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Economic Boom or 
EnvironmEntal BUSt?
Hydraulic fracturing, or fracking, is an oil and gas extraction process that has caused 
so much concern worldwide that they have banned it in France, Bulgaria, parts of the 
United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, South Africa, Ireland and the US.  

In New Zealand, Christchurch, Waimakariri, Selwyn and Kaikoura District Councils 
have called for a moratorium on fracking and in March this year, the Parliamentary 
Commissioner for the Environment ordered an inquiry into the practice.

But in Taranaki, fracking continues unabated. 

FRACKING

in fact, wE’rE aBoUt to BE 
frackEd a wholE lot morE. 
While other parts of the world are calling for caution and 
more information on whether fracking contaminates 
groundwater, or even causes earthquakes, Taranaki is at the 
forefront of fracking in New Zealand.

The development of horizontal drilling and fracking as 
a way of extracting gas held in shale, sandstones and coal 
seams, is revolutionizing the energy industry worldwide. 

Fracking involves pumping huge volumes of water, sand 
and a mix of chemicals, at enormous pressure, into the 

ground. This fractures the rock, and enables the oil and gas 
to flow from formerly impermeable material. 

But in America, people are telling of illness, contaminated 
water, sick and dying animals, after wells were fracked near 
their properties. The documentary movie Gasland showed 
residents holding cigarette lighters up to their running taps, 
and the water exploding in a ball of flame. 

In Taranaki, people have already opted to truck in water to 
their properties because of fear their water is contaminated. 



SARAH’S STORY
 

The Taranaki Regional Council has 
done their best to reassure residents, 
with recent reports stating that 
fracking is safe, but critics aren’t 
convinced, pointing out the reports’ 
disclaimer: ‘The hydraulic fracturing 
and geological information in this 
report has largely been supplied by oil 
and gas companies in the region and is 
believed to be accurate and reliable.’ 

“How can you view information 
provided by the industry, as unbiased 
and independent?” points out Sarah 
Roberts of Stratford, who was described 
as Taranaki’s Erin Brokovich, during a 
meeting about fracking in March.

Roberts started researching fracking 
when Tag Oil approached her in August 
last year, for approval for another 16 
wells to be drilled less than a km from 
the family’s house, as well as the local 
school, bringing the total number of 
wells at the Cheal site, to 30. 

The Morrison family had signed for 
an exploratory well back in 2006, with 
nothing much happening at the site 
until 2010. Since that time, concerns 
about the noise, light and smell 
(similar to nail polish remover) made 
the couple reluctant for more of the 
same. Their sharemilker had also felt 
shaking in the ground at the house 
and cow-shed even though the wellsite 
was 600m away, and the family were 
worried about the quality of the water 
coming from the spring near Cheal B.

“A lot of people don’t realize that 
when you sign these consents for the 
drilling companies, they can be for 20 
years,” Sarah points out. “Landowners 
are being approached with a piece of 
paper and a big spiel, putting their 
mark on it and not realizing that for 20 
years, they no longer have a say.” 

Sarah, and her husband David 
Morrison, had won an environment 
award from the TRC in 2008 for the 
sustainable farming and riparian 
planting on their farm, so Sarah felt 
confident the regulatory body would be 
able to allay her concerns.

She met with Fred McLay, TRC’s 
Director, Resource Management, who 
told her the issues she was worried 
about wouldn’t be caused by fracking 
because Tag Oil wasn’t doing it, and 
if they were it would be so deep there 
would be no problem. She says she was 
told to go home and not to worry.

“I didn’t even know what fracking 
was,” Sarah recalls.

She went home and researched 
the subject – and found out Tag had 
fracked at the sites next-door to them 
several times, and she and David 
hadn’t known about it - they didn’t 
have to be informed.

She went back to TRC and asked for 
the water at the farm to be tested for 
drilling and fracking chemicals. 

Eventually, six months after she 
first requested for her water to be 
tested, the TRC tested five sites for 
hydrocarbons and other chemicals, 
and the tests revealed no signs of 
contamination – but Sarah believes 
the TRC hasn’t actually tested for the 
fracking chemicals known to be used 
by Tag Oil. She also understands that 
the initial five sites tested, were not for 
any of the aquifers that fed the water 
to her family’s farm.

The three sites where the farm 
actually draws its drinking water from, 
were tested two weeks later, as there 
was not enough water to test at the 
same time as the other sites, the TRC 
told Sarah. 

“Yet there was enough water for us to 
use for our day-to-day farm activities,” 
she points out.

Tag Oil was granted permission 
for its 16 new wells when Sarah and 
David’s objections were over-ridden by 
a hearing commissioner in December 
who stated the economic advantages 
outweighed the family’s minor 
environmental concerns. This decision 
came 2-3 months before the water was 
tested.

