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Almost  Hese    This  briefing  This  briefing  summarises    
  
     
Introduction  

In  recent  years,  shale  gas  production  in  the  United  States  has  grown  enormously,  changing  the  US  
  

  
Geological  surveys  and  initial  findings  from  the  one  company  that  has  drilled  test  wells  show  that  the  
UK  could  have  significant  shale  gas  reserves  potentially  providing,  in  the  view  of  its  proponents,  a  
secure  supply  of  natural  gas.  Reserves  have  also  been  found  elsewhere  in  Europe  and  could  be  even  
greater.  With  claims  of  lower  greenhouse  gas  emissions  than  coal,  shale  gas  is  being  touted  as  a    
Introduction  

Earlier this year Energy Secretary Ed Davey 

continuing to rely on gas as a major energy source for the UK poses many risks. Key 
among these is the -binding climate change targets.  

This briefing outlines ten key risks of an energy future with a major role for gas. It sets out 
heavily on a new 

, written by Professor Michael 
Bradshaw, a leading expert on gas and energy security.  

Friends of the Earth believes that it is time to take our foot off the gas and focus on 
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Introduction 

inadequate progress in key areas of UK energy policy such as energy efficiency and the 
deployment of renewable energy. The collapse in the prospects for new nuclear power 
stations  although this would be a ruinous course of action - risks leading to gas filling the 
generation gap.  
 
Earlier this year the Government effectively launched 
new gas-fired power stations consented before 2015 would not have to cut their carbon 
emissions before 2045. A second dash for gas over the next few years could lead to the UK 
building more gas power generating capacity than it needs. Analysis by Bloomberg New 
Energy Finance  published before the effective launch of the second dash for gas  found 
that new gas plants with a capacity of 11 gigawatts (GW) - enough to power almost 11 
million homes  could be built by 20
recent projection of 4.1GW.  
 
Continuing to rely on gas brings with it serious risks. Many of these relate to energy security, 
which has four elements: 
 Physical  avoiding involuntary interruptions to supply. 
 Price  providing energy to customers at reasonable prices 
 Geopolitical  ensuring the UK retains independence through avoiding reliance on other 

nations. 
 Environmental  achieving emissions reduction targets and avoiding other negative 

impacts. 
This briefing outlines some of these risks, and how we can avoid them. 
 

Failing to meet legally-binding climate change targets  

Under the Climate Change Act 2008, the UK has a legally-binding to reduce emissions of 
greenhouse gases to 80% below 1990 levels by 2050.  
 
Cutting emissions from the energy sector, and in particular decarbonising power generation, 
is essential if these targets are to be met.  at the 
Committee for Climate Change (CCC) have recommended a target to reduce the emissions 
intensity of power generation by 90% by 2030. Continuing to rely on gas as a main source of 
power generation would at best jeopardise meeting these targets.  
 
Professor Bradshaw believes that a perfect storm is developing around UK energy policy, 
with 
strategy: energy efficiency, renewable energy, electrification of the economy and Carbon 

1. These multiple failures, he believes, could result in the Government 
back-tracking into a greater reliance on gas.  
 

Davey -fired generation instead of low carbon 
investment 2. 
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Continuing exposure of UK households and businesses to price rises and volatility 

Nearly half of UK electricity is produced from gas. The price electricity producers pay for gas 
has risen by 90% in real terms since 2000, leading to a 60% rise in household electricity bills 
between 2004 and 2010. No-one knows for sure what future gas prices will be, but as 
Professor Bradshaw writes he conventional wisdom is that in the future gas prices will 
proba 3. This is because demand is likely to rise, 
particularly from countries such as China and India, supply will struggle to keep pace, and as 
Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) takes a greater share of global gas trade, we will increasingly 
have to compete on the global market for gas, and pay the price accordingly4. This will also 

 
 
Shale gas advocates claim that drilling in Europe will bring down gas prices, as it has in the 
US. This view is not shared by experts: research for the industry regulator OFGEM found 
that only huge growth in the industry in Europe would significantly affect UK gas prices  and 
they concluded that this boom scenario was unlikely.  
 
