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Significance

“Shale gas holds out the possibility of contributing to Europe’s energy security
while also raising profound questions of ethics, governance and above all public
perceptions and acceptability.”
(from H2020 M4 Application)
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Structure
•
•
•
•

Introduction to SP4
Outputs & findings of first phase of research
Outputs & findings of second phase of research
Summary of findings & recommendations
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There is an urgent need to understand:
1. How various European publics might construe and respond to
2.
3.
4.
5.

the issues of shale gas and its associated risks and extraction
operations contextualised against any potential benefits;
Which issues underlie responses (e.g. concerns about risks,
trust or governance);
What lessons for regulation can be gleaned from experience
with shale so far in North America (US & Canada);
What experience can be learned from experience with other
controversial energy technologies (e.g. nuclear, CCS, onshore
wind etc.); and
How public engagement, participation, communication and
dissemination of information can be improved to allow the
public to reach better informed decisions.
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SP4: Research Team
Aleksandra Lis
Torsten Fleischer & Claudia Braendle
Nick Pidgeon, Merryn Thomas, Darrick Evensen (Cardiff),
Tristan Partridge, Ariel Hasell, Catherine Enders & Barbara
Herr Harthorn (USSB)

Michael Bradshaw (SP 4 Coordinator)

Jessanne Mastop & Mariëlle Rietkerk
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SP 4: Key Tasks & Division of Work
WP 17: Existing European data on public perceptions
towards shale gas (KIT-ITAS & UAM)
WP 18: North American Experience with public
perceptions of shale gas (UC & UCSB)
WP 19: Learning from public perceptions of related
technologies (ECN & UAM)
WP 20: Integration and recommendations of best
practice on public engagement (WBS, ECN,
UAM, KIT-ITAS & CU)
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SP4 Project Meeting

• Cardiff: January 2016—Phase 1 projects
• Karlsruhe: April 2016—Social License
• Poznan: April 2017—Phase 2 projects
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First Phase Outputs
Deliverable

Title

D17.1

EXISTING EUROPEAN DATA ON PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS OF
SHALE GAS (72 pp.)

D18.1

PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS OF SHALE GAS OPERATIONS IN THE
USA AND CANADA – A REVIEW OF EVIDENCE (40 pp.)

D19.1

REVIEW OF LESSONS LEARNED ON PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS
AND ENGAGEMENT OF LARGE SCALE ENERGY
TECHNOLOGIES (21 pp.)

D20.1

INTEGRATED REVIEW OF PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS OF SHALE
GAS IMPACTS (19 pp.)
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Initial Findings
• Public awareness of shale gas as an environmental

issues is growing in both the North America and EU.
• As awareness increases, so does opposition (except in
Poland), although a significant percentage (40+) remain
undecided.
• A lack of knowledge is cited as the main reason for the
high levels of indecision.
• Evidence from other technologies suggests that
improving knowledge does not necessarily lead to more
favourable attitudes.
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Initial Findings
• While there is a disproportionate amount of

information available given the limited amount of
industrial activity, the public mistrusts industry and
national governments and lacks faith in decision making
processes.
• There is a demand on the part of the public for rigorous,
independent research and scientific researchers are
seen as a possible source of such information.
• National and local context influences public opinion,
with more opposition and concern in potential shale gas
regions.
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Second Phase Outputs
Deliverable

Title

D17.2

PREQUISITES FOR A SOCIAL LICENCE TO OPERATE IN THE (Shale)
GAS INDUSTRIES (UAM-INTAS) (43 pp.)

D17.3

REPORT ON THE PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS OF SHALE GAS IN
VARIOUS EU MEMBER STATES (UPDATE 2015-2017) (UAM-ITAS)
(60 pp.)

D18.2

SHALE GAS ENGAGMENT IN THE US AND CANADA: A CASE
STUDY REVIEW AND RECOMMENDATIONS OF BEST PRACTICE
(CARDIFF) (54 pp.)

D19.2

LESSON LEARNED FROM RELATE TECHNOLOGIES FOR PUBLIC
ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITIES AND RESEARCH (ECN) (35 pp.)