Before August of last year, fracking 
didn’t even require resource consents. 
It does now, but it is deemed non-
notifiable, so unless the local regulatory 
body (the TRC) decides fracking will 
have more than a minor impact, the 
public will never know it’s happening.

 

HOW MUCH?
Although industry likes to characterize 
fracking as successfully proven for over 

six decades “what they fail to say is 
that they’ve had fewer than 10 years of 
experience on a large scale using these 
unconventional methods to develop 
gas from shale,” says Professor Tony 
Ingraffea, of Cornell University, an 
expert in fracture mechanics.

At the time of the TRC’s report into 
fracking of Nov 2011, there were 638 
onshore and offshore wells in Taranaki, 
with 28 of them subject to fracking on 
43 occasions. In information from the 
TRC’s Hydrogeological Report (2012) 
from Feb 2012, it shows a total of 33 
wells, which have been fracked in 
Taranaki. Another 13 consents were 
issued up to 21 May 2012.

The Petroleum Exploration and 
Production Association of New Zealand 
(PEPANZ) says that the fluid pumped 
down into the wells for fracking is 98 
per cent water and “proppant” sand, 
and 2 per cent chemicals.

In a recent study by the US House of 
Representatives energy and commerce 
committee, the 14 leading oil and 
gas service companies were asked 
to disclose the types and volumes 
of the hydraulic fracturing products 
they used in their fluids between 2005 
and 2009. It was found HF products 
contained 29 chemicals that are (1) 
known or possible human carcinogens, 
(2) regulated under the Safe Drinking 
Water Act for their risks to human 
health, or (3) listed as hazardous air 
pollutants under the Clean Air Act. 

The BTEX compounds – benzene, 
toluene, xylene, and ethylbenzene 

– appeared in 60 of the hydraulic 
fracturing products used between 2005 
and 2009.  Each BTEX compound is a 
regulated contaminant under the Safe 
Drinking Water Act and a hazardous 
air pollutant under the Clean Air 
Act.  Benzene also is a known human 
carcinogen.

PEPANZ states that the BTEX cocktail 
is not used in modern fracking in 
New Zealand, and the chemicals used, 
like acids, glutaraldehyde, guar gum 
and ethylene glycol, are also found in 
common household products, including 
ice cream. Plus, they are at such low 
concentrations – around 2% – that 
they’re non-toxic.

Dr Ron Bishop, a biochemist from 
New York who has done extensive 
research into hydraulic fracturing, 
points out that a few chemical 
products in widespread use for fracking, 
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pose significant hazards to humans or 
other organisms, because they remain 
dangerous even at concentrations 
near or below their chemical detection 
limits.  These include the biocide 
glutaraldehyde, which is listed as one 
of the chemicals the NZ oil and gas 
industry uses.

According to the PEPANZ website 
in April of this year, between 4 and 
15 million litres of water are used for 
each frack job. This means that with 
each frack, 80,000 - 300,000 litres of 
additives are pumped into the ground. 
With 60 fracks to date, that’s 4,800,000 – 
18,000,000 litres of chemicals that have 
already been pumped into the Taranaki 
environment.

“All with the blessing of our 
environmental guardian, the Taranaki 
Regional Council,” Roberts points out. 

“Who else would get away with that?” 
The water too, is also a concern. 

Fracking in Taranaki has already turned 
as much as 900,000,000 litres of clean 
water into toxic waste that needs to be 
safely disposed of.

Except, these figures are apparently 
not correct. When LIVE questioned 
PEPANZ about these rates, the numbers 
were suddenly changed to 150-250,000 
litres of water per frack job and 3,000-
4,000 litres of chemicals.

PEPANZ CEO, David Robinson, said, 
“he was not sure where those figures 
came from” when asked about the 
original figures posted on the site. 

If information that key, was out by 
that much, it does make you wonder 
if other information can be trusted 
to be correct. The US Environmental 
Protection Agency cites 7-18 million 
litres of water to frack a single well. 
LIVE has discovered two TRC reports 
which reveal separate fracking waste 
disposals of 900,000 litres and 1,590,000 
litres (both at BTW’s Brown Rd land 
farm site), which suggest PEPANZ’s new 
figures may be significantly on the light 
side.

Still, if the revised figures are to be 
believed, 240,000 litres of chemicals 
are now in the Taranaki environment 
that weren’t there before fracking. And 

they’re not easy to get rid of either.
“It cannot be taken to a public 

waste water treatment plant and 
then dumped into a river,” points out 
Professor Tony Ingraffea. “Once the 
fluid comes back…it contains not 
only the chemicals that were put in 
on the way down but the material 
that was picked up from the shale. In 
black shales, shales containing gas, 
the most dangerous of those are the 
heavy metals—strontium, barium, 
uranium, and radium—some of which 
are also naturally occurring radioactive 
materials.” 

