
I feel the earth move under my feet: The limits of fairness in the 

case of fracking: BBC Scotland’s ‘special’ on fracking in Scotland  

 

These are ‘The Concerned Health Professionals of New York’ whose collation of 400 

research studies showing health risks from fracking, led to the complete ban of fracking in 

New York in December 2014. I copied their report to the BBC Team in January 2015.  

I’ve been sitting on this one, until the dust settles. I started writing it on the 4 th with only the 

polls for evidence of an SNP landslide – bad metaphor for this topic? 

BBC Scotland’s ‘The War Over Fracking’ appeared at 7.30pm on the 29 th April, 2015, nearly 

four months after it had been ‘announced’ in a tweet by presenter David Miller. 

If I didn’t know anything about fracking, it would probably have seemed to be a fair, 

balanced piece of work. Miller comes across as genuine sort of guy who is trying his best to 

be fair. I suspect he was and it’s a very, very bad thing for democracy if he succeeded in 

persuading viewers of that. If the report had been more clearly in favour of business 

interests or if it had concentrated on the more ‘revolting’ elements in the anti-fracking 

movement (me included), then viewers would probably have seen through it. The report 

was balanced and allowed the anti-fracking movement to be presented as mature, local and 

essentially decent folk, just like us. If the topic had been conflict between dog-walkers, 

horse-riders and off-road cyclists over access to the countryside, the approach would have 

been correct. 

Again, I’m sure David had no desire to propagandise so effectively but his apparent 

reasonableness and the nature of the report may have calmed fears about fracking in a way 

that is unfortunate for the future of Scotland’s people and environment. Why? Well, 

because there were three very important and potentially opinion-changing things missing 

from the report. First, there was no mention of the large body of research emerging from 



the USA, after ten years, demonstrating real risks to health in populations anywhere near 

fracking. Second, there was no mention of UK government advisers concerns about the 

dangers of abandoning the precautionary principle with new technologies. Third, there was 

no mention of the international shift in opinion and the banning of fracking across the 

World. I’ll elaborate on these below to more fully reveal their massive significance for the 

debate which, for that reason, makes a balanced but selective report like the BBC 

programme, biased by ommission. 

Here’s a quick summary of the report, before I present the missing evidence, more fully.  

1. History of shale oil extraction: emphasis on ‘energy we needs, the jobs we want’ with 

no mention of negative factors at the time eg workers’ health, deaths in mines. 

2. British Geological Survey geologist explains the geology of Central Scotland: no 

mention of risks such as earthquakes -  ‘This is a really good source rock for 

hydrocarbons.’ 

3. Graphics-based explanation of the fracking process – graphics imply fracking effects 

remain far below surface. 

4. DM reports from US where fracking has been ‘blamed for polluting water supplies, 

leaking gas into the atmosphere and causing earthquakes.’ 

5. DM reports on low level of support -24% - and the Scottish Government moratorium. 

6. DM suggests we need ‘understanding of both sides’ and that ‘gas is crucial because 

it’s how most of us heat our homes’ but no recognition that switching to electricity is 

easily possible for homes. 

7. INEOS Tom Crotty – ‘This is an industry that operates in the US extremely safely. 

Over a million wells operating in the US without incident without issue.’ This is not 

contradicted by the presenter despite the actual evidence from the US (see below) 

creating a major fault-line in this report! 

8. The local farmer. 

9. Explanation of related ‘underground coal gasification.’  

10. Local ‘community activist’ elaborates risks. 

11. Quickly back to industry expert to neutralise previous. 

12. Dr Richard Dixon of Friends of the Earth – ‘disastrous, small amount and never 

cheap.’ 

13. Scottish government ‘Expert Report’ – Professor Zoe Shipton, consultant to geo-

thermal industries’ – ‘we have the capability to do this with minimal 

impact…operators want to do this well…current regulations pretty tight.’ 

14. Richard Dixon, FoE – ‘gaps in the regulations.’ 

15. Fergus Ewing, SNP – ‘caution, evidence.’ 

16. Patrick Harvie, Greens – ‘shift energy system to clean, renewable, affordable 

system.’ 



