
Matt McGrath BBC Environment Correspondent on Fracking: A 

Taste of the Fairness to Come from David Millar? 

David Millar, BBC Scotland’s Environment Correspondent, has announced on Twitter that he 

will be developing a documentary on Fracking, insisting that the BBC has no position on 

fracking and proudly asserting his credentials. Some Facebook responses have been less 

than trusting of those credentials. How can we find out if optimism (for the protection of 

the wider public) is warranted? Let’s have a look at recent BBC output on fracking by Matt 

McGrath BBC Environment Correspondent. Matt’s webpage opens with the reassuring 

banner: 

Welcome to my reflections and insight into what's really affecting the world all around us 

 

Posts on his site in November and in December ignore the HM Chief Science Advisor’s 

Report suggesting the precautionary principle on Fracking and linking it with the earlier 

rushes into Asbestos and Thalidomide. Also, he ignores Mayor Cuomo of NY announcing the 

banning of fracking in NY State and numerous anti-fracking protests there and in the UK. 

Clearly these don’t reflect what’s really happening. We get from him, The Lima Climate Talks 

and John Kerry. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/correspondents/mattmcgrath/ 

Clearly uninterested in the health experts from New York and their hundreds of worrying 

reports, on 13th December, he attempts to pour cold water on fears with (BBC EDITOR’S 

CHOICE!)  

Fracking: Untangling fact from fiction 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-20595228 

Look at the opening paras and the way they, not that subtly, stress the industry view rather 

than that of the health experts. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/correspondents/mattmcgrath/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-20595228


Fracking, as it is known, is a controversial technique for recovering gas and 

oil from shale rock. But how concerned should people be about the 

environmental impacts? 

Hydraulic fracturing is widely used across the US to exploit reserves of oil 

and gas that were once believed to be inaccessible. 

But in the UK, the use of fracking was halted in 2011 after some minor 

earthquakes near Blackpool, in north-west England, were attributed to test 

wells being drilled by the energy company Cuadrilla. 

The company carried out its own report into the incident and found that it 

was "most likely" that the seismic events were caused by the direct 

injection of fluid into the fault zone. 

The Department for Energy and Climate Change (Decc) then asked three 

experts to make an independent assessment. Their report indicated that 

future earthquakes as a result of fracking could not be ruled out - but the 

risk from these tremors was low and structural damage extremely unlikely. 

The experts also made recommendations on how to minimise these risks. 

Another review, carried out by the Royal Society and the Royal Academy of 

Engineering, also gave fracking the green light - provided that strong 

regulations were in place. 

I’ve highlighted several words and phrases for a wee textual analysis class, below. Most 

obvious though is the long delay before those readers who stay with him get, perhaps, any 

taste of the other side of the argument – the environmental perspective you might think he 

was paid to know about and tell us about. They don’t. More of that comes later. 

 

UCA: BA Propaganda Studies: Textual Analysis Workshop 1: 

Read the above paragraphs and explain the writer’s motives and his methods. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-14432401
http://www.cuadrillaresources.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/Geomechanical-Study-of-Bowland-Shale-Seismicity_02-11-11.pdf
http://royalsociety.org/policy/projects/shale-gas-extraction/report/


Student Name: Frank Frackerovsky, Yr3 Propaganda Studies 

The writer is either in favour of fracking or doesn’t want to upset anyone powerful who is. 

The first six paragraphs don’t mention any of the 400 health risks suggested by the 

Concerned Health Professional of NY even though this was discussed widely at the end of 

November 2014. 

The vocabulary he chooses always work to reduce anxiety – controversial rather than 

potentially dangerous, recovering rather than mentioning the word fracturing, minor 

and seismic events rather than earthquakes or tremors. Best of all, they’ll be drilling into 

fault zones that were there already. Whose fault is the fault then if it was already there? 

The writer further undermines fears of the new by reminding us fracking is widely used 

across the US and that it’s just continuing an old (safe?) practice in formerly 

inaccessible places. Readers in the populous south of the UK will be reassured perhaps by 

the reminder that Blackpool is in the North-West. Scottish readers will of course be 

confused by that reference. 

The fracking company is presented as reasonable in admitting possible responsibility for 

future earthquakes. The writer doesn’t mention the precautionary principle held by most 

scientists which means that it’s their responsibility to show it’s absolutely safe and not 

everyone else’s responsibility to prove without doubt that it is safe. 

There are phrases like risk from these tremors was low, strong regulations were in place 

and structural damage extremely unlikely and how to minimise these risks which make 

you feel you can rely on engineers to keep us safe. We’ve had the world’s best engineers 

since the 19th Century. Even better the engineers work for the Queen’s Royal academies. 

Who could we trust more? My brother is the in the Queen’s Something Regiment that 

rebuilt Iraq. 

The writer also doesn’t mention the fact that some politicians have financial interests in 

fracking companies. George Osborne’s dad is involved I’ve heard though that was from 

Red Robbo in First Year Sociology. 



So, overall, I’m not sure. He’s scared to tell the truth you told us in class or maybe it’s not 

much to worry about really? 

B2, 54% Some good use of evidence here but not really getting a coherent picture. See me. 

You could have mentioned the omission by McGrath of some of these: 

1. Air pollution  
2. Water contamination  
3. Inherent engineering problems that worsen with time  
4. Radioactive releases  
5. Occupational health and safety hazards  
6. Public Health Effects, Measured Directly  
7. Noise pollution, light pollution and stress  
8. Earthquakes and seismic activity  
9. Abandoned and active oil and natural gas wells (as pathways  
for gas and fluid migration)  
10. Flood risks  
11. Threats to agriculture and soil quality  
12. Threats to the climate system  
13. Inaccurate jobs claims, increased crime rates, threats to  
property value and mortgages and local government burden  
14. Inflated estimates of oil and gas reserves and profitability  
15. Disclosure of serious risks to investors  
16. Medical and scientific calls for more study and more transparency.  
 
from: http://psehealthyenergy.org/site/view/1233  

 
or other evidence from the class hand-out :  

 

https://thoughtcontrolscotland.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/fracking-fails-to-fracture301214.pdf 

 

Finally, for next week, check the whole article by Matt and count how many of his experts come 

from Health or Environmental Health backgrounds as opposed to engineering or business.  

 

 

 

http://psehealthyenergy.org/site/view/1233
https://thoughtcontrolscotland.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/fracking-fails-to-fracture301214.pdf

