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Summary 

The potential for unconventional onshore oil and gas development in Scotland is significant. 

It is an unusual policy issue, producing major divisions among well-informed supporters and 

opponents, but also a lot of public uncertainty. There is a general lack of public knowledge 

about the potential economic rewards, and environmental and public health risks to 

commercial onshore development. There is also great uncertainty about who is in charge of 

the policy process, and which levels of government will make key decisions on whether or 

not to allow techniques such as hydraulic fracturing (‘fracking’) to take place.  

Consequently, this briefing serves two main functions. First, I describe the practical and 

political issues in some depth. Second, I show how the issue is relevant to local authorities, 

and consider how they might play a more central role in future debates and decisions. 

Commercial development will not take place in the short term because the Scottish 

Government has introduced a moratorium on ‘fracking’ and signalled the need for more 

research on its impact. The current low price of oil and gas, coupled with the Scottish 

Government’s limited powers to tax mineral extraction, also minimises its economic 

incentive to go ‘all out for shale’. 

However, in the next few years, local authorities should prepare to play a major role as the 

venues for potential planning applications. Local government officers and councillors would 

then play a role in informing their constituents and including them, in a meaningful way, in 

their consideration of specific planning applications.  

Briefing: key terms and political issues 

The Scottish Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA) uses the term ‘unconventional gas’ to 

refer to: 

…natural gas held in rocks that cannot be exploited using traditional methods. The low 

porosity and permeability of shale and coal formations means that gas does not flow through 

them freely, in contrast to conventional gas reservoirs, which are often made of limestone or 

sandstone. In addition, shale and coal formations often occur in widely spread, thin layers, 

making the trapped gas difficult to access. Hence, techniques such as horizontal drilling, 

dewatering and hydraulic fracturing (aka fracking) are needed to access and retrieve the 

natural gas contained within them … The process of hydraulic fracturing involves pumping 

water into the source rock, which is typically located 1-2 km below ground, at high pressure 

so that the rock fractures and releases the trapped gas. This water also contains a small 

percentage of sand (~5%) and chemicals (<1%) to improve efficiency of the operation. 
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Extracting coal bed methane, on the other hand, normally only requires water to be drained 

from the coal seam to release pressure (known as dewatering), so hydraulic fracturing is not 

typically necessary. 

Although this discussion seems straightforward, it takes almost 200 words to describe in 

sufficient depth. When we use fewer words, such as in newspaper headlines, campaign 

materials, and twitter discussions, it is difficult to describe this issue without appearing to 

take a political stance. For example, the energy industry and organisations such as SEPA 

generally refer to unconventional oil and gas and generally refrain from referring to 

‘fracking’ to describe the specific technique of hydraulic fracturing. Many environmental 

campaigners use ‘fracking’ to make strong statements against unconventional oil and gas 

development, and suggest that organisations refuse to describe ‘fracking’ because they are in 

favour of commercial development. Consequently, local authorities should note that it is 

almost impossible to present a ‘neutral’ stance because, for many actors, one’s position is 

linked inextricably to one’s ‘framing’: to refer to the energy or technique, and how to 

describe the technique.  

The economic potential  

The economic potential of unconventional oil and gas has raised the issue up the policy 

agenda in many countries, particularly following a major boom in parts of the US. There is no 

prospect of the UK experiencing a similar boom, but the UK Government’s optimism is 

based on three main factors: 

1. Some estimates suggest that oil and gas reserves are comparable to conventional reserves. 

The UK Government’s Department of Energy and Climate Change (DECC) commissioned 

reports from bodies such as the British Geological Society, including the Bowland Shale Gas 

Study which estimates a range between 23.3-64.6 trillion cubic meters (tcm) of gas in place 

(GIP). Westminster’s Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology (Postbox) estimates 

that 1,800-13,000 billion cubic metres (bcm) can be extracted, based on an extraction rate 

found in comparable US sites. It compares this amount to the UK’s conventional gas 

resources (1466 bcm) and annual consumption of gas (77 bcm).  

2. The stated economic potential. The Institute of Directors raised the prospect of £3.7bn 

investment per year and the support for up to 74000 jobs in the UK, but DECC is more 

cautious.  

3. A good regulatory framework can help control the environmental impact. The Royal 

Society and The Royal Academy of Engineering’s review argues that fracking is ‘an 

established technology that has been used in the oil and gas industries for many decades’, and 

that the ‘health, safety and environmental risks … can be managed effectively in the UK as 

long as operational best practices are implemented and enforced through regulation’.  

