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Fracking in Balcombe in a wider geographical, political and 
ecological context  
 

 How widespread is the fracking issue? Our starting point here 
in Balcombe is a proposed heavy industrial site on the edge of the 
village. This could be just the first of many sites across the South 
of England, from Kent to Dorset. The Department of Energy and 
Climate Change has already leased hydrocarbon rights right 
across the Weald to petrochemical companies. Other major UK 
regions where rights have been leased are Lancashire, 
Lincolnshire, the Vale of Glamorgan in South Wales, and Ireland 
(in fact both sides of the border). Fracking is a national, European 
and worldwide issue. 

 
 How many wells might extraction companies want to drill? 

Since shale and micrite are is hard rock that needs to be At a 
recent meeting in Lancashire, Cuadrilla told local residents that 
drill pads will be about 2 miles apart, with 10 wells on each pad; 
horizontal well bores can extend 1,000 to 2,000 metres, reaching 
out deep underground from the vertical shaft. Maps showing 
horizontal oil and gas wells in extensively fracked regions look 
like an army of closely-ranked, splayed-legged spiders. The gas 
and oil is trapped in the rock, and fracking aims crack the rock to 
release gas or oil at most 150 metres out from the horizontal bore. 
Resulting volumes of oil or gas typically dwindle seriously after 
the first year. So at that point the well needs to be refracked, or 
new wells need to be drilled if production is to continue. Take the 
example of Bradford County in Pennsylvania, four-fifths the size 
of Sussex. From July 2008 to January 2012, more than two 
thousand active shale gas wells were established in Bradford 
County, along with 250 miles of pipelines. Drilling and hydraulic 
fracturing is expected to continue there for a further 20 to 30 
years.  

 
 Who owns the oil and gas under our land? The Crown – that 

means the government. The government is keen to exploit UK 
reserves. Charles Hendry, Secretary of State for Energy and 
Climate Change, answered a parliamentary question on January 
17th, 2012: ‘As with conventional oil and gas activity, if there 
does prove to be commercially producible quantities of UK shale 
gas, the Government would support industry in tapping in such 



resources, so long as such exploitation proves to be technically 
and economically viable, and can be carried out with full regard 
to the protection of the environment.’ The Department of Energy 
and Climate Change has divided the country into squares, beneath 
which oil and gas rights are up for lease. But oil and gas 
extractors still need to buy or lease the land where the well will 
be bored. 

 
 What if we don’t want to lease or sell our land to oil and gas 

companies? The Mines Working Facilities and Support Act 1966 
and the 1998 Petrochemicals Act both allow for compulsory 
purchase of drilling sites. Fears have been expressed at West 
Sussex County Council level that planning permission will be 
imposed on certain sites from Whitehall down if local councils 
refuse permission. Our MP Francis Maude told us at a recent 
surgery in the village, ‘The way you find out about things to a 
certain extent is to allow some of it to happen.’ Fracking has been 
banned in some places (France, South Africa, Quebec, parts of 
Switzerland, parts of Germany, parts of the Netherlands, 
Bulgaria, parts of Ireland… ) thanks to strong public opinion. In 
the autumn of 2011 Cuadrilla had its licence to explore cancelled 
in the Netherlands at a place called Boxtel. The Boxtel 
community in conjunction with the bank Rabobank successfully 
negotiated a legal process to cancel the approval.  

 
 How effective will UK regulation and monitoring be? 

