
Frack Free Future is a collection of individuals, communities, farmers, doctors, environmentalists, business and civil 
society groups concerned at the risks fracking poses to Western Australia’s water sources, climate, and sustainable 
industries like farming and tourism. Together we’re fighting for a Frack Free Future for WA. For more information visit 
www.frackfreefuture.org.au or email info@frackfreefuture.org.au.  
 

  
Summary 
Growing community opposition to unconventional gas and fracking has prompted the Department 
of Mines and Petroleum to write an open letter to ‘the people of the South West’.  

 
The letter contains a number of misleading claims including; landowners have a right to veto gas 
companies access to their land, that modern gas fracking has a long and safe record in WA, and 
that sufficient regulatory safeguards exist in WA.  
 
Notably absent from the letter was any statement or assurance to Southwest residents 
that fracking would not occur in the region. It is unlikely the letter would have been published 
at all if DMP did not consider fracking a possibility in the future. As such, it simply adds to the 
legitimate concern that South West residents are already expressing over this issue. 
 
The DMP letter is the latest demonstration that Western Australia lacks an impartial, reliable and 
trustworthy regulator to protect people and the environment from the impacts of fracking. This is 
one of many reasons why the fracking industry must not be allowed to expand across the State.  
 

 
Introduction 
By issuing unconventional gas exploration leases across large 
areas of the South West the Department of Mines and 
Petroleum (DMP) has prompted growing public concern at the 
risks posed by the industry. Attempting to address that concern, 
the DMP published an open-letter to ‘the people of the South 
West’1. The letter addressed what it claimed was 
‘misinformation being circulated about petroleum exploration 
activity’ i.e. fracking and unconventional gas.  
 
In fact the DMP letter itself is highly misleading. It 
misrepresents the facts and concerns about fracking and other 
forms of unconventional gas extraction, to the extent the reader 
may come away significantly misinformed.  
 
The Frack Free Future campaign has compiled the following 
analysis and response to the letter. It shows why residents, 
businesses, landowners and councils are right to worry about 
fracking and unconventional gas (UG) in the South West. 
 
 

                                                
1 http://www.dmp.wa.gov.au/News/Open-letter-to-community-South-18890.aspx. The letter was also sent to councils across the region. 
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1. Unconventional gas exploration in the South West 
As the letter notes, areas of the South West are listed for gas exploration and extraction. There is 
no guarantee fracking and other forms of UG extraction won’t take place there, particularly given 
continuing development of the techniques. Fracking has already taken place within the Whicher 
Range permit area, with serious environmental implications.  In 2004 1.2 million litres of diesel 
was used to frack a gas well there – 620,000 litres of it remains underground.  
 
The DMP has claimed2 that a CSIRO report3 found fracking is unsuitable in the South West. The 
report in question, which concerns the Whicher Range area only, makes no such finding. In fact it 
states new fracking techniques will be necessary for commercial gas extraction in the area.  
 
 
2. Land Access 
Gas exploration leases have been issued by the DMP over large areas of the South West with no 
landowner or community consultation. This has understandably led to concerns from landowners 
over the rights they have to deny gas companies access to private land. 
 
The DMP letter is designed to reassure landowners gas companies cannot drill on their land 
without their permission. However if you refuse to negotiate, the company needs only wait three 
months before applying to a Magistrates Court to set compensation and allow access your land, 
whether or not you agree. 
 
For more detailed information on land access rights and other regulations relating to the 
unconventional gas and fracking industry see the Frack Free Future briefing ‘WA Fracking 
Regulations’, available at http://www.frackfreefuture.org.au/fracking_regs 
 
 
3. Comparisons with Coal Seam Gas (CSG) 
The letter claims images of CSG in 
the eastern States is illegitimately 
fuelling concern about the different 
process of shale and tight gas 
fracking here in WA. In fact those 
concerned about gas fracking in 
WA are aware of the differences 
between shale, tight sands and 
CSG, and remain rightly alarmed 
about the threat fracking poses to 
our water sources. 
 