In Pennsylvania, toxic drilling 
wastewater taken into a sewage 
treatment plant killed the microbes 
needed to properly treat the sewage. 
As a result, improperly treated fecal 
matter was discharged into the 
Susquehanna River.

LIVE does not know if this would also 
be an issue in Taranaki, but Robinson 
admits some of the fracking fluid “gets 
treated at wastewater treatment plants 
in Taranaki.”

With fracking intended soon for 
Gisborne and Hawke’s Bay, but with 
no designated disposal areas there, 
industry has proposed that frack waste 
be dumped in Taranaki.

As several oil and gas companies 
already have resource consents to 
dispose of fracking waste in Taranaki, 
trucking it across the country would 
not require any further regulations.

“Resource consents held by 
companies to deepwell inject wastes 
do not generally restrict where a waste 
comes from, but do limit what type 
of waste that can be injected and the 
environmental conditions that must be 
met,” says Fred MacLay of the TRC. “For 
example, if hydraulic fracturing waste 
from the East Coast was to be brought 
here for injection it would be over to 
the consent holder (eg Origin, GPL, 
STOS,or Todds ) to determine whether 
to accept it or not. There is no statutory 
process involved and the liability 
would be with the consent holder who 
is required to meet the terms of their 
consent.”

As for the actual trucking of the 
waste, according to PEPANZ, 5-7 
truckloads would be required per frack 
job. Trucks would need to negotiate 
stretches of twisting road right next to 
waterways – like the Awakino Gorge, if 
the northern route was taken, or the 
Saddle Road Pahiatua Track bypassing 
the Manawatu Gorge if transport 
companies opted for the southern route. 
In the five years from 2006 – 2010, there 
were 370 truck accidents in Taranaki.

FRACKING WITH  
OUR WATER
Late last year, the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) in America, 
reported that fracking chemicals had 
been found in groundwater in Wyoming. 
The EPA is currently conducting a major 
study into the risks of fracking, and is 
expected to complete its study by the 
end of 2012.

In Taranaki, the energy companies 
claim that fracking is separated 
from aquifers by hundreds, or even 
thousands, of metres of dense rock, so 
it is highly unlikely to contaminate 
groundwater. 

Avner Vengosh, a professor of 
earth and ocean science at Duke 
University in North Carolina, who rates 
hydrofracking as one of his areas of 
expertise, gave a lecture on fracking in 
Auckland during February. 

He says it doesn’t matter how far 
apart the fracking and fresh water are, 
as fracking can increase the chances of 
methane finding its way up through the 
rock to contaminate the water.

“The very act of drilling creates 
pathways between the two levels, 
regardless of distance.” 

He and colleagues from Duke 
University studied 60 private drinking 
wells in New York and Pennsylvania – 
51 of them had methane in them.

“The concentration was substantially 
higher closer to drilling sites,” he said. 

“We see a direct link between shale gas 
drilling, hydrofracking and the presence 
of methane in drinking water wells.”

He also highlighted other concerns, 
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such as decreasing water availability owing to the large 
volume of water required for the hydraulic fracturing and 
the safety of the disposal of produced water, which is often 
highly toxic and radioactive. 

But the industry says that water contamination is 
extremely unlikely unless a well is poorly constructed, and 
standards in New Zealand are among the best in the world, 
with excellent environmental regulation and high-quality 
industry practice.

Those ‘excellent environmental regulations’ have seen 
Solid Energy, which is experimenting with fracking for coal 
seam gas in the Waikato, gain a resource consent from 
Environment Waikato to use BTEX – the toxic blend of 
compounds which the industry in New Zealand claims not 
to use.  

Yet, in another TRC report from June 2011, it states that 
at Kapuni gas field, where fracking has been going on since 
1991, there is evidence of long-standing contamination of 
groundwater caused by well fluids seeping through unlined 
storage pits.

Described as unsuitable for drinking and stock use at five 
sites, and unsuitable for irrigation at two sites, the range of 
Benzene breaches were from 30 times over Ministry for the 
Environment criteria to 120 times over the acceptable limit 
for drinking water. 

Several sites were close to farmhouses. 
According to the US Dept of Labour website, “repeated 

or prolonged exposure to benzene, even at relatively low 
concentrations, may result in various blood disorders, 
ranging from anaemia to leukemia. Many blood disorders 
associated with benzene exposure may occur without 
symptoms.”