The political issues: addressing uncertainty to gauge risks and rewards 

While such reports help reduce scientific uncertainty, they do not settle the matter, since this 

is a political debate driven by how we describe unconventional oil and gas: some seek to use 

https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2015/11/02/policy-concepts-in-1000-words-framing/
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/226874/BGS_DECC_BowlandShaleGasReport_MAIN_REPORT.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/226874/BGS_DECC_BowlandShaleGasReport_MAIN_REPORT.pdf
http://www.parliament.uk/documents/post/ShaleGas_POSTbox.pdf
http://www.iod.com/influencing/policy-papers/infrastructure/infrastructure-for-business-getting-shale-gas-working
https://royalsociety.org/~/media/policy/projects/shale-gas-extraction/2012-06-28-shale-gas.pdf


the existing scientific base to argue that development is a low risk, potentially high return 

industry; others use the ‘precautionary principle’ to address an issue with unclear risks and 

potentially catastrophic environmental consequences. 

No amount of evidence can settle these matters because they involve a combination of 

political values and the use of persuasion and ‘framing’ to establish the right balance between 

risk and reward. The reward relates primarily to the importance of ‘energy security’, when a 

state is able to reduce its reliance on energy imported from other countries, and economic 

gains related to: tax revenue from extraction; an improved balance of payments when gas is 

exported or less is imported; capital investment and employment; economic regeneration in 

areas with low GDP per capita; and, lower energy bills. There is also a potential 

environmental gain if the main effect of local shale gas extraction is that the UK relies less on 

natural gas that is liquefied (LNG) to allow it to travel large distances on freight or pipelines. 

The risk relates primarily to environmental problems, as described by SEPA:  

 ‘the water environment – contamination and depletion of surface and groundwater 

may occur: during normal drilling, dewatering and hydraulic fracturing operations 

and; as a result of poor borehole construction, uncontrolled disposal of solid and 

liquid waste (potentially including naturally occurring radioactive material), and 

uncontrolled abstraction of water. 

 seismic activity – stimulated during hydraulic fracturing operations. 

 the air – through fugitive emissions (escaped gases) that impact air quality and 

influence climate (i.e. the greenhouse gases, CO2 and CH4)’. 

There are also risks in relation to, for example, the quality of life of local populations and the 

value of their homes.  

The Scottish Government commissioned an ‘Independent Expert Scientific Panel’ in 2013 to 

consider these issues. It concluded that: 

 There is economic potential, which needs to be established after further development. 

 Scotland’s existing industry and infrastructure is conducive to development. 

 Technical challenges are likely to be overcome. 

 ‘The impact of unconventional oil and gas resources in Scotland on the Scottish 

Government’s commitment to reduce greenhouse gases is not definitive’ 

 ‘The regulatory framework is largely in place to control the potential environmental 

impacts’ 

 Early consultation with the public is crucial to address likely concerns about the social 

and environmental impacts of fracking, particularly since the areas most likely to be 

developed are of ‘high population density’. 

The multi-level policymaking issues 

These risks and rewards will be managed by several bodies at many levels of government. 

The UK government issues the rights to the mineral resource and the licenses to operate (the 
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latter will be devolved soon, although some operators already have licenses), but the Scottish 

Government, through the planning and environmental permitting regimes, controls 

developments on the ground, such as the exploration, extraction and production of the 

resource. Before an operator can carry out any activity on the ground, such as drilling a 

well/borehole, extracting water or injecting fracturing fluid, they would need to gain 

planning, environmental and health and safety permissions (see the SEPA guidance, based on 

EU and Scottish Government regulations).  

The Scottish Government has produced its own planning guidance on fracking, which treats 

any new drilling site as a substantial change to the use of the land, prompting the need for a 

full risk assessment (possibly as part of an environmental impact assessment), ‘developed in 

consultation with statutory consultees and local communities so that it informs the design of 

the proposal’, and the identification of a substantial ‘buffer zone’ between the site and local 

populations.  Local planning authorities make separate decisions on each site - although, 

unsuccessful applicants may appeal to Scottish Ministers, and ministers will recall 

applications ‘if there are particularly sensitive issues or matters of national importance 

involved’.   

Public knowledge and opinion: a temporary ‘permissive consensus’ could be a problem 

A key problem is that public knowledge is low, which means that public opinion is difficult 

to gauge and subject to change. A troubling but realistic scenario is that: (a) governments can 

decide to encourage commercial development while there appears to be a ‘permissive 

consensus’ (in which most people do not oppose it); but (b) that permissive consensus 

disappears when the issue becomes less abstract in the minds of the public, and people 

express opposition after governments have made a firm commitment and businesses have 

invested heavily. There is some evidence to suggest that more people oppose than support 

fracking, and a key argument in anti-fracking campaigns is that more people oppose it when 

they become knowledgeable about it. 