17. Ian Duncan, Con. – ‘oil coming to an end just as we have the potential, literally, 

within ‘spitting distance’ of Grangemouth.’ See below of evidence of risk to lungs not 

much ameliorated by spitting. 

18. Fergus Ewing – ‘care, evidence…’ 

19. DM asks: ‘If the Scottish public clearly says it doesn’t want this, will that be enough 

for you?’ Ewing doesn’t answer question. 

20. FoE – climate change overlooked - ‘last thing we need is new fossil fuels.’ 

21. INEOS Tom Crotty – ‘gas is the cleanest form – quickest and surest way to reduce 

emissions – look at USA.’ So, gas is good because coal is worse? And regarding 

consultation and moratorium – ‘It’s not holding us up.’ Shouldn’t it be? 

22. DM – ‘worst case scenario (fracking banned), how big a hole in Scotland plc? Tom 

Crotty: ‘a huge hole.’ 

23. Fergus Ewing – ‘careful, listening….’ 

24. Last words – The farmer say little, Tom Crotty worries we might miss this 

‘renaissance growth’ and Fergus Ewing reassures us that Scotland is still in the Age of 

Rational Analysis. Renaissance? Really? How corporatism defiles even our words? 

So, 24 chunks of communication with the first 3 ‘purely descriptive’ if you think that’s 

possible. Starting with this, especially in the absence of any negative factors makes the 

industrial model seem ‘normal’ thus forcing criticism onto a back foot and developing a 

trouble-making image for it. The two short critical pieces (4, 5) are neutered by limitation 

and neglect of medical evidence from the US (see below). There are then, with small gaps, 8 

pro-fracking/UCG statements (6, 7, 9, 11, 13, 17, 21, 22). There are, amongst the previous, 

but mainly after them, 6 clearly anti fracking/UCG statements (10, 12, 14, 16, 19, 20). As for 

the other 5, I count Fergus Ewing and the Farmer as making cagey uninfluential comments.  

So, there is a clear tendency to normalise industry/business perspectives and, in particular, 

allow the presentation of demonstrable inaccuracies by INEOS. However, the programme 

respects the protest movement and does not demonise it as others might have done. So, as 

suggested earlier it’s a nice, reasonable, report which might easily convince viewers that the 

risk are less than they might have thought intuitively. After all, with no knowledge, would 

you want the ground under your home fractured? So it looks kind of trustworthy and thus is 

propaganda of the most effective kind. 

To be complete, accurate and fair, ‘The War over Fracking’ needed the evidence below, 

lifted from one of my previous reports on NN. David Miller wouldn’t have needed to search 

for this, I gave it all to him in January. This is all material from the end of 2014. Some more 

recent evidence follows at the end of this report 

28th November: ‘Could fracking follow thalidomide, tobacco and asbestos among 

innovations that turned sour?’ From an Independent newspaper online report on HM 

Chief Scientific Advisor’s Annual Report.  



PSE Healthy Energy, USA 11th December: ‘A significant body of evidence has emerged to 

demonstrate that these activities are inherently dangerous to people and their 

communities. Risks include adverse impacts on water, air, agriculture, public health and 

safety, property values, climate stability and economic vitality.’  

Concerned Health Professionals of New York, USA 12th December: ‘Given the risks 

associated with fracking and the knowledge that the regulatory system is inadequate 

and under-resourced, the ‘precautionary principle’ points clearly to the need to reject 

the applications for exploratory fracking.’  

17th December: ‘Citing Health Risks, Mayor Cuomo Bans Fracking in New York State.’ 

New York Times.  

19th December: ‘Council (North Lanarkshire) to press for Scottish fracking moratorium’ 

Cumbernauld Media  

22nd December: ‘They were hoping to be back at home, but residents living near a well 

pad leak in Monroe County (USA) will have to wait another day. It’s been nine days 

since the leak after a well head malfunctioned, spewing natural gas into the air….Many 

of the roads in the area also remain closed to traffic and the no fly-zone (5 000 ft.) has 

remained in effect. wtrf.com, Ohio, USA 

So, the UK Chief Scientific Advisor’s ‘flagship’ annual report, the Mayor of New York, two enormous 

(see below) US reports from medical professional groups, a UK medical professional group’s letter to 

an English local authority which had experienced earthquakes after pilot drilling in 2003, a Scottish 

local authority very near to BBC Scotland and STV headquarters, a large peaceful protest outside the 

Scottish HQ of a fracking company and a mid-western US town evacuated for nine days and subject 

to a no-fly-zone – is this news? One of the US studies (PSE) looked at 400 peer-reviewed papers on 

the impact of shale gas development with the following key findings:  

1. 96% of all papers published on health impacts indicate potential risks or 

adverse health outcomes. 

