
02/12/2017 Shale gas and public health - the whitewash exposed

https://theecologist.org/2014/may/06/shale-gas-and-public-health-whitewash-exposed 1/13

Home » News

Shale gas and public health - the whitewash
exposed
Paul Mobbs | 6th May 2014

Is this how people living near fracking well will have to live? Photo via Tumblr.com.
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“ PHE's report, which arguably has
infringed our civil rights and their own
codes of practice, amounts to
scientific misconduct.”

Public Health England is guilty of gross scientific misconduct, writes
Paul Mobbs, for its apparently deliberate whitewashing of the public
health impacts of fracking. But it's all part of a pattern of
maladministration that reaches to the heart of government.

Last October, Public Health England (PHE)
released their draft report on the health
impacts of shale gas .
They looked at all the evidence on the likely
effects of shale gas production - usually
referred to as 'fracking' - on public health.

After scouring the scientific literature for
evidence of hazardous environmental
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impacts, gender-bending chemicals
disrupting our metabolism, and of toxic and
radioactive contamination of the air, soil and
water, they concluded that

"Public Health England anticipates a low risk
to public health from direct releases of
chemicals and radioactive material if shale
gas extraction is properly operated and
regulated."

Going against the evidence

The difficulty for PHE is that there is no rational way in which this conclusion could be drawn
from the evidence they reviewed in their report. As stated in an editorial in the British
Medical Journal last month ,

"Yet, in a leap of faith unsubstantiated by scientific evidence, its authors suggest that many
of the environmental and public health problems experienced in the US would probably not
apply to the UK. Unfortunately, the conclusion that shale gas operations present a low risk
to public health is not substantiated by the literature."

If you want to understand how this conclusion was reached, you have to look at how Public
Health England used a selective method, and even more selective quoting. For example, in
the text of their report they didn't specifically quote:

The AEA Technology study  for the European Commission, that PHE cited six times,
which said "The study identified a number of issues as presenting a high risk for people
and the environment."; or
The Chief Medical Officer of New Brunswick's study , cited four times, which said,
"Some of the key findings include a ... lack of information needed to assess toxicity risks;
lack of accurate exposure and health data; lack of standard methods for preventing and

[2]

[3]

[4]

https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsukxkx46YdRW-LA3_EnJpKB3Sq_MtjaD9exdziZUbASGedndagwyvSO5R-q47ziYXlUYZiJgl6qkQ152kMw_MP-Pc6GKG55RLjSSlI3CEq8ubso8b4X7o2HFY4vx7CF310PjOtoRswDQvt77ahI_l4djsiEYpQf06lUY9h2w4q5PLqiUsPQGxf_sMR5U0SEimTi7zgTImfyIgU_rejOLRTmFQH6HXdvuj4eWEYNR7Pz&sig=Cg0ArKJSzN3hKOsuAO0n&adurl=https://www.lendahand.co.uk/%3Futm_source%3DEcologist%26utm_medium%3DBanner%26utm_campaign%3DEnergiseAfrica%26utm_content%3DPlatform
http://www.bmj.com/content/348/bmj.g2728
http://www.fraw.org.uk/files/extreme/aeat_2012.pdf
http://www.fraw.org.uk/files/extreme/new_brunswick_2012.pdf


02/12/2017 Shale gas and public health - the whitewash exposed

https://theecologist.org/2014/may/06/shale-gas-and-public-health-whitewash-exposed 4/13

mitigating social impacts; lack of health status studies before and during gas
development; and a lack of systematic health impact assessments."
A Colorado School of Public Health study , cited three times, which said, "The Human
Health Risk Assessment used information from a variety of sources to conclude that
natural gas processes release chemicals that are known to impact health; chemicals
emitted into the air from natural gas processes are more likely to impact health than
chemicals released into the water or the soil";
A US Environmental Protection Agency report  which was cited six times, even though it
said, "At this time, the EPA has not made any judgement about the extent of exposure to
these chemicals when used in hydraulic fracturing ... "; and
PHE didn't even bother to include the United Nations study  which stated, "Hydrologic
fracking may result in unavoidable environmental impacts even if unconventional gas is
extracted properly, and more so if done inadequately."

Why such an early cut-off date for evidence gathering?

To produce their review, the Public Health England staff gathered all the evidence they
could find on the health implications of shale gas, available up until the end of December
2012.

The draft report would not be produced until nearly a year later, so why select such an early
cut-off? Practically speaking, it excludes a lot of recent - and for the most part highly critical
- research on the health impacts of shale gas.

The way PHE went about their review, it almost appears that they were trying to avoid
considering any recent research on the issue of unconventional oil and gas.

For example, if we look at one of the leading databases of peer-reviewed research on public
health - Pubmed  - and search for papers containing the term "shale gas":

In 2010 there were 0 results;
In 2011 there were 10 results;
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In 2012, the year of PHE's cut-off, there were 15;
In 2013, the year after the cut-off, there were 52; and
Just in the first four months of 2014 there have been 39 - more than 2011 and 2012 put
together.

