over what the evidence produced means.   

3. Stakeholders may come to the conclusion that a particular course of action 
should be recommended when the regulator concerned does not agree.  Some 
stakeholders may feel that the scope of this assessment is unduly restrictive. 

4. Not all the likely changes that may be recommended in the assessment will be 
within the gift of the Environment Agency to implement.  We may need to 
engage with people in a discussion that may lead to our approach being 
challenged.  

 
These risks are developed in more detail and addressed in the project plan. 
 
Timing 
 
The project should be completed before there is any significant development of the 
industry and in sufficient time to allow industry to understand what our regulatory 
requirements will be.  Development of the Bowland shale gas field could start in 
2013.  We envisage the project lasting about a year but a start date will depend on 
available project management and technical capacity.  Discussions are underway. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Government policy is clear - it wants the industry to develop.  However, the main 
barrier to the development of the industry is the public perception of the risk it poses 
to the environment. 
 
Our current understanding is that these risks can be controlled through effective 
regulation and this project aims to clarify that we have the controls needed to protect 
the environment.  It will show the Environment Agency as responsive to government 
policy and public concerns whilst ensuring effective regulation of the new industry. 
 
 
Martin Diaper 
Climate Change Advisor, Environment and Business 
7-23-2180 
 
10 Feb 2012 
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APPENDIX 
 
Potential Stakeholders to Engage in Risk Assessment 
 

 Team/Organisation* Role 

Internal 

Climate change mitigation Technical and project management 

Site Based Regulation Technical 

Radioactive Substance 
Regulation 

Technical 

Portfolio & Resources Project Management and Comms lead 

Press Office Media relations 

Parliamentary Parliamentary and Government Relations  

Land & Water Technical 

North West Region Operational experience of all aspects  

Evidence Evidence and technical 

Environment Agency Wales Technical 

Regional climate change leads 
Regional Environment and Performance 
Manager- Climate change lead 

External 

DECC 
Director level and policy, technical and comms 
input, 

Defra Policy and technical input, 

Welsh Government 
Through EA Wales – needs clarity in light of 
single environmental body 

HSE Borehole integrity plus regulation 

HSENI Northern Ireland – as HSE 

SEPA Scotland - environment 

DETINI Northern Ireland - energy 

Natural England Habitats 

The Coal Authority Licensing – coal bed methane 

Health Protection Agency Health impacts 

  

RSPB National NGO with known view 

WWF National NGO with known view 

Friends of the Earth National NGO with known view 

Co-op Organisation funding research into fracking 

Frack off Active pressure group 

“Trust in Communities” Groups Local NGO grouping 

  

Local Government Association Local Authority 

Water  UK Water companies 

  

Existing Shale gas exploration 
companies – eg.Cuadrilla, 
Coastal oil and gas 

Operators 

Potential shale gas exploitation 
companies – e.g. Shell, British 
Gas etc. 

Potential operators 

  

Academics – BGS, Royal 
Society etc 

Academics with known interest 

University of Leeds  

Manchester Hadley Centre  

Tyndall Centre  

Keele University  

Imperial College  

Royal Academy of Engineering Professional Association 

 