In an interview with The Listener, Rob Jager, general 
manager of Shell Todd Oil Services (STOS), which owns the 
Kapuni operation, says some of the pits have been used to 
receive fluids from fracked wells, but that this is unlikely to 
be the source of the contamination. 

“Over the years, we have safely completed limited fracking 
within the Kapuni field in accordance with regulations and 
with minimal environmental impact.”

Jager says STOS plans to frack five wells over the next two 
years and that steel containment tanks will be used instead 
of the unlined pits. 

Aside from being asked by the regional council to remove 
the well fluids from the pits and obtain resource consents, no 
action was taken against STOS over the contamination. 

The South Taranaki District Council, recently tested the 
Kapuni Stream - which feeds the Hawera water supply, and 
which runs close to some of the contaminated sites – for 
traces of BTEX, but no evidence was found. The council will 
continue to test the stream.

 

ON SHAKY GROUND
The Taranaki Regional Council released a report earlier this 
year stating, “Observations do not support any suggestion 
that hydraulic fracturing or deep well re-injection activities 
could trigger in Taranaki a large earthquake, a sequence 
of moderate-sized earthquakes, or a widespread zone of 
earthquakes.” 

The report also admits, “There are a few cases overseas 
where hydraulic fracturing or the deep well re-injection of 
petroleum waste fluids have been found to be associated 
with seismic events.”

So fracking causes earthquakes, but only overseas? 
US geophysicist, Michael Hasting, who specialises 

in induced seismicity, says fracking can cause large 
earthquakes in seismically active areas. 

“If you’re injecting high-pressure fluids into a fault or near 
a fault that is active and near failure – that’s stressed to the 
point where it’s near to going – the fluids can lubricate the 
fault and cause it to slip,” he said to The Listener.
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LOCAL AGENTS FOR: 

At the Rocky Mountain Arsenal in 
Colorado, “they were injecting fluids 
along a fault over a period of a few 
years and they noticed increased 
seismicity in the area,” Hastings 
says. On August 9, 1967, they had a 
magnitude 5.5 event and the project 
was subsequently shut down.

In Blackpool, England, last year, a 
series of small earthquakes was linked 
to a fracking project with a subsequent 
study confirming the link. 

A recent series of earthquakes in 
Oklahoma – including a magnitude 
5.6 – is also suspected to be linked to 
fracking in the state.

After drilling began in Cleburne, 
Texas, the town experienced more 
earthquakes in eight months than in 
the previous 30 years combined.

“It would be absolutely irresponsible 
to go out in an area like Canterbury, 
which is a known area of tectonic 
fractures, and start injecting fluids 
without understanding the reservoir, 
the system, and where you are injecting 
these fluids,” Hastings believes. “You 
can’t 100% guarantee that you won’t 
induce a large event in a tectonically 
active area like New Zealand.”

According to Ronald Martino, a 
geology professor at Marshall University, 
it has been known for a half-century 
that underground fluid injection can 
lead to induced seismic activity. 

The industry points out that as long 
as fracking isn’t done near a fault line, 
earthquakes shouldn’t be a problem. 
But in Canterbury, the faultlines that 
caused the earthquakes that destroyed 
Christchurch, weren’t even known to 
exist prior to the devastating ‘quakes.

Jack Century of J.R. Century 
Petroleum Consultants Ltd, cautions 

“when we start perturbing the system 
by changing fluid pressure, we have the 
potential for activating faults,” adding, 

“once local seismicity starts, it can’t be 
turned off.”

WHAT ARE WE BEING 
FRACKED WITH?
The TRC say it is mainly water-based 
fluids used in fracking in Taranaki.

But from December 2001 to October 
2005, some 18 fracking operations were 
carried out by Swift Energy (now owned 
by Origin Energy NZ Ltd) in South 
Taranaki. Of those, 17 were conducted 
using a diesel-based fluid instead of 
water – and the diesel accounted for 
99% of the mix.

BTEX is present in diesel. The report 
states that the flow-back fluid will 
contain BTEX and that those fluids 
must be stored, treated and disposed of 
in a correct and responsible manner to 

‘avoid adverse environmental effects.’
Six chemicals classed as ‘Acute 

Human Health Hazard’ and seven as 
‘Acutely Toxic’ were used at Cheal A and 
Cheal B. TAG Oil is planning seven more 
wells which they plan to frack less than 
2km from Stratford at Cheal C. 

Then there’s the 
radium.
Shale regions exhibit fluctuations 
in radioactivity, and according to Dr 
Ron Bishop, the naturally occurring 
radioactive substances in shale are 
affected by the chemicals used in the 
drilling process.

“Surfactants and other additives 
used in drilling muds and hydraulic 
fracturing fluids can help to leach 
radioisotopes from their source rocks, 
leading to greater potential human 
exposure than would occur if these gas 
development additives weren’t used.” 

