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1.1 Introduction 

 

In this chapter, we discuss the promotion of shale gas as a part of a UK energy mix of 

renewable, fossil fuel and nuclear technologies. This seems to go against international 

agreements signed by the UK Government and others to reduce global greenhouse gas 

emissions. We frame our discussion in terms of ‘Energy Governance’ and our own 

conceptualisation of social sustainability. Whereas the decline of fossil fuels has elicited the 

title of this book as the ‘Long Goodbye’, our experience in England, UK has been of rather an 

emerging interest in and extended ‘Hello’ to shale gas and the process of unconventional gas 

recovery – hydraulic fracturing or ‘fracking’. Shale gas exploration has the potential to enhance 

national energy resources and therefore energy security, whilst lowering energy prices and 

providing a ‘cleaner’ alternative to coal exploitation, whilst conversely having the potential to 

degrade and contaminate the environment through industrial activity and waste water leakage 

and induce seismic activity (Sovacool, 2014). Hence the impacts of activities associated with 

hydraulic fracturing and the broad societal benefits of shale gas are contentious and contested. 

In Lancashire, UK the planning process has so far taken around 8 years. In terms of 

research positionality, we write as academics of a University based in Preston, Lancashire, in 

what the Conservative Peer Lord Howell (UK Energy Secretary from 1979 to 1981), 

memorably referred to in a speech to the House of Lords in 2013 as a “desolate area” of the 

UK (Stacey and Pickard, 2013) – since termed ‘the desolate North’ – a comparison difficult to 

make with the range of National Parks, Areas of Outstanding National Beauty and Sites of 

Special Scientific Interest. We have experienced peaceful protest and road blocks at Preston 

New Road (near Blackpool), protest outside Preston Town Hall as councillors meet to make 

planning decisions and industry lobbying in the shale gas county. In October 2018, hydraulic 

fracturing was carried out in the village of Little Plumpton, Lancashire for the first time since 

the process was linked to earthquakes in the same area in 2011. This, despite local councillors 

rejecting the application for shale gas exploration. This activity has again coincided with a 

series of low magnitude earth tremors that have caused work at the site to cease for short 

periods of time. The events have been reported widely in the media, generating local and 

national debate around the environmental implications of hydraulic fracturing. 

One of the main findings from our ongoing research is the frequency in which the same 

or similar issues are raised in public forums relating to energy governance, social justice in 

decision making and citizen participation, irrespective of the energy source under discussion. 

We discuss these issues below and present our framework for social sustainability as a tool to 

enable researchers and communities alike to tackle some of these issues in the context of 

ongoing energy transitions and their impacts on society. Underpinning our discussion is the 

assertion that whilst understanding the social dimensions and implications of energy transitions 

is important, at present it is understudied and insufficiently understood. In order to progress, a 

deeper understanding of the social implications of energy infrastructural developments in 

general must be sought (Miller, Iles & Jones, 2013), whereby the complexity of ‘societal 

impacts’ is further explored. We argue that deliberative engagement with public stakeholders, 

local communities and societal groups that are likely to be impacted by energy system change 



plays a central role in enhancing our understanding of energy transition impacts and impact 

management itself.  

 

1.2 Energy Governance and Shale Gas 

 

Energy Governance fundamentally links the problem of anthropogenic climate change and 

energy transitions associated with decarbonising the economy. New governance structures are 

required to manage such transitions and their direct consequences – not only for national energy 

policy institutions and energy industries but for communities that rely on fossil fuel exploration 

for employment, economic development, regeneration and services. However, running in 

parallel to the low carbon energy transition is the additional disruption of shale gas and tight 

oil; seen either as a “new era of energy abundance” by observers such as Rex Tillerson the 

Chairman and CEO of ExxonMobil (Tillerson, 2013), or as a sign that we are entering the “Era 

of extreme energy” (Klare, 2011). Although a complex, multifarious notion, we consider 

governance in the context of public participation and social justice, contributing to the evolving 

research on energy justice (Bickerstaff, Walker & Bulkeley, 2013; Sovacool & Cooper, 2013; 

Sovacool & Dworkin, 2014; Sovacool, Sidorstov & Jones, 2014). Evaluating where injustices 

occur within this context and what processes exist to remedy these (Jenkins et al., 2016) would 

seem a sensible definition of our approach to understanding energy justice. We consider how 

energy systems can or should be governed in a way that contributes towards a fair and just 

society. 

