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Unconventional Gas is not the answer  
to our energy needs 
 
Already known for its offshore gas, some industry and government figures now say that 
Western Australia is on the verge of a new gas boom, this time in shale gas, of which we 
hold the fifth largest reserve in the world. 
 
Shale and tight gas are different forms of unconventional gas – an industry term referring to 
gas that has previously required too much money and energy to extract at economic rates.   
 
Unconventional gas is often accessed through the technique of hydraulic fracturing, known 
as fracking.  
 
Fracking, which involves pumping a mixture of water, sand and chemicals at high pressure 
down a well to fracture rock and release the gas, has already created concerns among 
landowners on the eastern seaboard of Australia and across the United States, as well as 
being banned on environmental grounds in a number of countries in Europe.  
 
An increase in unconventional gas extraction, if it went ahead, would come with too high an 
environmental cost.  
 
Even if safer methods of fracking were to be developed and even if just 20 per cent of the 
estimated 297-300 trillion cubic feet of shale and tight gas in WA were to be extracted, the 
extraction and combustion of this gas would cause the equivalent greenhouse gas emissions 
of nine times Australia’s current total national emissions. 
 
For the sake of future generations, we must reduce our emissions. We are committed to 
doing so under national greenhouse gas reduction targets.  
 
If a new shale gas industry goes ahead on the scale imagined, the cost of mitigating its 
carbon pollution will be borne elsewhere in the economy. 
 
The CSIRO recently released a report that confirms what many have been saying – the long 
term impacts of chemicals used in and released by fracking are unknown and risky. 
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But even if the many environmental and human health concerns about fracking,  
including the large amount of water required and danger of contamination, can be 
addressed – and there is no guarantee that they can – the greenhouse gas emissions 
associated with shale gas are grounds enough to reject this industry.  
 
The Greens oppose the State Government’s reckless promotion of the fledgling shale and 
tight gas industry.   
 
The State Government is ignoring our State’s already excessive contribution to global 
greenhouse gas emissions. 
 
A re-investment of funds - as detailed in the Greens’ comprehensive Energy 2029 plan - in 
favour of developing the renewable energy sources with which WA is blessed, is a far safer 
way to secure a prosperous future for Western Australians to come. 
 
This document draws on four years of research, collaboration with stakeholders and 
awareness-raising by my office. I welcome your comments and feedback. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Alison Xamon MLC 
Greens WA Member for 
East Metropolitan Region 



 

Greens WA Policy Initiative 
 
 
Gas: not a clean ‘transition fuel’ 
 
The concept of gas as a transition fuel dates back to the 1980s.   
 
It was used to promote a lower carbon-intensive fuel while scientific research and 
technological development advanced enough to secure renewable energy as a viable 
resource on a large scale.  
 
That work has now been done and we see countries far less gifted with renewable sources 
of energy, such as Scotland, committing to 100% renewable power by 2020. 
 
Because gas is the lowest emitter of all fossil fuels when combusted to make electricity, it 
has been misconstrued as a clean fuel. Yet gas extraction is a highly energy intensive 
process, as is the refrigeration process used to liquify natural gas ready for export.  
 
When the full life cycle is counted, gas becomes little better in pollution terms than coal.  
 
And there are strong arguments that over the timeframe of decades rather than centuries, 
unconventional gas has a greater climate impact than coal. 
 
 
Fugitive methane 
Fracking in itself is an expensive and energy-intensive process, causing considerably more 
emissions than conventional gas simply in the drilling and extracting process.   
 
Worse, fracking causes extremely high fugitive emissions, that is, the unplanned leakage of 
gas from the ground during extraction. This is important because even a relatively small 
leakage rate (such as between 3 and 8 per cent) is a major pollution problem because the 
gas leaked – methane – is a particularly potent greenhouse gas.  
 
Compared atom for atom, methane traps far more of the Earth’s heat than carbon dioxide 
(the effect known as the Greenhouse Effect).  The UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change estimates that over a 100-year timeframe, methane is 25 times worse than carbon 
dioxide in contributing to the greenhouse problem. 
 
Burning 100 tonnes of methane for electricity will cause the equivalent of 275 tonnes of 
carbon dioxide.  
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Therefore, assuming a conservative 5 per cent fugitive emissions rate,  
and calculating the impact of both fugitive emissions and combustion of the  
recovered gas to generate electricity, we may estimate the following emissions  
scenarios if WA’s estimated 297-300 trillion cubic feet of shale gas is developed. 
 