Government is cutting. The Environment Agency currently has 
one national officer assigned full time to the environmental 
regulation of shale gas. A further 20 national officers are actively 
involved in supporting this work as part of their roles. (Hansard 
29 February 2012) Despite the large industrial scale of the shale 
gas extraction process and the distance covered by underground 
horizontal bores, the existing UK regulations do not require a full 
environmental impact assessment because the volume of gas 
produced per well is so small. To what extent are the chemicals 
used in the fracking process approved within this context? The 
Environment Agency has commissioned a study to review 
monitoring and control practices for fugitive methane emissions 
from unconventional gas. The review will compare life-cycle 
greenhouse gas emissions from fracked and conventional gas 
extraction, and assess what additional monitoring and controls 
might be applied to unconventional operations, if necessary, to 
minimise fugitive emissions. (Hansard 9 February 2012) It is not 



clear when this study will conclude. Cuadrilla have admitted to a 
meeting in Lancashire that they will largely self-monitor their 
own activities, with occasional checks by the Environment 
Agency. (Burscough Wharf Shale Gas meeting 30 Jan 2012) 

 
 

 Might accidents happen?  Cuadrilla admit in their report on the 
earthquakes they caused in Lancashire that the fracking process 
involves ‘significant uncertainty … because of limited data of 
processes occurring at great depth.’ They admit that they were 
unaware prior to fracking of the natural fault up which frack fluid 
ran, causing the earthquakes. In April 2010, a well drilled by the 
Chesapeake company in Bradford County in Pensylvania ‘blew’ 
and frack flowback water (estimated at 10,000 gallons) gushed 
for days, polluting pastures and streams. Chesapeake were fined 
$250,000. Schlumberger the oilfield services company reports in 
Oilfield Review 2003 that according to the US  Mineral 
Management Service 5% of well casings fail and leak within one 
year with more than 50% leaking after 17 years  Anthony 
Ingraffea, professor of engineering at Cornell University, 
explains ‘When a well loses integrity, it means the seal is broken 
and something – usually methane, but it could also be flowback 
water – is leaking out underground,’ he says. ‘And it's impossible 
to know where it is going, or in what amounts.’ In 2010, Duke 
University published in a study of pollution at drilling and 
fracking operations: ‘systematic evidence for methane 
contamination’ in household drinking water: water wells half a 
mile from drilling operations contaminated by methane at 17 
times the rate of those farther from gas developments. This time 
Chesapeake was fined $1.1 million. Poor concreting by 
contractors is often to blame for well failure. Above-ground spills 
of fracking and flow-back fluid have polluted, on-site and in 
transit.   

 
 
 Which is more precious, water or gas? Where will the water 

come from to frack the Balcombe well? (Cuadrilla have not 
answered this question.) Consider this, from a June 2011 report by 
by Pöyri (Europe’s top management consultancy specialising in the 
energy sector): ‘Fracking operations can, depending on local 
conditions, typically require around 20,000 cubic meters of water 
per well, and the first environmental concern is that the sourcing of 
this water does not deplete local resources. If water is sourced from 



outside the region, the volumes required imply up to 1,000 truck-
loads of water for the fracking of each well.’ These figures apply to 
a single horizontal well; typically 10 or more horizontal wells are 
drilled on a single pad: a ten-well pad uses 100,000 to 200,000 
cubic metres of water. Can we (in Balcombe, in Sussex, in the UK, 
in the world) afford to expend such volumes of water? Would it be 
ethical? Fracking is underway or sheduled on a huge scale across 
the world. Drought-stricken parts of the world such as the Karoo 
region of South Africa are scheduled for fracking. A recent NASA 
study concluded that we are using more water than rains can 
replenish, and that area groundwater levels declined worldwide by, 
on average, 30 centimeters (1 foot) per year between 2002 and 
2008. The 1998 United Nations Development Report noted that the 
world's population tripled in the 20th century, resulting in a sixfold 
increase in water use. World Bank vice president Ismail Serageldin 
predicted, ‘Many of the wars of the 20th century were about oil, 
but wars of the 21st century will be over water.’   