Clearly, for governance to be effective, culture, socio-economics and trust play a role 

if outcomes are to be considered fair and equitable, particularly in a democracy where citizens 

expect to participate in influencing government energy decision making or for decisions to 

reflect their concerns. Beierle (2002) states that fairness in participation is achieved by broad 

representation and equalisation of participants’ power, whilst competence often involves the 

use of scientific information and technical analysis to settle factual claims. Other authors have 

disputed this equalisation of participants’ power as an ideal not always represented in 

deliberative practice. van Stokkom (2005) emphasises that deliberative processes to inform 

policy do not always meet equality and rationality ideals. Behind the ideal of rational dialogue 

between equal participants the author finds an interplay of power and emotion dynamics that 

can aid or impede deliberation. Whilst procedural fairness is important, it is also the fairness 

of outcomes and how they are distributed that truly matters to those impacted by large-scale 

and/or contentious energy developments and has also been shown to influence societal 

acceptance (Visschers & Siegrist, 2012). Despite the significance of technological 

considerations and challenges, the process of unconventional oil and gas exploration is clearly 

not simply a technological issue (Centner, 2016). We acknowledge that energy-related 

technological solutions to mitigate against climate change are being seen as a priority due to 

concerns relating to the sufficient timeliness and extent of societal and economic change (Lee 

et al., 2012). 

In 2014, then UK Prime Minister, David Cameron declared the government was “going 

all out for shale”, announcing that cash strapped local authorities would benefit from business 

rates raised from shale gas sites (Watt, 2014). In the same year, then US President Barak Obama 

in his State of the Union address publicised natural gas as a transition ‘bridge fuel’, extolling 

the virtues of natural gas as a low carbon alternative to coal (Plumer, 2014). Democrats in the 

US, influenced by Bernie Saunders, later changed their view, incentivising wind and solar 

power over natural gas (Lin, 2016). The oil and gas industry clearly have hopes beyond 

transition, hoping that natural gas will play a large role in future energy supply in addition to 

the development of renewable energy (Bousso, 2018). The UK Government is encouraging 

shale gas exploration and considers the fuel to be part of a UK energy mix with nuclear and 



renewables. Either way, the development and extraction of unconventional energy resources 

from shales, coal beds and tight sands, has become one of the most important global energy 

policy phenomena of the 21st century (Whitton et al., 2018b), which has increased the global 

supply of hydrocarbons and lowered their price (Van de Graaf, 2017). However, the plentiful 

supply and demand for hydrocarbons is in stark contrast to international agreements to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions, such as the Paris Agreement that came into force on 4 November 

2016. At the time of writing, 55 Parties were signed up to the Convention, representing around 

55% of total global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. Despite signatories agreeing to 

accelerate and intensify the work needed for a sustainable low carbon future, a substantial effort 

– over and above that agreed – is now required if there is any chance of meeting the target of 

keeping global warming below 2 degrees Celsius (Rogelj et al., 2016). This and the assertion 

in October 2018 by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) that limiting global 

warming to 1.5°C compared to 2°C could go hand in hand with ensuring a more sustainable and 

equitable society (IPCC, 2018). The report makes it clear that we are already experiencing the 

adverse effects of 1°C of global warming.  