The 'draft for comment' that excludes comments

To be fair, PHE did consider a number of papers from 2013. They listed their 'sources' for
the review in chapter 12, most of which were from 2011/12 and before.

Then, in chapter 13, they listed a whole load of papers, mostly from 2013, which, according
to the introductory paragraph, "have been reviewed and are not considered to affect the
conclusions of the draft report."

A few days after PHE launched their 'draft for comment' report I spent a long train journey
picking over the document. Call me naive, but if a report says "draft for comment" on its
front cover, I expect that its authors are inviting comments on the draft. In the event PHE
specifically excluded the receipt of comments on what they had written.

Critical science systematically excluded

Instead PHE sought "the submission of additional relevant articles from the scientific
literature for consideration if these have not been considered in the report or identified
below".

And by "below" they meant the list of fifty "rejected" papers in chapter 13, which included
some of the latest research highly critical of the environmental impacts of unconventional oil
and gas development.

That creates a problem for PHE. As a signatory to the United Nations Economic
Commission for Europe's Aarhus Convention, the UK Government
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" ... shall endeavour to ensure that officials and authorities assist and provide guidance to
the public in seeking access to information, in facilitating participation in decision-making
and in seeking access to justice in environmental matters."

Government decisions on shale gas and health 'open to challenge'

By failing to consult the public on the substance of the report, Public Health England, on
behalf of the Department of Health, have arguably violated the public's rights under the
Aarhus Convention. As a result, by infringing our civil rights, PHE have left all Government
decisions on the public health and shale gas open to legal challenge.

However, that's possibly the least of their worries! It's their impartiality which is open to
question.

In order to demonstrate their claim that the risks are low if, "shale gas extraction is properly
operated and regulated", they have to show - as they outlined in their report - that the
process over here will not be plagued by the same politically-motivated regulatory failings
seen in the USA, Canada or Australia. Yet again, there is no proof of this.

It's just the opposite in fact. And I don't just mean Lord Browne doing his 'Superman act'  -
when he walks into a broom cupboard at the Cabinet Office as a Government minister, to
emerge moments later at the Chairman of Cuadrilla.

We should also consider ...

The Treasury's project to deregulate environmental controls is actively supporting the fast
expansion of unconventional oil and gas;
At the same time the Treasury is forcing cuts to essential environmental services, such as
the government's current review of air pollution monitoring ;
There are high-level political connections  between the unconventional oil and gas
operators and the present administration, giving behind-the-scenes access to decision-
makers;
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The Environment Agency is being forced to reduce the time taken to issue environmental
pollution permits for shale gas to two weeks;
Local planning authorities have been barred from considering pollution and health issues
as part of their planning decisions;
The Treasury are offering financial inducements, while at the same time cutting budgets,
to encourage local authorities to permit shale gas developments in their areas;
The UK recently blocked new EU environmental assessment regulations  which would
have provided evidence on environmental impacts to local decision-makers; and
There is also an apparent bias in other recent reports on shale gas commissioned by the
Government, including - as I argue here - Public Health England's review.

In January 2014, in response to a Greenpeace freedom of information request, the
Department of Energy and Climate Change released a wad of emails between DECC
officials and UK gas companies. One of those emails was from Centrica to the Office for
Unconventional Oil and Gas, and stated:

"Our polling shows that academics are the most trusted sources of information to the public
so we are looking at ways to work with the academic community to present the scientific
facts around shale."

What are these 'scientific facts'?

Unfortunately I don't have the space here to write in detail about:

the recent studies on birth defects,
flaws in air pollution monitoring and how that underestimates impacts on health,
the evidence for the importance of climate change as a public health issue,
the emission of neurotoxins and hazardous solvents,
previously unknown fugitive emissions of methane and toxic gases,
or the pollution of rivers in the USA with shale gas effluent, which makes their sediments
eight times more radioactive than the regulatory guidelines for beta radiation.
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But you can read the summary of my recent report  to discover more.

Certainly, you're not going to hear these "facts" from the Government, or the industry - nor
the public body whom our taxes pay to assess these impacts, Public Health England.

Instead, I'll leave you with the decision of the House of Lords judgement on what constitutes
"bias in public office":

"The question is whether the fair-minded and informed observer, having considered the
facts, would conclude that there was a real possibility that the tribunal was biased."

Gross scientific misconduct

As someone who has spent a lot of time looking at unconventional gas for the last five
years, arguably much of the Government's current work is factually biased.

And Public Health England's report, if you read the studies on which is was based, and then
reads its conclusions, is also biased.

PHE's report, which arguably has infringed our civil rights and their own codes of practice,
amounts to gross scientific misconduct. As such it undermines the very purpose of PHE's
existence - to protect the nation's public health and well-being.

 

 

Paul Mobbs is an independent environmental consultant, investigator, author and lecturer.
He runs the Free Range Activism website.

See a fully referenced version of this article.
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