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We must consider the health impacts of fracking 

 

The Doctors Reform Society is a health organisation which aims to improve health for all people in a socially 
just and equitable way. We believe that human health depends fundamentally on a healthy environment. 
We accept the scientific consensus that anthropogenic global warming is occurring, that this is a great 
hazard to health, and that urgent action to combat this is required.1 

It is from our health perspective that we wish to make a brief submission to the current inquiry on fracking 
in Western Australia. It is vital that Australian governments, including the Western Australian state 
government, respond to climate change not just as an environmental issue or an energy issue but also as a 
serious health issue. 

 

Health and climate change 

The current and potential future health implications of climate change are profound.2,3 Health impacts of 
climate change include both direct effects (heatwaves, storms, flooding, drought) and indirect effects (such 
as malnutrition due to food insecurity, displacement of populations due to rising sea levels, changing 
patterns of infectious diseases, mental illness, pollution-induced physical illness, and conflict).3 Health 
effects of climate change are expected to be greatest amongst socioeconomically deprived communities. 
Even now, climate change is estimated to cause hundreds of thousands of deaths annually, globally.4 As for 
the future, a recent report from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change found confidently that 
without substantial mitigation efforts, there is a “high to very high risk of severe, widespread and 
irreversible impacts globally” of climate change.5 Policies to mitigate climate change therefore need to be 
given great priority worldwide, including in Australia. 

We are very concerned about Australia’s poor progress towards mitigation of, and adaptation to climate 
change. Many Australian climate experts believe that Australia’s 2030 goals are an insufficient contribution 
towards the Paris agreement’s global goal of constraining global warming to 1.5 - 2 degrees centigrade.6 On 
current trends, experts believe Australia’s progress is insufficient to meet even these insufficient targets.7,8 
We need much greater ambition and action across many sectors of Australian society to make better 
progress towards a safe future climate. 

Essentially, we believe that emissions reduction should be as quickly as possible. We note that Australia’s 
Climate Change Authority recommended “a 2025 target of 30 per cent below 2000 levels [and] further 
reductions by 2030 of 40 to 60 per cent below 2000 levels”.9 These are more ambitious targets than those 
to which our current government has committed. However, given that these do not aim for the 1.5 degrees 
centigrade warming limit aspired to at Paris, and given the uncertainties inherent in modelling, and the 
harms we are already witnessing at a lower level of warming, we prefer to endorse the expert-derived 
targets recommended by the Climate and Health Alliance (of which our sibling organisation, the Doctors 
Reform Society of Australia, is a member). These are: 

• “a minimum target of 20% of 2000 levels by 2020; 

• a minimum of 40% of 2000 levels by 2025; 



• a minimum of 60% of 2000 levels by 2030; 

• a minimum of 80% of 2000 levels by 2035; 

• full decarbonisation by 2040; and 

• negative net emissions by 2050.”10 

 

Fracking has important near term and long term health impacts 

Fracking has the potential to impact human health in both the short term and the longer term. 

In the short term, emerging evidence finds associations between fracking and human health. Evidence from 
several studies in the United States has found that in utero exposure to fracking sites is associated with low 
birth weight.11,12 Low birth weight is in turn associated with various adverse health consequences later in 
life.13 It is possible that these health outcomes relate to exposure to toxic air pollution; various studies have 
found that levels of ozone, ethane, and other chemicals are increased near fracking sites.12   

Safe water is vital for human health. There is evidence that fracking can lead to contamination of ground 
water14 or to threats to aquatic biodiversity, and to the ecological “services” provided by natural organisms 
dependent on local water supplies.15 

In the longer term, reliance on gas as a fuel will worsen climate change. This is partly due to the carbon 
dioxide produced when gas is burnt, and partly due to the intense warming effect of methane when leaked. 

Gas-fired electricity is less carbon intensive at the point of combustion than coal.16 However, gas is still a 
significant source of carbon dioxide when burnt, and methane when leaked is a particularly potent 
greenhouse gas when leaked – 86 times as potent as carbon dioxide over a 20 year window, and 34 times 
as potent over a 100 year window.17 There is growing concern that even modest fugitive emissions from 
unconventional gas extraction may more than offset the supposed environmental benefits of gas, due to 
the warming effect of the leaked methane.18 In the United States, satellite and surface observations suggest 
a significant increase in methane emissions during recent years in which unconventional gas extraction has 
been vigorous.19 

It is not feasible for WA to develop its gas resources and also meet our international climate obligations. A 
recent report from Climate Analytics makes the numbers clear: of the global “carbon budget” of 570 
GtCO2e, Australia gets a share of 5.5 GtCO2e, with Western Australia attributed 1 GtCO2e of this. Even WA’s 
conventional gas resources would contribute 7.5 GtCO2e; tapping unconventional gas via technologies like 
fracking would contribute another 19.5 to 28.9 GtCO2e of pollution.20 A fracking industry in Western 
Australia simply does not fit within WA’s obligations to a reasonably safe climate for current and future 
generations. 

Some claim that gas may have a transitional role as we progress to a renewably-generated electricity 
system, to deal with intermittency of power supply from renewables. This claim is probably overstated due 
to the complementarity of wind and solar generation, improvements in smart grid technology including 
ancillary services, use of storage technologies (pumped hydro, thermal solar/molten salt, batteries), the 
reliability afforded by renewable energy generation which is widely geographically distributed, and 
opportunities for reductions in demand via efficiency improvements.21 Modelling by several independent 
groups (including the Universities of Melbourne and NSW, the Australian National University and the 
Australian Energy Market Operator) has found that a transition to 100% renewable electricity production is 
feasible and affordable for Australia.22–25 

Consequently, we see great potential hazards in pursuing unconventional sources of gas such as fracking, 
and little or no role for even conventional natural gas in a responsible Australian future. 

  



Conclusion 

We believe, as does the World Health Organisation, in “health in all policies” – that health impacts should 
be considered in all policy-making processes.26 With regards to Western Australia’s policies on fracking, we 
believe policy-making must consider the public health consequences of fracking in both the near and long 
term. 

For the health of Australians, and all other people with whom Australians share our planet, we believe 
Australian governments must show much greater ambition and move as quickly as possible to a 
decarbonised future. The time for parliamentary scuffles over the reality of climate change is long past. We 
appeal to the WA government to ban unconventional gas extraction technologies such as fracking, and to 
instead seize the considerable opportunities for renewable energy generation in our wide state. 
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