Debates persist on the role of shale gas within a modern energy landscape. Weijermars 

et al. (2011: 402) assert that until renewable energy technologies mature and are able to produce 

large quantities of energy to meet demand in an economic manner, gas production from 

unconventional resources must continue to “bridge the transition period”. In addition, 

unconventional gas is considered to hold the potential to reduce dependency on imports, thus 

enhancing energy security whilst building resilience against “price shocks and supply 

interruptions” (Weijermars et al., 2011: 404). The notion of time is worth noting here; a factor 

that is of central importance in both the climate change and energy transitions debates. Time 

(as one factor among several) is seen as necessary for renewable technologies to develop and 

‘mature’, but conversely time is an ever-decreasing resource and has a direct impact on whether 

international emissions reduction targets are to be met or if efforts to prevent a global 

temperature rise of above 1.5°C (IPCC, 2018) are to be effective in stemming climatic volatility. 

A conflict exists; time must be allowed for a broad range of renewables (i.e. beyond the notably 

maturing technologies of solar and onshore wind) to develop and contribute to reducing energy-

related emissions, whilst the forecasted window of time in which action against long-term 

climate mitigation is reducing rapidly. We discuss this later in the chapter. Another important 

factor in the energy governance narrative is that of societal influence or ‘participation’, which 

we discuss below. 

 

1.3 Participation 

 

There is increasing acknowledgement that public support for energy technologies is not entirely 

based upon the assumption of public trust in technical expertise and the assurances of 

developers. We see this theme in our work on energy governance (Whitton et al., 2018a) and 

that of other authors, such as Anna Szolucha in Lancashire UK and Grabowiec, Poland 

(Szolucha, 2018), Imogen Rattle, James Van Alstine and Tudor Baker in Lancashire and 
Yorkshire, UK (Rattle, 2018). These authors highlight the public experience of a system of 

governance, perceived by residents to favour development over their concerns – based on 

recent events in Lancashire, UK it would seem their concerns are well founded. Conversely, 

there also exists a degree of long-standing mistrust of ‘the public’ in the context of “high level 

policy discourse” around the significant technological transitions and transformations required 

to mitigate severe climate change (Lee et al., 2012: 33). The uncertainty surrounding the impact 

on local communities, their residents and how they will influence the policy-making process 

surrounding shale gas has been identified to have produced barriers to the ‘pro-fracking’ 

government policy in the UK (Cairney, Fischer & Ingold, 2015). This has also been the case 



for wind turbine developments in Ontario, Canada (Christidis, Lewis & Bigelow, 2017), where 

the authors find that changes to policy and decision-making processes may address opposition.  

Public engagement upstream of the decision point for siting controversial technologies 

is widely discussed (Corner, Pidgeon & Parkhill, 2012; Wilsdon & Willis, 2004), whereby 

heterogeneous publics are provided access and resources to engage in processes, by which they 

may form adequate personal opinions and preferences through informed deliberation and 

public debate on issues that may affect them. This is increasingly seen as a benchmark for 

dealing with technology-generated social controversy (Felt & Fochler, 2008; Flynn, Bellaby & 

Ricci, 2011; Hagendijk & Kallerud, 2003). The concern voiced by these authors, and echoed 

here, is that there needs to be adequate public engagement in the processes of assessing both 

the social and ethical feasibility of shale gas as a fuel and a technological solution to energy 

security, climate change and economic growth (a participatory technology assessment process), 

and for siting new shale gas installations downstream at the point of siting actual fracking wells. 

If this is absent, then decision-making will reflect the choices of central, institutional actors 

rather than those that are directly affected (Kleinman, 2000). By looking across the case studies 

of other energy technology siting processes, it is clear that to do so would likely lead to public 

opposition, political controversy and eventual planning failure. The uncertainty of how local 

communities and impacted residents will influence the policy-making process surrounding 

shale gas has been identified by some to have produced barriers to the pro-fracking government 

policy in the UK transforming into a pro-fracking policy outcome (Cairney et al., 2015). 

Beyond shale gas, scholars such as Lee et al. (2012) observe that despite legal obligations in 

national, EU and international law to provide opportunities for public participation during 

consenting processes for nationally significant energy projects, strategic planning policy 

appears to offer up very little of significance to be discussed and that can be legitimately 

influenced. The potential for participation to become a frustrating “bureaucratic hurdle” (Lee 

et al., 2012: 33) for stakeholders, whereby legal rights to participate only bear limited 

opportunities to legitimately influence process (Lee et al., 2012) is an important consideration 

in the energy transition debate. It is of particular significance given the degree of technological 

change that is likely required to mitigate climate change.  