D18.3, D 19.3 ,
D20.2 (D17.4)

2-PAGER RECOMMENDATIONS DOCUMENTS
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A Social Licence to Frack?
• ‘A social licence is an unwritten social contract between
a company and community that is fundamentally
intangible, based upon the premise that a community
or society is able to grant or withhold support for an
industry to operate in a given area.’ (Luke 2016)
• Not a legal licence. (Nelsen 2006)
• Cannot be granted by formal civil, political, or legal
authorities. (Parsons et al. 2014)
• Continuous process over the life of a project. (Parsons
et al. 2014)

Prerequisites for a SLO
1. Provide economic legitimacy: the project/company offers a benefit
2.
3.
4.
5.

to the individual/community (subsoil rights versus community
benefits/wealth fund).
Scale benefits depending on the context: local costs and national
benefits—distributional justice.
Gain trust and socio-political legitimacy: the perception that the
company contributes to the well-being of the region.
Gain interactional trust: the perception that the company and its
management listens, responds, keeps promises, engages in mutual
dialogue, and exhibits reciprocity in interactions
Gain institutional trust: the perception that relations between the
stakeholders’ institutions and the project/company are based on an
enduring regard for each other’s interests.

Regulatory compliance is not enough and the SLO is dynamic

Summary
SCALE

ISSUES

POLICY CHALLENGE

Climate Change
‘Gas as a Bridge’

Gas as part of the
solution, not the
problem

Global

•
•

National
(Shale Gas
Trilemma)

• Energy Security
• Decarbonisation
• Economic impact

Align the case for shale
gas development with
EU/National energy and
climate strategies.

Regional/
Local

• Perceived negative
environmental impacts
• Perceived negative socioeconomic impacts
• Potential positive economic
impacts

Need to gain a social
licence to operate and
demonstrate that the
economic benefits are
tangible and they are
distributed equitably.
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Recommendations
• At the national scale access to balanced, rigorous and independent
•
•
•
•
•

information is essential to informing public debate.
At the national scale the regulatory process should be transparent
and fair (procedural justice).
The division between EU/national and regional/local regulatory
jurisdiction should be clearly delineated, with local regulators and
communities having the right to deny a social licence to operate.
At a local level engagement should be as early as possible, two-way,
and then often (not a one off at the beginning of a project).
Trust and transparency are essential to a company gaining and
maintaining a social licence (at a minimum of public acceptance).
The division of benefits should be clear and just, with the local
community seeing material reward for hosting shale gas
development (distributional justice).
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Journal Articles
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Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Advanced Review

Global Environmental Change

Public perceptions of hydraulic
fracturing for shale gas and oil
in the United States and Canada

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/gloenvcha

Learning from Lancashire: Exploring the contours of the shale gas conﬂict in
England

Merryn Thomas ,* Nick Pidgeon, Darrick Evensen, Tristan Partridge, Ariel Hasell,
Catherine Enders, Barbara Herr Harthorn and Michael Bradshaw

a,⁎

Michael Bradshaw , Catherine Waite

Edited by Lorraine Whitmarsh, Domain Editor, and Mike Hulme, Editor-in-Chief

a
b

The United States and Canada have been at the forefront of shale oil and gas
development via hydraulic fracturing. Understanding public perceptions is
important given the role that they may play in future policy decisions in both
North America and other parts of the world where shale development is at a
much earlier stage. We review 58 articles pertaining to perceptions, published
between 2009 and 2015. Studies report mixed levels of awareness of shale operations, tending toward higher awareness in areas with existing development.
While individuals tend to have negative associations with the term ‘fracking,’
views on shale development are mixed as to whether beneﬁts outweigh risks or
vice versa: perceived beneﬁts tend to be economic (e.g., job creation and boosts
to local economies) and risks more commonly environmental and/or social
(e.g., impacts on water and increased trafﬁc). Some papers point to ethical issues
(e.g., inequitable risk/beneﬁt distribution and procedural justice) and widespread
distrust of responsible parties, stemming from perceived unfairness, heavyhanded corporate tactics, and lack of transparency. These ﬁndings point to the
contested, political character of much of the debate about hydraulic fracturing,
and raise questions of what constitutes ‘acceptable’ risk in this context. We compare these results with research emerging in the UK over the same period.
Future research should focus on nuanced inquiry, a range of methodologies and
explore perceptions in varied social and geographical contexts. Both this and
future research hold the potential to enhance public debates and decisions about
shale gas and oil development. © 2017 Wiley Periodicals, Inc.
How to cite this article:

WIREs Clim Change 2017, e450. doi: 10.1002/wcc.450

INTRODUCTION

S

hale formations are widely distributed globally,
and many countries have started to investigate
their potential for shale gas and oil. The United

Additional Supporting Information may be found in the online version of this article.
*Correspondence to: ThomasMJ6@cardiff.ac.uk
School of Psychology, Cardiff University, Cardiff, UK
Conﬂict of interest: The authors have declared no conﬂicts of interest for this article.

