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AMPAIGN groups are step-
ping up their demands Kent 
is declared a ‘fracking-free 
zone’ amid mounting con-
cerns water supplies could 

be poisoned if the controversial prac-
tice takes place here.

Spearheaded by the local branch of 
the Campaign to Protect Rural Eng-
land (CPRE), it claims it has carried 
out research into the geological 
structure of areas in the county iden-
tified as possible areas for mining.

Hydraulic fracturing – colloquially 
known as ‘fracking’ – involves drilling 
into shale rock before pumping chemi-
cals and water into it at extremely 
high pressure to fracture the rock,      
allowing gas or oil to flow out of it. 

The problem, say the campaigners, 
is the chemicals which are used in the 
industry ‘slick water’ which is used to 
fracture the rock, are dangerous and 
could end up contaminating aquifers 
in Kent - the natural underground 
water supplies. 

This factor, says CPRE Kent, out-
weighs any potential benefits that 
fracking may bring.

But the industry has already stated 
there is no issue with water contami-
nation, repeatedly saying that the 
technologies it uses are second to 
none across the world, and arguing 
that regulation will ensure that there 
are no environmental concerns. 

This, too, is the government line on 
fracking – that regulation will ensure 
there is no danger of environmental 
damage. 

Gerwyn Williams is the chief exec-
utive of the only company to receive 
permission to drill an exploratory 
borehole – in Woodnesborough, near 
Sandwich. When he spoke to KoS, he 
said he felt the campaign group 
would do well to learn more about ge-
ology in the county.

He said: “They are very ill-informed 
in terms of shale, as Kent doesn’t even 
have the Namurian shale which 
would allow fracking in the county. 
There’s none there, which is the rea-
son we chose to give back many of the 
licences which would have allowed 
us the rights to drill in the county.

“But aside from that, there was a 

very big coal mining industry in Kent, 
and because of this, there has already 
been a tremendous amount of work 
under the ground in the county. 

“There has been a huge amount of 
drilling across Kent over decades, and 
none of those boreholes have led to 
any kind of environmental issue or 
water contamination in the area, so 
why should any borehole drilled now, 
with much better technology available, 
cause a problem for water supplies?”

CPRE Kent, however, insists the 
risk remains.

Its vice-president, Richard Knox-
Johnston, feels that safeguarding wa-
ter in the county is crucial.

He said: “Water resources in Kent 
are already seriously stressed. There is 
a danger that if fracking went ahead 
we could damage the aquifer that pro-
vides most of the county’s water. 

“Plus, we fear that water supply 
boreholes could be damaged causing 

pollution which would threaten pub-
lic health as well as harm environ-
mental quality, agriculture and wet-
land habitats.”

The rural charity adds the gas and 
oil deposits which companies want to 
extract are no more than 600-700 
metres below the chalk aquifer of the 
North Downs – this supplies 70 per 
cent of the county’s residents. 

And in a double blow, the charity 
also says the area which may be 
fracked has significant geological 
faults that may cause big issues such 
as earthquakes.

Mr Knox-Johnston said: “Fracking 
bans are now in place in parts of 
France, Germany, Austria, Spain and 
the Netherlands because of concerns 
over similar geological faults. We are 
demanding the same for east Kent.”

But Mr Williams said that there is 
no big issue with the geological faults, 
telling KoS that despite the charity’s 

fears, the industry is so well regulat-
ed, things are unlikely to go wrong.

He said: “The industry is compara-
ble to nuclear energy in the UK. 

“There’s almost no chance of any-
thing going wrong, because it is so 
well regulated by a myriad of differ-
ent agencies. 

“The Health and Safety Executive, 
the Environment Agency, Depart-
ment of Energy and Climate Change, 
and the authorities who play a part in 
planning, all come in to play. 

“That is a huge amount of regula-
tion which all needs to be flawlessly 
adhered to; if we don’t then the frack-
ing simply doesn’t take place. CPRE 
Kent are off their heads if they think 
that with all that regulation, any-
thing is likely to go wrong.”

And yet still, the campaign 
group harbours concerns 
that regulation will not 
take place, warning that 

operations will require 24-hour on-
site monitoring by what the charity 
says needs to be “competent, inde-
pendent inspectors”. 

It also questions how this will be 
achieved when the regulatory bodies 
are already, in its view, insufficiently 
staffed and facing further cuts.

Ken Cronin is the chief executive of 
industry group the UK Onshore Op-
erators Group, or UKOOG. 

He told KoS that the demands made 
by CPRE Kent were ludicrous, and 
tantamount to scaremongering from 
the charity.

He said: “The proposals for a frack-

free zone are not supported by the 
facts, which show that more than 
200 wells have been fracked in the 
UK to date without any noticeable en-
vironmental issues, operating in are-
as of outstanding natural beauty, 
next to RSPB nature reserves and 
within a couple of miles of some of the 
most expensive homes in the UK. 

“Eminent experts, including Public 
Health England, the Royal Society 
and Royal Academy of Engineering, 
the Chartered Institute of Water and 
Environmental Management and 
Professor David Mackay and Dr Tim 
Stone, have all concluded that the 
risks are small in a properly regulated 
industry and the onshore oil and gas 
industry in the UK not only has some 
of the best environmental and safety 
records in the world but also operates 
under some of the toughest regula-
tion in the world.”

But still, the campaign group is de-
manding the minister for energy, 
Matthew Hancock, ensures fracking 
doesn’t take place in Kent.

Mr Knox-Johnston said: “Given the 
over-riding need to protect unique 
and increasingly vulnerable water 
resources, we have to say no to frack-
ing in east Kent. 

“It is vital that the minister listens 
to our concerns and recognises the 
very real danger we face.”
■ What do you think about fracking? 
Share your views and join the de-
bate. Write to The Editor, KoS, Kent 
House, 81 Station Road, Ashford 
TN23 1PP or email editorial@kos-
media.co.uk.
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Jamie Weir reports on new calls for county to become a ‘frack-free zone’ to stop shale gas exploration

DIGGING THE DIRT: The fracking industry has refuted claims the process of hydraulic fracturing - which used chemicals to break up rock - could contaminate our underground water supplies