We have highlighted the US regulatory systems’ complexity, heterogeneity, lack of 

transparency, and limited local voice for US stakeholders previously, whereas we have 

discussed how in the UK the concept of public engagement has become an institutionalised 

facet of energy technology development processes (Whitton et al., 2017). However, numerous 

national case studies point to institutional failures to site controversial energy-related 

technologies in the absence of sufficient community-level participation in the planning process. 

So, where and how can the public engage on issues relating to shale gas developments? 

 

1.4 Incorporating Social Justice into Energy Infrastructure Decision Making 

 

Energy transitions represent a myriad of transformational shifts within an energy system, which 

inevitably – directly and indirectly – impact upon societies via changes not only to technologies 

and the price of energy itself but to the “broader social and economic assemblages” associated 

with the production and consumption of energy (Miller et al., 2013: 135). Energy system 

change involves the social process, changes and outcomes that may go unnoticed by more 

analytical approaches. As part of such transformations, decision-making is complex and 

reactive to changing circumstances and pressures on that system. However, towards the 

implications of these multi-scalar transformations, energy debates are considered by some to 

be limited in scope, insufficiently informed, and ‘stunted’, whereby they underemphasise how 

and to what degree energy systems impact upon societies whilst little opportunity for societal 



involvement and influence is available, beyond that of traditional technocratic actors such as 

engineers and bureaucrats (Miller et al., 2013).  

As early as 2007, researchers highlighted that social acceptance was and would 

continue to be a constraining factor in achieving ambitious government target for the 

deployment of renewable energy technologies in numerous countries (Wüstenhagen, Wolsink 

& Bürer, 2007). The authors highlight wind energy as particularly problematic because of 

visual impact on landscapes. This has indeed proved to be the case – at the time of writing 

Dumfries and Galloway local councillors formally objected to a 30-turbine wind farm 

development near Wanlockhead in the Lowther Hills. The decision will now rest with the 

Scottish Government. The same authors also highlight how the influences on socio-political 

and community acceptance are increasingly recognised as being important for understanding 

the contradictions between widespread support for renewable energy and the public objection 

to projects. The planning process relating to nationally significant infrastructure projects 

(NSIPs) has also been the subject of recent academic research by academics at UCL. The UK 

Research Council study focuses on decision making and participation on large renewable 

energy developments, (UCL, 2017). Previous work conducted by the same authors (Rydin, Lee 

& Lock, 2015) suggests a strong policy commitment by Government to promoting low carbon 

energy infrastructure and implies a prior ‘in principle’ assumption that the proposed 

development is necessary. Interesting for our work here, is that the authors raise a concern 

regarding the legitimacy of a process that provides legal provision for citizens to participate, 

but in a context that may restrict the potential for public concerns and aspirations to influence 

final regulatory decisions.  

We argue that a seldom-considered element of energy transition decision-making is that 

of fairness – that is socially sustainable decision making. If these decisions are deemed to be 

unfair by society, they may be perceived as ‘unacceptable’, face challenge or objection, and 

potentially fail to achieve broad social acceptance. Social justice, whereby the multifarious 

impacts on communities (also conceived of as end users, customers, ‘the public’) are 

understood, acknowledged and influence process, must play a visible role in energy-related 

decision-making, particularly when this involves significant ‘transition-level’ planning and 

change and if decisions are to be achieve any degree of societal support or acceptance. We have 

discussed previously in a comparison between the UK and US, how existing systems of energy 

governance provide insufficient opportunities for substantive engagement (Whitton et al., 

2017). According to Thibaut and Walker (1975), it is the belief of citizens that procedures hold 

importance, because “fair procedures produce fair outcomes” (MacCoun, 2005: 182). 