2. 87% of original research studies published on health outcomes indicates 

potential risks or adverse health outcomes.  

3. 95% of all original research studies on air quality indicate elevated 

concentrations of air pollutants.  

4. 72% of original research studies on water quality indicate potential, positive 

association, or actual incidence of water contamination.  

5. There is an ongoing expansion in the number of peer-reviewed publications 

on the impacts of shale and tight gas development: approximately 73% of all 

available scientific peer-reviewed papers have been published in the past 24 

months, with a current average of one paper published each day. (PSE, 2014)  

The Concerned Health Professionals of NY listed hundreds of reports, over 100 

pages, indexed as below, after making this key comment: ‘Despite this 



emerging body of knowledge, industry secrecy and government inaction 

continue to thwart scientific inquiry, leaving many potential problems—

especially cumulative, long-term risks—unidentified, unmonitored and largely 

unexplored. This problem is compounded by nondisclosure agreements, sealed 

court records, and legal settlements that prevent families (and their doctors) 

from discussing injuries. As a result, no comprehensive inventory of human 

hazards yet exists.’  

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. 

(ecowatch.com, December 2014)  

Now look, this is the ‘real deal’ in research. A comprehensive longitudinal review of 400 related 

studies, all credible in source, should be listened to. As I write, I think of all the shoddy little 

‘research’ reports presented on Reporting Scotland as if they were authoritative in any way and 

despair at the neglect of the above. 

The above survey of reports and events in only one month (December 2014), by this researcher, 

based on quite a short search for evidence, suggests quite dramatic newsworthiness. Again, using 

the Independent’s own survey (Ward, 2014) of the topics searched for by their readers in 2014, 



fracking came 4th after only Ebola, motor-neurone disease and love! This suggests a high level of 

interest and at the same time an explicit need for more information on fracking from the media. The 

Independent newspaper online edition drew my attention in the first place on 30th November, but 

quickly published (7th December) a piece attempting to ‘balance’ it with more ‘business-friendly’ 

arguments insisting ‘fracking is in its infancy’ and doubting whether the Chief Scientific Advisor 

meant what was in his own report (Gore, 2014).  

What about the rest of the World? Where else is fracking banned or subject to a moratorium? Well 

France, Germany, parts of Spain, Texas (where it started), New York, several other counties. A 

reasonably up-to-date and complete list can be found here: 

http://www.gabpg.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/List-of-Bans.pdf 

David Miller didn’t mention any of these. The French ban and the German moratorium are clearly 

important evidence. Indeed one of the main criticisms of the programme is its neglect of evidence 

form the USA alongside giving free reign to INEOS to lie about it. 

So, to finish, what recent evidence is there? Well using my well-honed, professorial, research skills, I 

googled ‘fracking health risks’ and reduced the list to the last month only. Here’s the first page. I 

don’t know how pages there will be before it runs out. I know some are repeats. Here they are: 

9th April: Rising Levels of Toxic Gas Found in Homes Near Fracking ... 

www.nbcnews.com/health/health.../could-fracking-raise-lung-cancer-risk... 

 

9 Apr 2015 - Pennsylvania has had issues with naturally occurring radon long 

before ...of the risks of radon in general, said Goldstein, who was not involved in 

the study. .... As Researchers Tie Fracking and Radon, Pennsylvania ... 

desmogblog.com/.../pennsylvania-keeps-radioactivity-study-data-under-... 

 

19 Apr 2015 - The study, published in the scientific journal Environmental Health 

Perspectives, ... With renewed concern about a possible tie between fracking and 

radon in  ... 

