FRACKING IN BALCOMBE 
Update following the Public Meeting
On the evening of Wednesday 11th January some 250 people packed the Victory Hall to capacity, others were unable to get in.  A public meeting had been organised by residents and others with strong feelings over the possible impact on the environment to consider the proposals for oil/gas exploration at the Lower Stumble site in Balcombe. 
The site, which is owned by Balcombe Estate and leased to Cuadrilla Resources, is located to the east of the B2036, a few hundred yards south of Kemps, south of Balcombe station. (Google Maps has a good aerial view of the site taken a few years ago before Cuadrilla had carried out any preparatory work).
The meeting focused on the element of the proposal involving “fracking” (Hydraulic Fracturing), a technique whereby water is pumped at high pressure via a borehole into layers of rock typically more than 2,500 feet below ground level to create fractures that allow the shale gas trapped within the rock to be extracted via the borehole.
Cuadrilla Resources, a company that explores for oil and natural gas resources in the UK, has admitted that fracking was probably responsible for the two minor seismic events (mini-earthquakes) that occurred in Lancashire in April and May of last year.  Since those events all fracking in the UK has been and remains suspended pending investigations and reports to the DECC (Department of Energy and Climate Change).
In 2008 the DECC granted Cuadrilla a license to explore for oil and gas in an area that includes Balcombe.  In April 2010 Cuadrilla was granted planning permission by West Sussex County Council to upgrade the existing drill platform (previously used in 1986/7) and to drill a single new exploratory borehole on the Lower Stumble site.  An appendix which forms part of the planning application states that depending on initial findings “there may be a need to stimulate a stage which flows gas/oil”. To date Cuadrilla has prepared the site and constructed a concrete base for a drilling rig. However, before it can commence drilling on the site, Cuadrilla must first obtain a further (drilling) license from the DECC, further approval from the Health & Safety Executive (HSE) and an Environmental Permit from the Environment Agency (EA). 
It should be noted that if Cuadrilla does proceed with the exploratory borehole on the Lower Stumble site, and if it finds shale gas that it believes could be extracted economically, it would have to apply for a completely new set of licences and new planning permission before any extraction could commence.  An application for such planning permission would be subject to wide and extensive consultation.

Chaired by local resident Charles Metcalfe, the meeting started with a short film entitled “Fracking Hell: The Untold Story” about the detrimental effects of fracking that have been reported in the United States.  Residents of Pennsylvania attribute serious ground and water pollution, and consequent health issues, to local fracking. They also complain of the impact on their locality of the large number of road tankers that the gas extraction operations utilise.
This was followed by a presentation by the Chief Executive Officer of Cuadrilla, Mark Miller.  He said that at present Cuadrilla is focused on its activities in Lancashire, and that it has no immediate plans for work on the Lower Stumble site.  However its exploration license for this area will expire if it does not drill an exploration well on this site before 2014.  Mark explained the two stage process for drilling an exploratory well, the second stage perhaps involving fracking, and the steps that Cuadrilla now takes to mitigate further seismic events and the other detrimental effects of fracking that have been reported in the US.

(N.B. it is a condition of Cuadrilla’s planning permission that all work on the site is completed, and the site restored, by September 2013)
This was followed by a presentation by Will Cottrell, Chairman of Brighton Energy Cooperative.  Will identified and analysed the environmental concerns associated with fracking which, in addition to seismic events, include the risk of the chemicals that are added to the water that is pumped underground at high pressure finding their way into the general ecosystem, and the risks associated with the contaminated water that is returned to the to the surface, so called “flow back”, and its subsequent disposal.
The remainder of the meeting was devoted to questions from the floor, nearly all of them very critical of the proposed exploration at Lower Stumble.  The majority were aimed at Mark Miller, but some at the representatives of West Sussex County Council and Balcombe Parish Council.
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