However, these produce multiple and often unknown outcomes and impacts upon societies, 

raising concerns surrounding social justice, notions of ‘procedural fairness’ and ‘procedural 

justice’ of the decision-making processes. For project developers, meeting procedural justice 

ideals with transparent decision making is an important factor in avoiding conflict with local 

populations (Gross, 2007). In this sense, demonstrable justice and fairness during processes 

such as participation and decision-making can aid in increasing local support for a project. 

Where acceptance is not achieved, local opposition often exists, which is economically and 

socially costly to both developers and communities as it can result in planning delays and a 

loss of trust (Cotton & Devine-Wright, 2011), of which the latter is notably difficult to retrieve. 

Rootes (2006) has also shown how the absence of procedural justice can reveal how power 

relations between local actors may be imbalanced, which has ethical implications for decision-

making policy making surrounding nationally significant infrastructure projects (NSIPs). We 

argue that the absence of demonstrable social justice within shale gas projects will likely lead 

to societal resistance and opposition, political critique, and the inability to be deemed as 

positive or ‘good’.  



As Lebel et al. (2006) state, the central goal of good governance is social justice, 

whereas Fung (2015) describes social justice as a central value of democratic governance. In 

short, effective governance requires social justice at its core, and we argue that effective 

governance is required to achieve any sense of energy justice in relation to shale gas projects. 

As part of this effective governance, participation that is legally required must also take the 

form of legitimate engagement with opportunity for deliberative dialogue and for this 

engagement to result in genuine procedural influence. We wish to avoid the scenario forecasted 

by Lee et al. (2012), whereby affected communities may grow frustrated and become 

disillusioned with engagement processes due to their perceived superficial and bureaucratic 

nature. Rather, we would employ an approach focussed on moving beyond consultation to 

deliberation and debate, knowledge and experience sharing, learning, and the envisioning of 

desirable futures. We also respond to the calls of other scholars for improvements to 

infrastructure-related decision-making through the guarantee of “social contribution” and 

improvements in public methodologies to “best represent social needs” (Sierra et al., 2018: 

510), thereby increasing decision-making legitimacy and efficacy in the view of public 

stakeholders. This represents a move towards more socially informed and just energy decision-

making as part of effective energy governance.  

In the UK, a small number of exploration companies dominate shale gas exploration, 

one of which is Cuadrilla. Cotton, Rattle and Van Alstine (2014) discuss procedural justice in 

the context of Cuadrilla’s shale gas exploration activities in Lancashire, UK in recent years, 

concerning community benefit practices and community engagement with locally affected 

communities. Permitted site licenses which were obtained prior to Cuadrilla’s exploration 

activities did not require Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs). Due to these activities 

being exploratory as opposed to commercial, and being declared to cover an area under 1 

hectare (Kotsakis, 2012), Cuadrilla’s practices complied with the legal regulatory framework 

(Town and Country Planning Regulations 1999 in England and Wales), but were questionable 

in regards to their social acceptability. Cotton et al. (2014: 433) observe that by avoiding the 

EIA, the company’s practices avoided generating a social licence to operate (SLO), failing to 

produce any degree of “ongoing status of local stakeholder approval”. Howard-Grenville et al. 

(2008) highlight the importance of SLO due to the unintended consequences for industry, such 

as conflict, opposition and project delays, that may arise by ignoring or acting contrary to the 

expectations of local publics. There can also be regulatory consequences if regulatory 

authorities experience pressure from elected representatives to bridge this social gap and 

tighten regulatory conditions (Gunningham, Kagan & Thornton, 2004). As this agreement with 

communities is not a legal requirement and is intangible, companies and industries may 

question its value or impact; however, Calvano (2007) has shown that communities 

surrounding these developments can become sites of social conflict and political contestation. 

Cotton et al. (2014) note that gaining SLO requires establishing procedural fairness, by 

engaging communities in decision-making over site licensing, an observation also made by 

Gross (2007). However, the authors propose that Cuadrilla’s communication with communities 

in Lancashire and Suffolk were insufficiently deliberative, and merely demonstrated 

‘deliberative speak’ (Hindmarsh & Matthews, 2008), communicative rhetoric which fails to 

ensure that communities are involved in decision-making and establish a SLO.  