Radium is soluble in water, and is 
carried easily by the large volumes 
of water that are used as part of 
the hydro-fracking process. It can 
affect individuals topically and 
through inhalation and ingestion of 
contaminated water. 

A build-up in pipes and on equipment 
could increase radiation levels, and 
pose a risk to workers. 

Dr Bishop studied two articles on the 
characteristics of the Taranaki Basin 
rock formations, and the black shales 
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of New York, US, where radiation levels 
are considered high. 

“The radiation scales appear to be 
similar; 80 to 100 API units for all of 
the black shale formations.  From that 
observation, we may conclude that 
‘your’ shales are about as radioactive as 
‘ours’.” 

When asked if Taranaki shale 
contains radium or heavy metals, TRC’s 
Fred McLay replied that, “Radium is 
a naturally occurring substance that 
is commonly referred to as a NORM 
(naturally occurring radioactive 
material). This is an issue in parts of the 
USA. It is not an issue in New Zealand 
(confirmed by the National Radiation 
Laboratory). Monitoring by the Council, 
in conjunction with Taranaki District 
Health Board, shows no change in 
natural background radiation. Taranaki 
hydrocarbons are not found in shales 
but in sandstones. This is an important 
distinction. Taranaki petroleum 
extraction does not contain or release 
NORMS or heavy metals.”

Dr Ron Bishop disagrees.
“Your regional council officials 

are providing you with selected details 
while neglecting to put them in context.

“First, they did not mention 
that practically all hydrocarbons 
worldwide originate in grey or black 
shales, even though they may be 
recoverable from sandstones (reservoir 
formations), which lie over the 
source rocks (source and reservoir 
formations). This is because some of 
the oil and gas from your shales has 
been squeezed from source rocks into 
the more porous sandstone layers, 
usually trapped under still shallower 
shale layers, which prevent further 
upward migration. 

“They incorrectly stated that brines 
and technologically leached fluids 
from sandstones do not contain heavy 

metals.  But they do: chief among them 
are strontium, barium, arsenic and lead. 

“And they failed to mention 
that most radiological testing of 
industrial fluids is done using 
Geiger counters, knowing that these 
instruments are incapable of measuring 
alpha radiation, the most significant 
type of radiation from uranium, 
radium, thorium and radon. The solid 
radioisotopes would not travel with oil 
and gas deposits moving out of your 
shales and into your sandstones, but 
radon gas most certainly would; 
its physical properties are very similar 
to those of propane.”

WHERE DOES THE 
WATER COME FROM?
“The operators require municipal 
quality water for HF and get that 
from the closest district council water 
supply,” says Mr McLay. “From the data 
I have, operators in North Taranaki get 
it from NPDC and in the south from 
STDC. Central Taranaki operators 
probably get it from SDC.”

At a fracking meeting in New 
Plymouth in May, one man who 
claimed to work in the industry and 
actually be involved in the fracking 
process, says the water was brought in 
by fire trucks.

Concerns about the water resources 
of the Great Artesian Basin in Australia, 
resulted in a recent Senate inquiry, 
which recommended a moratorium on 
coal seam gas projects in the Murray-
Darling basin. 

On the 30th January this year, in 
an Australian first, legislation was 
introduced in Queensland to protect 
Queensland’s best agricultural land 
from mining and other activities, 
which could compromise its 
agricultural use.

WHERE DOES THE 
FRACK FLUID GO?
According to the PEPANZ website, 

“some of the hydraulic fracturing fluid 
immediately returns to the surface 
once the hydraulic fracturing process 
is halted. This may be mixed with 
hydrocarbons from the oil or gas strata 
being fractured.”

“It is then collected in ponds, generally 
lined with an impermeable plastic liner 
over compacted clay, or storage tanks,” 
according to Mr McLay of the TRC, and 
stored this way for a matter of days 
before either deepwell injection or land 
farming. “Similar arrangements are in 
place at land farming sites,” though the 
fluid can be left in the pits for “several 
weeks before controlled discharge to 
the soil, although some drilling mud 
waste is stored in unlined pits because 
the bentonite in the mud seals the pit 
floor and stops any leakage … and at 
deepwell injection sites, the waste is 
often brought to the site by truck and 
injected directly.”

Lining storage pits with plastic liners 
has only become a recent requirement. 
Prior to August last year, pits were 
generally only lined with clay. 

In a TRC report on Shell Todd Oil 
Services’ Kapuni field, it states: “The 
discharge of well fluids to blow-down 
pits has been occurring without any 
resource consents. The use of unlined 
earthen blow-down pits was not 
industry best practice. Furthermore, 
there was a high risk of significant 
adverse environmental effects from 
their continued use.”