Current developments 

The Scottish Government announced a ‘moratorium’ on fracking to allow it to carry out 

‘further research and a public consultation’. It initially announced plans to ‘Undertake a full 

public consultation on unconventional oil and gas extraction, Commission a full public health 

impact assessment, Conduct further work into strengthen[ing] planning guidance, [and] Look 

at further tightening of environmental regulation’ then put the research out to tender in 

December 2015. This approach reflects Scottish Government openness to commercial 

development (particularly since INEOS has invested heavily in Grangemouth, which was 

under threat of closure) but also major caution, reflecting: 

 some public concerns about the environmental consequences  

 a small amount of survey evidence which suggests that fracking would be unpopular 

(for example table 22) 

 electoral competition, in which for some time the SNP was competing with Scottish 

Labour to be the most anti-fracking-sounding-party amongst the parties that are 
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tentatively pro-fracking. This context is changing quickly, with Kezia Dugdale, leader 

of Scottish Labour,  now stating complete opposition to fracking (and the Scottish 

Liberal Democrat leadership making a similar commitment despite some confusing 

developments at conference). 

 Some internal division in the SNP reflecting some general opposition to fracking and 

specific concerns about the initial decision not to include underground coal 

gasification in the moratorium. This division remains unresolved, and First Minister 

Nicola Sturgeon recently described her position as ‘highly sceptical about fracking’. 

Beyond the need to have a strong electoral position, this moratorium may exist largely to 

focus on ‘governance’ issues. The Scottish Government is proud of its reputation as a 

government that makes policy through consultation, to gather evidence, seek consensus when 

it is there, and (when possible or appropriate) ‘co-produce’ policy with a wide range of 

people and organisations. However, in cases such as fracking (and others such as GM foods), 

it also exists to make hard decisions in the absence of consensus – some groups will win and 

others will lose.  

Commentary: Relevance to Local authorities 

The UK experience so far suggests that central governments are reluctant to impose 

commercial development on a particular area. This includes the UK Government, whose 

Prime Minister declared it to be ‘all out for shale’. Instead, so far, it has sought to minimise 

the regulatory burden and provide financial incentives for local areas to agree on specific 

drilling sites. This approach is likely to be a stronger feature in Scotland, with the Scottish 

Government less publicly in favour of fracking, more hesitant to act until it gathers 

substantial knowledge of the risks of commercial development, and therefore more reluctant 

than its UK counterpart to overturn a local decision to refuse planning permission. The SNP 

has not taken up Scottish Labour’s previous proposal for a local referendum on any planning 

application, but its moratorium suggests that it recognises the potential costs to its reputation 

if it acts too quickly in favour.  

As a result, several local authorities can expect to be at the heart of the initial planning 

process to grant permission for major commercial development: previous activity has been in 

areas overseen by Falkirk, Stirling, Dumfries and Galloway, East Dunbartonshire, North 

Lanarkshire, and West Lothian councils; the ‘most likely geological settings’ are in West 

Lothian (e.g. 1.4-3.81 tcm estimated gas), the ‘Caithness, Orkney and the Moray Firth coastal 

areas, and ‘from Mull to Skye and east Sutherland’. Further, they will face unusual attention 

to their planning procedures and role in fostering public participation and community 

engagement. National and international businesses and interest groups will mobilise in 

support and opposition, and seek to present one-sided accounts of the risks and rewards. 

Local authorities may therefore be expected to act as a conduit between both sides and to 

inform as well as seek the opinions of their communities.  

Since this is an issue with effects that go far beyond a single local authority boundary, it may 

be useful for local authorities to cooperate (as far as possible) to produce an agreement on 
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how each individual authority should address the consultation, evidence gathering, 

communication, and policy process. Individual local authorities need to decide what is best in 

their constituency, but this is an issue in which their decision will impact on their neighbours 

considerably. For example, COSLA may act as a forum for councillors to consult experts and 

discuss common concerns:  

The matter may be settled by the Scottish Government by ‘calling in’ local applications, but 

there is still a role for local authorities in addressing the considerations expressed more 

strongly by COSLA  in the past “…that ‘fracking’ was being promoted as an 

‘opportunity’…that there are many community concerns regarding safety of fracking and 

similar activities and that it is important that decision-makers are made fully aware of all the 

facts”.  

There is great potential for social division regardless of planning decisions, which should 

prompt local authorities to show the Scottish Government that they can use the right 

consultation and deliberation processes relevant to local populations, to gather evidence of 

the risks/ rewards and demonstrate to the public that their decisions combined a focus on the 

evidence and local values.  

 

Further Resources 

This briefing looks at ‘fracking’ in a UK context. 
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