Recent proposals look to provide local authorities in the UK with monetary incentives, 

such as 100% business rates for extraction activities, which carry potentially negative 

implications for the impartiality of these bodies and may damage “the procedural 

environmental justice capabilities for councils to protect vulnerable constituents” (Cotton et 

al., 2014: 434). At the present time, the recently re-formed Conservative government launched 

a consultation document on the Shale Wealth Fund (SWF) (see Treasury, 2016), which 

provides details on how additional revenue could be provided to local communities, to 



populations affected by shale gas development sites, beyond funding provided by the shale gas 

industry (UKOOG, 2016). Funding, incentives and community benefit packages are reported 

elsewhere as becoming a common characteristic of site selection strategies for other energy 

industries, such as nuclear, or more specifically nuclear waste management (see Kojo & 

Richardson, 2014). On the subject of revenues derived from shale gas developments, US-based 

research conducted by Paydar et al. (2016) explores the association between local public 

support for unconventional gas development (UGD) (Boudet et al., 2014) and UGD-related 

public revenues disbursed to county and municipal governments. The authors find a positive 

correlation between the collection of ‘impact fee’ revenues and support for UGD projects, and 

importantly, that higher rates of public support were found to be associated with municipal-

level payments than to county-level governments. Such findings have governance implications 

for the UK, in that it may be more socially acceptable and supported for revenue-based support 

to ‘shale gas communities’ to be managed at a more decentralised, local scale, where 

communities and local institutions have greater influence on how development-related funds 

are distributed and utilised in their locality.  

 The notion of locality holds relevance in discussions and decisions around shale gas 

exploration. Communities that are geographically distant from shale gas sites, and therefore 

not deemed to be ‘associated’ or ‘local’ to shale gas sites but are perceived by some to be 

‘impacted’ by shale gas operations (e.g. by the transport of development-related resources and 

materials by heavy goods vehicles through or close to these communities) may suffer from this 

locally-targeted economic governance of ‘shale gas benefits’. This has implications for the 

distributive justice of benefits provision from such developments. Whilst important, 

participation in decision-making is not enough for ‘a just system’ to be realised; justice requires 

both process and distributive aspects to be addressed and fulfilled. In a recent study by Cotton 

(2016), the author applies an ethical framework for policy evaluation of shale gas in the UK, 

based on the work of Kristin Shrader-Frechette (Shrader-Frechette, 2002) which considers the 

interrelationship between the distributive and procedural elements of environmental justice. In 

applying this framework, Cotton emphasises the argument that government and industry 

organisations must address both procedural and distributional justice challenges to demonstrate 

that the decision-making process and outcomes respectively of such developments are ethically 

legitimate. He also argues that fracking-related planning policy development links to deeper 

problems of participative and consent-related injustice that relate to ongoing processes of 

planning reform (the Planning Act 2008, the Localism Act 2011 and now the Infrastructure Act 

2015) that shorten decision times across multiple planning consent regimes and remove powers 

from local communities for decision-making control by rescaling decisions from local to 

national scales. We contend that this has broader energy justice implications on the shale gas 

industry and its activities. This highlights again the critical role that time plays in energy-related 

processes, albeit in a participatory and justice context. We have previously noted the time-

based conflict that exists between renewable technology development and climate change-

related action. Not only is the diminishing window to act to prevent global temperatures 

surpassing an increase of 1.5°C creating a barrier to allow for renewable technological maturity, 

but those same time constraints appear to be contributing to the implementation of policies 

with limited opportunities for legitimate societal engagement and genuine participation in 

decision-making. In this sense, the issue of impending climatic changes act both as a driver for 

the development of lower-carbon energy sources and a barrier to the capacity of decision-

making processes for societal involvement and influence. Indeed, time serves as both a 

predicament for climate-related resolution and for democracy. 