13 April 2015 - Fracking Increases Radon Gas Hazard, US Study Finds ... 

thetyee.ca/News/2015/04/13/Fracking-Radon-Gas-Hazard/ 

 

13 Apr 2015 - Another major U.S. health study has found that the 

hydraulic fracking of unconventional rock formations can liberate and accelerate 

the release of radon,  ... Scientists Link Pennsylvania's Fracking Boom To 

http://www.gabpg.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/List-of-Bans.pdf
http://www.nbcnews.com/health/health-news/could-fracking-raise-lung-cancer-risk-n338146
http://desmogblog.com/2015/04/19/pennsylvania-keeps-radioactivity-study-data-under-wraps-johns-hopkins-researchers-report-correlation-between-fracking
http://thetyee.ca/News/2015/04/13/Fracking-Radon-Gas-Hazard/
http://thinkprogress.org/climate/2015/04/09/3644539/pennsylvania-fracking-radon-study/


Increased ...thinkprogress.org/climate/2015/04/.../pennsylvania-fracking-radon-

study... 

 

9 Apr 2015 - Researchers from Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of 

Public Health ... to raise concerns about radioactivity exposure from 

Pennsylvania's fracking operations. 

 

4 days ago - Main article: Environmental impact of 

hydraulic fracturing ... Research is underway to determine if human health has  ... 

Increased Levels of Radon in Pennsylvania Homes ...www.jhsph.edu › News › 

News Releases 

 

9 Apr 2015 - Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health researchers say 

that levels of ... the time that the fracking industry began drilling natural gas 

wells in the state. ... can accumulate to levels that substantially increase 

the risk of lung cancer. Study links radon levels in Pennsylvania homes to fracking 

www.baltimoresun.com/.../bal-study-links-radon-levels-in-pennsylvania-... 

 

9 Apr 2015 - A new study by Johns Hopkins researchers links elevated levels of 

radioactive ... Amid debate about the safety of fracking and its impact on 

people'shealth and  ... 

 

23 Apr 2015 - Democrats Highlight Public Health Concerns related 

to Fracking and ...and well-documented history of funding research studies to 

cater to their own interests.Yet another health worry from fracking: Radon | 

Stuart H. Smith, www.stuarthsmith.com/yet-another-health-worry-from-

fracking-radon/ 

 

10 Apr 2015 - But given the shoot-first, ask-questions-later nature of 

the fracking boom, scientific researchers continue to uncover new health 

hazards, nearly a decade into this...Study suggests fracking could release radon 

http://thinkprogress.org/climate/2015/04/09/3644539/pennsylvania-fracking-radon-study/
http://www.jhsph.edu/news/news-releases/2015/increased-levels-of-radon-in-pennsylvania-homes-correspond-to-onset-of-fracking.html
http://www.baltimoresun.com/features/green/blog/bal-study-links-radon-levels-in-pennsylvania-homes-to-fracking-20150408-story.html
http://www.stuarthsmith.com/yet-another-health-worry-from-fracking-radon/
http://www.stuarthsmith.com/yet-another-health-worry-from-fracking-radon/
http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/2015/04/09/radon-fracking-study/25466893/


from ground, www.usatoday.com/story/news/2015/04/09/...fracking-

study/25466893/ 

 

Remember this? ‘Could fracking follow thalidomide, tobacco and asbestos among 

innovations that turned sour?’ UK HM Chief Scientific Advisor’s Annual Report. 

Consider all the evidence from the USA, still growing and then think back to the BBC 

Scotland report. They treated the issue as if it were worthy of balance because both 

sides seemed honest when, in fact, the industry is utterly corrupt in its behaviour, lying 

openly about the evidence from the USA. This is not the people vs computer games or 

vs chocolate where there are legitimate arguments on either side; this is, according to 

HM Chief Scientific Adviser, the contemporary version of the people vs tobacco or 

thalidomide or asbestos. To balance and to select out damaging evidence, in the 

interests of ‘business’, is to distort reality as media did for decades with tobacco. Try 

again, BBC Scotland. 

Professor John Robertson, University of the West of Scotland, May 10th 2015 

 

  

http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/2015/04/09/radon-fracking-study/25466893/