Being drawn into military action to protect supplies 

it can be transported by ship 
rather than by pipeline. The Gulf state of Qatar dominates LNG exports, with over a quarter 
of the global market. Qatar is also a major source of imported gas for the UK, supplying 
almost all imported LNG and 27% of total gas imports in 2010.  
 
However all Qatari LNG exports  and 15 million barrels of oil per day - pass through the 
narrow Strait of Hormuz, including through Iranian territorial waters. Iran has threatened to 

Professor Bradshaw states as closure of the Strait 
would also debilitate a significant percentage of global oil supply such a situation is unlikely 

5. Defence Secretary Philip Hammond has said 
that disruption to the flow of oil through Strait of Hormuz would threaten regional and global 
economi 6. 
 
Local environmental problems from shale gas extraction 

Shale gas advocates push it as the solution to our gas security problems, delivering secure 
supplies at low cost. But shale gas is unlikely to be a game-changer. As Professor Bradshaw 
notes, significant levels of exploitation are unlikely for many years; a US-style boom, with a 
significant impact on UK gas prices is unlikely; and brings with it the risk of serious local 
environmental problems. He concludes 

7. 
 
The industry has grown rapidly in recent years in the US. However Friends of the Earth 
believes this has led to significant local environmental problems, with considerable evidence 
of fracking leading to contamination of water supplies, problems dealing with contaminated 
waste water, local air pollution problems and triggering earthquakes8. These problems could 
be more significant in a more densely-populated country such as the UK.   
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Furthermore, there is good evidence that shale gas could be just as polluting as coal in 
climate terms9

renewables10. 
 

Additional cost of further gas infrastructure eg storage 

The UK has much lower levels of gas storage than other countries: 
demand compared to 69 in Germany and 87 in France. Continuing reliance on gas would 
increase the calls for more storage to be built, costing several billion pounds. However it is 
not clear who would pay for this. The Government has said it will not pay and Professor 
Bradshaw concludes industry says there is no business 
case, the consumer would have to foot the bill  noting that consumers have already been 
told to expect to cover the costs of upgrading pipes and other facilities11. 
 
Staying in the stranglehold of the Big Six energy companies 

Friends of the Earth believes that a continuing reliance on gas for power generation and 
heating will keep UK households and businesses in the stranglehold of the Big Six energy 
companies. The Big Six  Centrica (British Gas), EDF, E.On, RWE npower, Scottish Power 
and SSE  produce nearly three-quarters of UK electricity and supply 99% of domestic 
consumers. They make massive profits from keeping us hooked on fossil fuels, and want to 
carry on doing so. Public anger at the behaviour of the Big Six has led to 86% of people in a 
recent opinion poll wanting an independent inquiry into their power12. 
 

Slower development of renewable energy and lower job creation 

Friends of the Earth believes that a greater reliance on gas could mean slower development 
of renewable energy sources. This would not just slow down the essential decarbonisation of 
the energy sector, but also the future growth of vital green industries. The UK  immense 
potential for renewable energy could lead to a sector supporting 400,000 jobs by the end of 
the decade13.  
impacts on investment in renewable energy, a concern which has been raised by several 
commentators, such as Paul Stevens of Chatham House14.  
 
Dependence on as yet unproven technology 

If we are to be on course for decarbonisation of the power sector by 2030, as recommended 
by the Committee on Climate Change, then any new gas plant will not be able to run at full 
capacity beyond maybe the mid-2020s unless it is retrofitted with technology to reduce 
emissions at source and store them safely.  
 
However Professor Bradshaw believes this technology, known as Carbon Capture and 
Storage (CCS) brings with it significant uncertainties and drawbacks: the application of CCS 
imposes an efficiency penalty on the power station (about 10%) and will be expensive to 
install and operate. Thus, withstanding any carbon tax, the resulting energy will be more 
expensive than power produced from unabated generation plant. It is also commercially 
unproven 15 
 
CCS is needed for the industrial sector as well as for power generation and we should 
continue to develop it. However it seems risky to rely heavily on an unproven and potentially 
very expensive technology.  
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Losing the opportunity for a move to community-owned energy 

Friends of the Earth believes that community participation in energy generation would 
revolutionise how we think about energy. Energy would be generated at the local level  
whether from wind, solar or hydro - with communities having a real stake in schemes 
through ownership or participation. This would democratise  energy by taking power away 
from the big energy companies and help change attitudes to energy use and efficiency.  
 