How do we respond to what we have identified thus far, and what do we propose in 

address of such observations? In the context of enhancing governance procedures, we propose 

that a systemic, participatory, community-led approach is required to achieve any sense of how 



participation that is procedurally just and fair can be defined, in a community setting and within 

the context of energy developments. Such an approach incorporates multi-directional dialogue, 

where local stakeholders are viewed as assets to utilise to improve and legitimise decision 

outcomes. This in turn contributes towards procedural justice as experienced by affected 

communities as stakeholders, and more broadly towards the energy justice exhibited by 

technologically-based development. This is also facilitated by a move away from the 

technocratic D-A-D approach (Decide Announce Defend) toward the more democratic and 

collaborative E-D-D approach (Engage Deliberate Decide) of governance and decision-

making. Whitton et al. (2015) have previously proposed this type of approach with the aim of 

achieving a form of legitimacy that allows communities to derive social priorities through 

‘community visioning’. Community visioning is a process that enables differing viewpoints to 

be understood through dialogue. Local people come together to identify and debate community 

values, to highlight both current issues and future opportunities, and then co-develop plans to 

achieve an agreed vision (Ames, 1997, 2006; Cuthill, 2004). This approach promotes several 

critical elements, useful within the context of shale gas developments. The first is democracy 

in shale gas decisions; the manifestation of this being public involvement in energy decisions 

as part of the dialogue between government, industry and local communities. The second is 

that the process itself is evidence of a form of procedural justice in shale gas decisions that 

advances a concept of fairness. In this respect the question asked should be; ‘is the process 

perceived as fair, and is the outcome equitable?’ This concurs with the suggested necessities 

of ethically legitimate decision-making, in both procedural and distributive contexts, as 

discussed by Cotton (2016).  

In terms of process, the approach is community led and asset based (using the skills and 

resources based in the community), using deliberation to generate community priorities. We 

aim to initiate a lasting change within communities through building social capital; focusing 

on community assets not deficits (National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO), 

2014). An example of this approach on a national scale is provided by Big Local Trust, the 

£220m, 15-year UK National Lottery programme to encourage voluntary action and 

community development to support communities to achieve their own goals. This decentralised 

governance structure sees funds spent according to the priorities and needs of local 

communities, as articulated by community members, an approach which we argue can inform 

the development of a socially just and ethically legitimate system of governance for shale gas 

developments. 

The notion of social justice as part of a system of energy governance is important is 

energy transitions are to be broadly positive and beneficial to a wide range of stakeholders and 

community members. As Miller et al. (2013) discuss with regard to the notion of energy justice, 

energy transformations must be examined in order to identify whether they will or could 

perpetuate existing or create new negative impacts of energy production and use and thus the 

ways in which this can be mitigated. Engaging with currently or potentially affected 

communities can assist in this endeavour to understand how energy transitions and the changes 

inherent in them may impact them, including whom may be particularly affected and for what 

reasons. As a point of definition here, Miller (2012: 48) has previously suggested that energy 

justice encompasses “choices about what kinds of energy systems to build for the future, where 

to build them, and how to distribute their benefits, costs, and risks”. With this in mind it is 

important to seek not only traditional ‘expert’ views on what these benefits, costs and risks are 

likely or expected to be, but the perspective of those who are to be directly impacted by energy 

transitions and experience how these benefits, costs and risks may manifest and distribute 

themselves ‘on the ground’. In order to ensure that the governance of energy transitions is just 

and fair, we must do more to understand what would be considered just and fair by those who 



will now and for many years in the future, within a myriad of different contexts and from a 

variety of perspectives, such does the complexity of local communities require. 

 

1.5 Social Sustainability 

 

Infrastructure-related social sustainability is a subject that scholars observe is neglected but 

emerging as an area of interest (Sierra, Yepes & Pellicer, 2018). It is an area which our work 

seeks to contribute towards in-part due to the detrimental effects that socially under-informed 

and inconsiderate planning and decision-making can have on society and the project ( Sierra, 

Yepes & Pellicer, 2018; also see Naderpajouh et al., 2014; Temper, del Bene & Martinez-Alier, 