The risk of pollution to groundwater 
from shale or tight gas fracking and 
CSG is similar. Shale and tight gas wells are, if anything, more likely to fail than CSG wells 
because of the huge pressure required to fracture the hard rock. These wells are also harder to 
construct, being much deeper. With added complexity comes greater chance of failure. 
 
While some comparisons with CSG are useful, the best indicator of the likely impact of fracking in 
WA is the experience of shale gas fracking in the USA, such as the Marcellus Shale in 
Pennsylvania, or the Barnett Shale in Texas4. These shale deposits lie at similar depths to the 
deposits in Western Australia. Increasingly worrying stories are emerging from these places5 

                                                
2 For example see Jeff Haworth, DMP Executive Director Petroleum, quoted here http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-10-22/fracking-ruled-out-in-
large-area-of-agricultural-land-wa/6877720 and here http://www.bunburymail.com.au/story/3440320/south-west-fracking-fears-put-to-rest/  
3 Whicher Range tight gas sands study / by Western Australian Energy Research Alliance. 
http://trove.nla.gov.au/work/163318777?selectedversion=NBD49549416  
4 Anthony Ingraffea, ‘Fluid Migration Mechanisms Due To Faulty Well Design And/Or Construction’ 2012; Bruffatto et al., ‘Oilfield Review’, 
ConocoPhillips & Schlumberger, 2003 
5 For example see the ‘list of the harmed’ website, which details some of the terrible stories that have emerged from shale gas producing areas in the 
United States: www.pennsylvaniaallianceforcleanwaterandair.wordpress.com 

 
Jonah shale gas field in the USA (left) and a Coal Seam Gas field in 
Queensland (right). The surface impact of both is similar. 
 



4. History of fracking in WA 
The letter is wrong to imply fracking has a 60-year track record in WA without compromising 
health or the environment. It claims “nearly 780 hydraulic fracture stimulation activities have been 
conducted without major incident”, but the majority of the ‘fracking’ activities referred to by the 
DMP occurred on Barrow Island, where oil wells have been ‘stimulated’ for decades to increase 
flow. Drilling and extraction activities have polluted the groundwater below Barrow Island6, but in 
a very different process to the fracking that would be used in WA’s onshore gas basins.  
 
As the letter notes ‘hydraulic fracture stimulation associated with horizontal drilling is a relatively 
new development, within the last 20 years or so’. The development of horizontal drilling, involving 
‘deviated’ wells that turn from a vertical to a horizontal course, has been accompanied by the 
development of ‘slick water’. Slick water is a cocktail of water, sand and chemicals that allows 
frack fluid to be forced at much higher pressures over much greater distances – up to 10km.   
 
These recent changes significantly increase the risk of leakage and other problems, making 
comparison of modern gas fracking with previous forms highly misleading. 
 
 
5. Risks to groundwater  
Though gas-bearing shale and tight sands rocks may be hundreds or thousands of metres below 
groundwater aquifers, gas wells must still be drilled through the aquifer to get to the rocks.  
 
Each well carries a significant risk of leakage, and because the non-porous nature of these rocks 
requires that gas companies drill tens, hundreds or even thousands of wells per gas field, that 
means many potentially leaking gas wells are drilled through potable water sources such as the 
Yarragadee aquifers Perth and the metro areas depend upon.  
 
 
6. Well integrity 
Research shows 6-7% of wells leak within their first year of operation, and over 60% fail after 30 
years7. It is also much harder to cement the deviated (i.e. turning corners) wells used in modern 
fracking. A study8 of 315,000 wells in Canada reported that nearly 70% of deviated wells leak.   
 
The greatest challenge that engineers 
face is ensuring nothing can leak around 
the well piping. It doesn’t matter how 
many layers of casing engineers place 
around the well pipe carrying the 
fracking fluid, that casing must still be 
sealed against the rock surrounding the 
well. If this seal is not perfect, gas and 
even fracking fluids can migrate up 
around the outside of the well and into 
groundwater and the atmosphere. 
 
Engineers attempt to create this seal by 
pumping cement around the well casing 
but a number of challenges prevent 
proper seals being formed. For example 
the same cement is expected to seal 
against many different rock types along the well.  
 