Once in a pit, the fluid can leach from 
it, if it is not lined, or overflow from 
it, should there be heavy rain, though 
Mr McLay states this is unlikely as the 
storage is only ever temporary.
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The states of Colorado and New 
Mexico have prohibited the use of 
impoundments for flowback fluids, 
points out Dr Bishop. “As most organic 
compounds tend to be lighter than 
water; they float to the surface of 
holding pits, where they concentrate 
to essentially 100% of the top layer.  
From there they volatilize or aerosolize 
into the air, from which they may be 
inhaled by neighbours and on-site 
industry workers.” 

From the storage pits the fluid is 
then disposed of by re-injecting it into 
disused wells, land-farmed or, as at the 
Kowhai-B wellsite on Ngatimaru Rd in 
Tikorangi, it can be burned.

Land farming is a bioremediation 
technology, where contaminated soils 
are mixed with soil amendments such 
as soil bulking agents and nutrients, 
and then they are tilled into the earth. 
The material is periodically tilled for 
aeration. Contaminants are degraded, 
transformed, and immobilized by 
microbiological processes and by 
oxidation. 

The possible leaching of 
contaminants from the contaminated 
soil into the ground and groundwater 
is a major concern. Dust control is an 
important consideration, especially 
during tilling operations.

Land farming incorporates 
contaminated soil into soil that 
is uncontaminated, creating a 
larger volume of contaminated 
material. Therefore, the rate at which 
contaminants are degraded must be 
balanced with the potential of creating 
a larger body of contamination.

“Land farms must not be used to 
dilute contaminants. If it cannot be 
shown that biodegradation occurs 
for all contaminants of concern, land 
farming should not be used,” states one 
website on the practice.

IS NZ ANOTHER 
TEXAS?
Tag Oil has described the East Coast of 
New Zealand as “the Texas of the South 

– literally leaking oil and gas.”
With the NZ government keen to 

grow the industry from its current 

$3 billion of revenue annually, to 
$12 billion pa, the industry is set to 
quadruple. Venture Taranaki’s report 
into the industry from 2006 – 2026, also 
highlights this scale of growth.

Slick-water fracks were first 
introduced in the Barnett Shale field 
in Texas, America. Subsequently, the 
number of wells drilled in the area 
went from a yearly average of 73 in the 
late 1990s to 2,500 in 2007.

Future development of the field 
is hampered by the fact that major 
portions of the field are in urban 
areas. Some local governments are 
researching means by which they 
can drill on existing public land 
(e.g., parks) without disrupting other 
activities, whereas others are seeking 
compensation from drilling companies 
for damage to roads caused by 
overweight vehicles.

“People need to consider the 
cumulative impact,” warns Professor 
Ingraffea. “What will things be like in 
ten years? Twenty years?

Ingraffea is worried about 
unregulated fracturing processes 
spreading around the world.

“I’m concerned that people are going 
to jump into this, too soon, without 
understanding completely what 
the consequences of the use of this 
technology are on the environment and 
human health.”

Dr Ron Bishop has been contacted 
by officials with the National Institute 
of Safety and Occupational Health, 
Centers for Disease Control (NIOSH/
CDC), requesting any information that 
might shed light on a group of clinical 
symptoms, presented by patients in 
southwestern Pennsylvania and the 
state of West Virginia, which is being 
tentatively identified as “down-winder’s 
syndrome”.  Symptoms, include 
irritated eyes, sore throat, frequent 
headaches and nosebleeds, skin 
rashes, peripheral neuropathy, lethargy, 
nausea, reduced appetite and mental 
confusion. These same symptoms were 
also reported in gas field health impact 
studies conducted by Wilma Subra in 

Texas and Wyoming.  
“The prospect of jobs and payments 

to landowners for access all look good 
on paper,” adds Sarah Roberts, “but 
what about when the value of your 
property plummets because of the 
noise and pollution? When it ruins the 
health of your family? It doesn’t look 
quite so good any more.”

WHO BENEFITS?
The big three oil and gas companies 
operating in New Zealand according 
to Green MP Gareth Hughes are Shell 
Todd Oil Services, Apache Oil and Tag 
Oil.

Apache and Tag are both Canadian 
companies, while STOS is 50% New 
Zealand-owned.

“New Zealand has the fourth lowest 
‘take’ of producer nations (royalties 
plus taxes) so we sell ourselves pretty 
cheaply,” says Mr  Hughes, “and 
given they will be foreign investors, 
the profits will flow offshore. The 
taxpayer could also be left with the 
environmental consequences, a big 
carbon credit and oil spill clean-up 
bills.”