States and Canada have been at the forefront of
development, where exploitation of shale oil and gas
has been made possible by favorable market conditions and government investment, alongside the
development of directional and horizontal drilling,
three-dimensional seismic imaging, and importantly
by hydraulic fracturing (‘fracking’) techniques,
whereby pressurized liquid and sand are injected
deep into the earth to fracture the shale and to facilitate the ﬂow of oil and gas. Such techniques have
been deployed in concert for up to 20 years in some
US states, and shale development has grown

© 2017 Wiley Periodicals, Inc.
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This paper explores the conﬂict over shale gas exploration in Lancashire where the company Cuadrilla is preparing to horizontally drill and hydraulically fracture the ﬁrst shale gas wells in England. At present, this is the
only location in Europe where new commercial exploration for shale gas is underway, thus the outcome has
wider signiﬁcance. The initial planning applications were refused by Lancashire County Council in June 2015.
The decisions were then appealed by Cuadrilla and there was a public enquiry in February and March of 2016.
On 6 October 2016, the central Government over-turned the initial decisions at one site and gave Cuadrilla more
time to address traﬃc concerns at the other. The paper uses the public enquiry to map the contours of the shale
gas conﬂict. It is divided into three sections. The ﬁrst explores public attitudes towards shale gas development in
the UK and reveals growing public awareness and increasing opposition. The second presents the conceptual
frame for the analysis, which includes both a critical assessment of the social licence to operate (SLO) and an
introduction to a social, actuarial, and political risk and licensing model (SAP Model). The third deploys the SAP
model to analyse the public enquiry. The model explains how Cuadrilla is able drill despite the absence of both a
local political and social licence to operate. It is concluded that unless the industry and the government can
address growing public concerns about shale gas development, continuing conﬂict could constrain commercial
development.

1. Introduction

2017). On reﬂection, it is fair to say that the ‘shale gas revolution’ is
struggling to move beyond North America and in Europe the UK is a
litmus test for the future of shale gas.
In January 2017, a site oﬀ the Preston New Road in Lancashire in
the northwest became ‘ground zero’ for the shale gas conﬂict in
England. A company called Cuadrilla Resources is engaged in site
preparation and, daily, shale gas activists stage demonstrations to slow
the pace of progress and to protest the UK Government’s decision to
allow drilling to proceed. There have been numerous arrests and the
cost of policing is running into the hundreds of thousands of pounds; yet
both sides seem determined to carry on regardless. A statement by the
European Academies’ Science Advisory Council (2014, 11) aptly summarises the current situation. They maintain that: ‘…even if fully
compliant with laws and regulations, activities that are particularly
intrusive or perceived to carry signiﬁcant risks can be vetoed by a
hostile public through campaigns, legal actions, demonstrations or
other democratic pressures. Such industries must negotiate a “social
licence” with their community to conduct their business.’
This paper deploys a critical engagement with the social licence to

Horizontal drilling and high volume hydraulic fracturing have revolutionised the oil and gas industry in the United States. Having expected to be a signiﬁcant importer of natural gas, in 2016 the US became a net exporter, natural gas is replacing coal in power
generation—bringing carbon emissions—and industry now has access
to an inexpensive feedstock. However, the ‘fracking’ of hundreds of
thousands of wells is not without controversy and there is growing
public concern about the environmental and social impacts, with development banned in several US states and localities (Thomas et al.,
2017a, 2017b; Partridge et al., 2017; Whitton et al., 2017; GamperRabindran, 2017). Given the positive macro-economic impact in the US,
it is no surprise that the UK government seeks to replicate the experience. By contrast, the European Commission, and many member states
and sub-national governments, have been more circumspect with bans
or moratoria in place (Van de Graaf et al., 2017). In Poland, where
support has been strongest (Goldthau and Sovacool, 2016; Lis and
Stasik, 2017), the industry is no longer a commercial prospect (LaBelle,
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More to follow on SLO and on N. American public engagement
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Disclaimer
• This presentation is part of a project that has

received funding by the European Union’s Horizon
2020 research and innovation programme under
grant agreement number 640715

• The content of this presentation reflects only the

authors’ view. The Innovation and Networks
Executive Agency (INEA) is not responsible for any
use that may be made of the information it
contains
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