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Unconventional Gas around the world

USA 

• Rapid growth since early 2000s; 10-20 thousand bores drilled and hydraulically 
fractured annually (2011 – 2014)

• Shale and tight gas account for 34% and 24% of US natural gas production (2012)

• ~10 million Americans live within 1km of a shale gas well

• US EPA (EPA, 2015) recently completed a thorough review of impacts from 
unconventional gas on drinking water in the United States. This documented a 
number of cases of contamination of groundwater in US due to shale gas 
development, but noted that as yet, widespread negative impacts on drinking water 
are not evident throughout the country



Unconventional Gas in Australia

Coal seam gas

Queensland: ~7000 active wells; New South Wales: ~250 wells (Q1 2015 Statistics)



Potential risks to water & environment from unconventional gas 

Three major risks associated with unconventional gas development are:

1. Risk of increasing the release of fugitive methane and other gases into shallow 
aquifers and/or the atmosphere (has occurred in parts of the United States in areas of 
intensive shale gas development) 

2. Risk of contamination of groundwater or surface water bodies due to spills or 
releases of waste water associated with unconventional gas (has occurred in the 
United States associated with shale gas and in Australia associated with coal seam 
gas).

3. Risk of increasing the connectivity between aquifers, causing increased cross 
flow of water and/or contaminants (so far, little evidence of impacts of this nature in 
areas of unconventional gas, however long term this may be an issue). 



Potential Risks to Groundwater

Groundwater Extraction

• Depletion

• Quality degradation

Groundwater contamination

• Waste/Formation Waters ‘produced 

water)

• Fracking Fluid

• Fugitive Gas (mostly methane)
Vengosh et al, 2014 (ES&T)



Lessons to Be Learned from the US

 Shale gas development moved faster than the science



Fugitive Methane Impacts



Surface contamination impacts
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