Landowners who consent to wells on 
their properties get paid, and support 
industries also benefit.

People who opt not to allow oil 
companies on to their land, can get 
fracked anyway – all the companies 
need to do is get consent from their 
neighbours and they can frack 
horizontally for up to 1 kilometre.

As for local jobs, according to 
Venture Taranaki’s report Wealth 
Beneath Our Feet: Oil and Gas Industry 
Impact, the oil and gas sector directly 
employed 817 FTEs in the region, or 1.8 
percent of all employment. However, its 
direct contribution to regional GDP was 
large, at $741 million, or 17 percent, in 
2006. 

“But the industry only employees one 
person for every $1.1million of GDP 
produced,” points out Mr Hughes. “That 
is the lowest figure of all industries in 
Taranaki.”



LIVE MAGAZINE  I  WINTER 2012  I  11

Open Every Day • Behind the yellow wall 95 Vivian Street, 
New Plymouth.  Phone 758 8263  

Visit our website www.vivianpharmacy.co.nz 
for details on all of our services and to contact us.

for product information, specials and advice.

animals in the family  
for 30 years

www.staubynvet.co.nz

477 St aubyn st, new plymouth
phone: 06 7513000 (24 hours)

Phone 769 6080 
7 Liardet Street, New Plymouth

Agriculture, including dairy cattle farming, is the biggest 
employer in Taranaki, accounting for 16 percent of FTEs in 
2006. Farming employs 17.61 people for every $1 million  
of GDP.

The dairy sector employed around 6,160 FTEs in Taranaki  
in 2006 (14 percent of regional employment) and produced  
17 percent of our GDP.

The three manufacturing industries – food processing, 
engineering and other manufacturing – together accounted 
for a further 18 percent of Taranaki employment. 

WHO’S REGULATING THE 
INDUSTRY?
When reading a TRC monitoring report of oil and gas 
companies, the Executive Summary will usually state “the 
Company demonstrated a high level of environmental 
performance and compliance with the resource consents” or 
something similar, “and monitoring indicated no significant 
adverse effects resulting from activities at the sites.”

Read the whole reports though and you will see the 
executive summary does not reveal breaches described in the 
body of the report.

LIVE has read multiple cases listed on the TRC website, 
where resource consents were breached. No action was taken 
against any of the companies involved in these cases, and in 
fact, most were given a big tick of approval.

Breaches include: discharging hydrocarbons into the 
Waitara River by Todd, an “unauthorized incident” at STOS’s 
Eltham Rd, Kapuni, site; and an undetermined amount of 
power fluid (hot water and some aromatic hydrocarbons) “lost” 
for 2 years (2007-2009) at Tag Oil’s Cheal site near Stratford.

Landfarm disposal sites have revealed negative impacts 
on the earthworm populations and soil ecosystem health, 
with five disposal areas at one site on Manutahi Rd revealing 
hydrocarbon concentrations that exceed the Ministry for 
Environment guidelines.

This same site has been “reinstated to productive dairy 
farmland.”

Loading limits at Origin’s drilling wasteland farms on Geary 
Rd, Manutahi and Spence Road, Kakaramea, were seldom 
complied with, according to TRC monitoring. Chloride loading 
at one site tested was 20 times the limit allowed in the 
consent, yet no action was taken against the company. 

Barium levels at the Geary Landfarm exceeded the accepted 
level of 750 mg/kg, at 12 of 17 areas analysed, up as high as 
3890 mg/kg, according to the TRC’s 2007/08 report on the site.

In 2011, a total of four incidents that were associated 
with drilling waste disposal activities, were recorded at 
Colin Boyd’s farm, Derby Road North and Surrey Road, near 
Inglewood and on the boundaries of the National Park.

At Tag Oil’s Sidewinder site, at Upper Durham Rd, Inglewood, 
there was one unauthorised incident recorded involving 
discharge of diesel to land. However, spills of drilling mud, 
hazardous substances not being bunded, a further diesel and 
fuel spill, and a cement spill into the ring drain were all noted. 
The concentration of chloride and suspended solids was too 
high when it entered the stream; and hydrocarbons were 
observed discharging into the ring drain. Compliance was 
not achieved with the hazardous storage area or keeping to 
concentration limits for discharge.

Yet all of these cases “demonstrated a high” – or “good” – 
“level of environmental performance and compliance with the 
resource consents,” according to TRC.

“A breach of consent does not automatically result 
in enforcement action for any consent holder,” points 
out Mr McLay. “A number of matters are weighed up, 
including importantly what the environmental effect of 
any noncompliance was. A range of enforcement tools are 
available under the RMA ranging from an abatement notice, 
infringement notice (basically an instant fine), enforcement 
order, and prosecution.”