 
 Is natural gas cleaner than coal? Sometimes Cuadrilla have 

said that they are seeking oil in Balcombe, at other times it’s gas. 
Natural gas companies are keen to point out that natural gas is 
cleaner to burn than other fossil fuels. However, taking its whole 
cycle into account, natural gas is dirtier. According to Robert 
Howarth, professor of ecology and environmental biology at 
Cornell University, between 3.6 and 8 per cent of the methane 
from shale gas drilling escapes into the atmosphere through 
venting and leaks. As a greenhouse gas, methane is 23-25 times 
more potent than carbon dioxide. Howarth calculates that shale 
gas produces 1.2 to 2.1 times more greenhouse gas emissions 
than coal over a 20-year period. Methane leaks are worse during 
the actual fracking process, but the gas continues to seep over 
long periods, he says. The US National Center for Atmospheric 
Research concurs in its report ‘Coal to Gas: The Influence of 
Methane Leakage’ (August 2011): ‘Switching from coal to gas as 
an energy source could result in increased global warming.’   

 
 Natural gas and oil drilling pollutes the air Alongside methane 

leaks, condensate tanks and compressor stations release toxic 
hydrocarbons such as benzene, toluene, xylenes, and 
ethylbenzene (BTEX) into the air of surrounding communities. A 
study by Dr. Theo Colborn, head of the Endocrine Disruption 
Exchange (TDEX) in Paonia, Colorado, found that 36 per cent of 
the identifiable chemicals used in fracking in the USA are volatile 



(they become airborne) and that 93 per cent of those have been 
shown to harm the eyes, skin, sensory organs, respiratory tract, 
gastrointestinal tract, or liver. There is evidence in the USA of 
high cancer rates in areas of concentrated hydrocarbon extraction 
– from both fracked and traditonal wells. ‘In Texas, breast cancer 
rates rose significantly among women living in the six counties 
with the most intensive gas drilling. In the same time period, 
breast cancer rates declined within the rest of Texas.’ (Heinkel-
Wolfe, 2011). ‘In western New York State – where vertical gas 
drilling has been practiced since 1821 and has resulted in 
significant contamination of soil and water – rural counties with 
historically intensive gas industry activity show consistently 
higher cancer death rates than rural counties without drilling 
activity. In women, cancers associated with residence in a 
historically drilling-intensive county include breast, cervix, colon, 
ovary, rectum, uterus, and vagina. Men living in the same region 
are consistently in the highest bracket for deaths from cancer of 
the bladder, prostate, rectum, stomach, and thyroid.’ (Bishop, 
2011). There is much anecdotal evidence of individuals, families 
and communities in the USA (heartland of fracking) whose 
livelihood has been damaged by fracking but who cannot prove it 
scientifically, because they took no readings before fracking 
began – no baseline studies of chemicals in their air, surface 
water, ground water, soil, flora and fauna before fracking began.  

Since the earliest gas wells, uncontrolled migration of hydrocarbons to the surface has 
challenged the oil and gas industry. Gas migration, also called annular flow, can lead 
to sustained casing pressure (SCP), sometimes called sustained annular pressure 
(SAP). Sustained casing pressure can be characterized as the development of annular 
pressure at the surface that can be bled to zero, but then builds again. The presence of 
SCP indicates that there is communication to the annulus from a sustainable pressure 
source because of inadequate zonal isolation. Annular flow and SCP are significant 
problems affecting wells in many hydrocarbon-producing regions of the world." 

Info from Schlumberger in the article From mud to cement – 
building gas wells in the |Autumn 2003 edition of ‘Oilfield review’ 

  
  
 
 A distraction from long-term solutions If governments and 

energy companies concentrate resources and efforts on extracting 
shale gas and oil, resources and efforts will be distracted from 



energy conservation, from developing effective sources of 
renewable energy, and from tackling climate change.  

 
 How much gas might be trapped in the UK shale? A British 

Geological Survey study in 2010 estimated that if UK deposits 
proved similarly productive to those in the USA, they could yield 
150 billion cubic metres of gas, enough to supply UK demand for 
two years. Only testing will tell. A lot of havoc could be wreaked 
for two years’-worth of gas. 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 