This is precisely what has happened in Germany where the bulk of new renewable energy 
generation is owned by households, farmers, communities and local authorities. This has 

equivalent to 5-10 new power stations a year, largely without public subsidy, with hundreds 
of thousands of new jobs created 
 
This could also happen in the UK, but keeping our foot on the gas would continue the 
domination by large energy companies. 
 
Risks of more Elgin-platform style problems and other supply crises 

s 
damaging as the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico, further highlighted 
concerns about the potential impact of fossil fuel extraction in sensitive environments. 
Professor Bradshaw lists several other occasions, as a result of accidents and planned 
maintenance, which have caused supply crises in recent years. These accidents  such as 
an explosion on a Centrica North sea gas platform in 2006  and other factors  such as a 
lengthy maintenance programme run by Qatari LNG manufacturers in 2010  led to higher 
gas prices. The Government believes the system is robust enough to handle such problems, 
but Professor Bradshaw only a true test will tell 16 
 
Friends of the Earth is concerned about plans for drilling in the Arctic. The main interest is 
currently in oil, but vast gas reserves have been reported as well. An incident like that on the 
Elgin platform could turn into a disaster in the Arctic, given the severe conditions (harsher 
weather, months of darkness, lack of infrastructure) and the fragility of the environment. 
 

Conclusion 

Professor Bradshaw compares different possible energy futures, assessing them against the 
four components of energy security. The energy futures include a Green scenario (where 

 comes from renewable sources, with no new nuclear power and 
a limited role for gas as back-up) and a Second Dash for Gas scenario (in which no 
significant improvements in energy efficiency and not enough progress on low-carbon 
generation capacity result in a higher level of demand for gas). 
 
The Green scenario scores positively for physical, geopolitical and environmental security, 
and price security is assessed as uncertain. Conversely, a second dash for gas would mean 
more geopolitical risks and a greater chance that we will not meet our climate change targets 
and could also mean more supply problems and more exposure to price uncertainty. 
 
Professor Bradshaw concludes the best way to reduce the energy security risks associated 
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17. He adds 
that shale gas is unlikely to be a game-changer in the UK. 

 
Friends of the Earth believes that the risks associated with continuing to rely on gas are 
immense. First and foremost is failing to meet our climate change targets. Other risks 
include further rises and unpredictability in energy bills, local environmental problems from 
the exploitation of shale and other unconventional gas, military action to protect supplies and 
staying in the stranglehold of the Big Six energy companies rather than developing more 
democratic, community-owned energy systems. 
 

believes the answer is clear: we must take our foot off the gas and focus on delivering clean 
British energy from wind, wave and solar power. The Government must make sure that its 
reforms of the electricity market, which will go through Parliament over the next year, take 
the once-in-a-generation opportunity to make this happen.  
                                                
1 
http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/reports/time_to_take_our_foot_off.pdf  
2 http://downloads.theccc.org.uk.s3.amazonaws.com/Letters/EdwardDaveyMP_Letter270312.pdf  
3 Bradshaw op p20 
4 For more information on future gas prices, see 
http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/briefings/gas_price_briefing.pdf  
5 Bradshaw p23 
6 http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/4f7ad3e4-36fa-11e1-96bf-00144feabdc0.html#axzz1upzt7cU2  
7 Bradshaw p11 
8 See for example 
http://documents.foodandwaterwatch.org/doc/FrackingCrisisEU.pdf  
9 See for example http://www.springerlink.com/content/c338g7j559580172/ and http://www.postcarbon.org/reports/PCI-Hughes-
NETL-Cornell-Comparison.pdf  
10 For more information on all these issues, see Friends of t  
http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/briefings/shale_gas.pdf  
11 Bradshaw p25 
12 http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/press_releases/big_six_inquiry_poll_20022012.html  
13 http://www.r-e-a.net/news/report-on-employment-and-
skills-in-the-uk-renewable-energy-sector-to-be-launched-with-greg-barker  
14 Paul Stevens http://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/papers/view/109468  
15 Bradshaw p18 
16 Bradshaw p24 
17 Bradshaw p34 
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