Percentage of total 
estimated shale gas 
resource recovered 

Greenhouse gas emissions 
(including fugitive emissions and emissions from gas combustion;  in 
million tonnes per annum of carbon dioxide equivalent)  

100 24,0001  

70 17,000 

50 12,000 

20  5,000 

Reference data – 
Australia’s total emissions 
in 2010 

546 

Reference data – Western 
Australia’s total emissions 
in 2010 

79 

 
To put this in perspective, Australia’s total national emissions are 546 million tonnes per 
annum of carbon dioxide equivalent. A 20 per cent recovery scenario would see an 
extraordinary nine times that total emitted, regardless of whether that gas is used locally or 
internationally. 
 
Economic cost  
Australia has committed to reducing national emissions by at least five per cent compared 
with 2000 levels by 2020, estimated to require cutting net expected pollution by at least 23 
per cent in 2020, and by 80 per cent below 2000 levels in 2050.  
 
In fact, the minimum five per cent reduction by 2020 target is too little to assist the world to 
avoid catastrophic climate change.  
 
Yet even recovering a modest amount of Western Australia’s estimated unconventional gas 
blows out the chances of reaching even that modest target. 
 
Australia is widely expected to use overseas carbon credits to offset an expected blow-out in 
domestic emissions by 2020 – yet the more credits required to be bought from overseas, the 
greater the cost to the Australian economy. 
  

                                                 
1
 Including 7,875 tonnes from leaked fugitive emissions and 16,459 tonnes from combusting the recovered gas 

for electricity. 
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It makes far better economic sense to invest in the global growth industry  
of renewables, which now account for 18 per cent of total electricity generation  
in China, 14 per cent in Indonesia and Mexico, 20 per cent in Germany, 27 per cent in 
Denmark and Argentina, 30 per cent in Spain and 60 per cent in Sweden.  
 
The Greens’ Energy 2029 report, released February 2013, is the Greens’ detailed, costed 
plan to meet all of WA’s non-transport energy needs using renewables by the year 2029.  
The Energy 2029 report is available at http://www.greenswa.net.au/energy2029. 
 
 
Policy context 
Since 1990, WA’s total greenhouse gas emissions have risen by 67 per cent, with emissions 
from the energy sector nearly doubling in that timeframe.  
 
If all new big gas and coal projects favoured by the Barnett Government go ahead, WA’s 
emissions may double by 2016.   
 
Currently, there is no clearly defined mechanism by which the WA Government intends to 
deal with climate change and contribute toward meeting Commonwealth emission targets. 
There are also no strategies in place to influence industry or ensure accountability in 
practices when it comes to climate change and emissions. 
 
The Barnett Government, by its actions, has shown it believes climate change and WA’s 
excessive contribution to the global problem is not its concern. Any further encouragement 
of shale and tight gas industry simply confirms this is true.    
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What the Greens propose 
 
The world already has more than five times the amount of fossil fuel available than it can 
burn without raising the global temperature more than two degrees.   
 
The only responsible course of action is to leave unconventional gas in the ground.   
 
Development and investment in the unconventional gas industry is simply the wrong policy 
approach.   
 
The Greens call for a ban on unconventional gas and until such time as that ban is instituted, 
we need: 
 
1. A higher royalty rate on unconventional gas wells, to better reflect the monitoring and 

enforcement complications required by each well.  (Currently, royalty rates for these 
wells are set at 50% of the rate of conventional gas wells.) 
 

2. No funding be made available to assist in exploration and development of 
unconventional gas sources. (Currently, unconventional gas exploration may apply for 
funding from the $26.9 million ‘Innovative Drilling Program’ section of the Exploration 
Incentive Scheme, made up from Royalties for Regions money.) 

 
3. No hydraulic fracturing to be carried out until such time as the monitoring and 

enforcement scheme is undertaken by a third party.  (Currently, the DMP is responsible 
both for assisting and regulating industry.) 
 

4. No State Agreements with unconventional gas companies. 
 

5. All aspects of the unconventional gas industry, including environmental management 
plans, monitoring regimes and results and enforcement actions to be fully transparent 
and publicly available. 
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