This is why ex-industry engineer and leading unconventional gas expert Professor Anthony 
Ingraffea describes well leakage as “a chronic, ubiquitous, well-documented problem”. 

                                                
6 Burbidge, Andrew A (2004). "4, 5, 8, 9.". Threatened animals of Western Australia. Department of Conservation and Land Management.  
7 Anthony Ingraffea, ‘Fluid Migration Mechanisms Due To Faulty Well Design And/Or Construction’ 2012; Bruffatto et al., ‘Oilfield Review’, 
ConocoPhillips & Schlumberger, 2003. 
8 Watson & Bachu, 2009, Society of Petroleum Engineers 106817. 

 
Well leakage over time, from Prof. Ingraffea presentation  
http://www.psehealthyenergy.org/data/Ingraffea_et_al_2014_EPAwebinar.pdf  



7. The effectiveness of WA regulations to control fracking 
The letter claims “Western Australia has some of the strictest regulations in the world relating to 
chemical use in petroleum activities…” It’s true few other jurisdictions require companies to 
disclose the list of chemicals used in fracking. However, almost all the chemicals used in UG and 
fracking operations, including in WA, have not been assessed for safety by chemicals regulator 
the National Industrial Chemicals Notification and Assessment Scheme (NICNAS). 
 
Nor is much known about the ‘synergistic’ effects of these chemicals – how they behave when 
mixed with other natural and introduced chemicals in a high pressure, high temperature 
environment. Many of the chemicals used overseas are proven to be toxic or potentially toxic to 
humans and animals.  
 
Benzene, for example, is highly toxic even in very low ( > 1 ppb) concentrations. Whilst it and 
other ‘BTEX’ chemicals are prohibited from use in WA, they are naturally present in hydrocarbon 
deposits and are therefore present in  ‘produced’ wastewater from fracking operations. These, 
and are other chemicals are typically left in open-air holding ponds for storage or to evaporate. 
The evaporation of these chemicals causes pollution of surrounding air with highly toxic ‘volatile 
organic compounds’ (VOCs) evaporating at the same time as the water.  
 
Besides the use of chemicals there are a number of other ways in which WA’s regulations for UG 
and fracking are failing to protect the environment and communities. These are summarised in a 
briefing document available at http://www.frackfreefuture.org.au/fracking_regs 
 
 
8. Jonah gas field, Wyoming, USA 
The letter refers to images circulating of the Jonah gas field (see above) in the US, and argues a 
comparison between that field and UG and fracking in WA cannot be drawn.  In fact the approach 
used to extract gas from shale and tight rocks in WA is similar to that used in the Jonah fields.  
 
These aerial images show what UG and fracking looks like as it takes place over the few decades 
lifespan of the fields, and gives an indication of what will remain afterwards. This includes well 
bores and the service tracks and underground pipelines connecting them.  
 
The nature of UG and fracking in hard shale and tight sands rocks means many wells are 
required with vast lengths of interconnecting pipelines, tracks and other infrastructure. Even the 
best regulations in the world would fail to see this infrastructure properly managed without vast 
increases in the budgets of already underfunded government agencies and inspectorates. It’s 
misleading to claim strong regulations alone could ever hope to keep a vigilant check on this 
accident-prone industry and its legacy.  
 
 
Conclusions and recommendations 
The DMP letter is a deliberately misleading attempt to down-play the risks of UG and fracking and 
overstate the rights of landholders and ability of government regulators to address and manage 
these risks. It adds to a history of events that have reduced public confidence in the industry and 
government departments tasked with regulating it in WA and elsewhere.  
 
Notably absent from the letter was any commitment to Southwest residents that fracking would 
not occur in the region, and it is unlikely that the letter would have been published at all if the 
DMP did not consider fracking a possibility in the future. As such, we believe this letter simply 
adds to the legitimate concern that South West residents are already expressing over this issue. 
 
Residents, councils, businesses and landholders should be wary of information about UG and 
fracking that is presented by the DMP. The Frack Free Future Campaign will continue to 
advocate that UG and fracking should not be permitted in the South West and that landholders 
and communities should be given the right to prevent petroleum activity on their lands.  
 
For more information contact Jules Kirby at jules@frackfreefuture.org.au  