12  I   LIVE MAGAZINE  I  WINTER 2012  

For the oil and gas industry there have 
been 4 prosecutions over the last 32 
years as follows:

- 1990 Petrocorp Exploration  for an 
ongoing  consent breach at a Stratford 
wellsite. Fine $1500.

-1995  Petrocorp Exploration  for the 
McKee 13 well blow out. Fine $50,000.

-2000 Fletcher Challenge Energy for 
discharge from offshore rig at Motunui. 
Fine $15,000.

-2006 Swift Energy Kowhai wellsite 
drilling waste pit discharge. Fine 
$20,000.

 “The large multinationals that 
operate in the region have high HSE 
standards/processes and few non-
compliance issues,” states Mr McLay.

“By way of comparison with 
another sector, over the same period 
there would have been at least 40 
prosecutions of dairy farmers for 
farm dairy effluent discharge non-
compliances with fines ranging from 
$500 to $62,000.”

The oil and gas industry and the TRC 
are inextricably linked.

TRC is the 100% owner of Port 
Taranaki. Sixty-seven percent of volume 
throughput is oil and gas related with 
33% of exports and 22% of imports 
by value, according to BERL’s 2007 
Economic Impact Assessment on Port 
Taranaki.

The report goes on to state: ‘We 
suggest that Port Taranaki and the oil 
and gas industry are inextricably linked.  
The oil and gas industry increases the 
viability of Port Taranaki and the Port 
ensures the viability of the oil and gas 
industry.’ 

TRC Chairman, David McLeod, is a 
director of Port Taranaki and Mr McLay 
worked for STOS in a two-year stint 
away from the TRC, Sarah Roberts 
points out.

“I feel completely isolated in this,” says 
Roberts. “Like the district council telling 
me they’re no longer going to reply to 
me regarding anything to do with the 
notification of oil company consents. 
They all voted on it. They were fed up 
with me I think.” 

The TRC has emailed Roberts with 
a similar sentiment, as outlined in a 
recent email to Roberts and copied to 
LIVE, by TRC’s Fred McLay. 

“By way of context the Stratford 
District Council recently noted it had 
done all it could with the various 
environmental matters you had raised 
concerning the Cheal well sites. This 
Council has also formed a similar view.”

Roberts says she doesn’t have a 
vendetta against the TRC – “we just 
don’t feel safe.

“I’m not a nutcase. I care about my 
family, friends and the environment. 
That’s why I’m still here. This feels 
like another Ivon Watkins Dow. Show 
us we’re wrong and I’ll go back to my 
knitting and leave all this.”

LIABILITY
On January 21, several leading US 
investment companies announced 
they have filed shareholder resolutions 
with nine major oil and gas companies, 
pressing them to disclose their plans 
for managing “the water pollution, 
litigation and regulatory risks 
increasingly associated with ever-
expanding natural gas hydraulic 
fracturing operations.” The investment 
firms’ press release notes: “Concerns 
about water contamination incidents 
are growing as operations expand, 
creating reputational and litigation 
liabilities for companies.”

While much of the concern about 
fracking relates to its impact on 
potable water supplies, other impacts 
include air pollution, wastewater 
disposal, industrialization of farm land, 
increased carbon dioxide emissions, 
and destruction of wildlife habitats.

The town of Dimock in Pennsylvania 
has been left without fresh drinking 
water after their town supply was 
contaminated, residents claim, from 
fracking.

Cabot Oil & Gas Corp denies 
responsibility and now the EPA has 
been left with the responsibility of 
trucking in water to the town.

A recently completed study by two 
Cornell University researchers indicates 
fracking may be linked to shortened 
lifespan and reduced or mutated 
reproduction in cattle—and maybe 
humans.

In one case, an accidental release of 
fracking fluids into a pasture adjacent 
to a drilling operation resulted in 17 
cows dead within an hour. Exposure to 
fracking fluids running onto pastures 
or into streams or wells also reportedly 
led to pregnant cows producing 
stillborn calves, goats exhibiting 
reproductive problems and other farm 
animals displaying similar problems.

At the fracking meeting in Stratford 
in March, Rusty Kane asked “Who is 
ultimately responsible if something 
does go wrong?

“Things are going ahead and no-one 
seems to be accountable. That’s why we 
need a moratorium.”

As Gareth Hughes points out, “Why 
not sit down, have a cup of tea, and 
take time to explore the issues 
associated with fracking, before doing 
more of it, and make sure it’s safe. The 
oil and gas isn’t going anywhere.”

The New Zealand Government has 
permitted 4.4 milion hectares for 
fracking, and permits for another 3 
million hectares are pending. ••