2015), and on fulfilling societal needs and priorities. Engaging in social science research on 

the subject of hydraulic fracturing and unconventional hydrocarbons is recommended by 

scholars to increase our capacity to identify potential risks, impacts and implications for 

society, so that we may effectively assess and gauge the prudency of proceeding with shale gas 

exploitation (Centner, 2016). More broadly, we argue that further research is required in 

examining the social sustainability and social impacts of energy transitions in the UK, of which 

North Sea and shale gas may play a role our transition from coal and imported gas. However, 

there are clearly renewable alternatives. Both renewable and non-renewable energy sources 

face opposition to deployment; non renewables due to GHG emissions, statutory nuisance, 

hazards to health and difficulties with extraction and renewables due to visual impact (e.g. 

wind) and impacts on the natural environment (e.g. tidal barrage). 
We have recommended a process whereby affected or potentially affected public 

stakeholders can deliberatively and openly discuss project plans and impacts in the context of 

local contexts (Whitton et al., 2015), and then inform and influence project-related decision-

making processes, thus contributing to efforts to address a lack of societal inclusion and social 

justice. There is insufficient focus on social sustainability in the energy transitions literature, 

and more research must be conducted in order to identify how social sustainability is 

represented in different energy transition scenarios and to disparate societal groups who may 

be impacted. For example, social development and sustainability can often be effectively 

understood through the exploration of local experiences whereby local context can be discussed 

in nuanced detail (Karami et al., 2017; Soltani et al., 2015), as opposed to the opinions and 

predictions of external experts. 

This approach echoes calls in the academic literature for energy debates to be “informed 

by robust empirical and theoretical inquiries” (Miller et al., 2013: 136) into how energy 

transitions will affect social groups. We argue that a crucial aspect of understanding socio-

technological systems and the changes they undergo is exploring the experiences of local 

communities and disparate societal groups through deliberative dialogue, thereby 

understanding how energy transitions may impact upon social sustainability at the local scale. 

We have previously proposed a social sustainability framework for energy 

infrastructure decisions (Whitton et al., 2015), particularly relevant for the exploration of 

energy transitions and their societal impacts. Other scholars have similarly called for the 

development of methodologies that better assess the socio-economic impacts of expanding 

energy infrastructure and explicit consideration of the long-term impacts of this infrastructure 

on local communities and economies (e.g. renewable energy infrastructure, Rydin et al., 2018), 

both being areas which our approach seeks to dialogically explore. We focus on engaging in 

deliberative dialogue with a number of affected social groups within a locality, exploring what 

sustainability means to them and how sustainability is perceived, particularly in a social 

context. From this, sustainability criteria can be co-developed based on the group’s social 

priorities and ranked by importance. These discussions are framed via the introduction of a 

particular energy technology or energy transition narrative, through which the social 



sustainability criteria are re-prioritised based on perceived social impacts. Once these criteria 

are prioritised in the context of social impacts, the approach then seeks to explore with each 

group the notion of ‘desirable futures’ involving these discussed technologies or transition 

examples. Desirable future scenarios are then co-established from these group dialogues, which 

are used as a basis for reflection and deliberation to establish how these desirable futures can 

be achieved in a socially sustainable manner. Suffice to say other dimensions of sustainability 

will naturally be discussed within group dialogue but that the thematic focus is that of social 

sustainability in an energy context. Through this approach, both local context and the diverse 

needs and priorities of local communities can be explored and understood within specific 

energy contexts, whereby findings can inform and influence specific decision-making 

processes.  

 

1.6 Conclusion 

 

Our discussion of energy governance and participation when considering the future of shale 

gas exploration or ‘fracking’ raises a number of issues, whilst also highlighting areas for future 

research. A persistent issue is that of transparency and access to planning and decision-making 

surrounding hydraulic fracturing in the UK and the degree of agency afforded to affected 

communities. After 8 years of exploration, communities such as those in Lancashire remain 

concerned about the environmental and social implications of this energy technology. Given 

recent judicial outcomes allowing fracking to go ahead, communities feel that fair governance 

is inconsistent with locally made decisions having been overturned by government. Recent 

earth tremors as a result of exploratory activity in Lancashire has furthered the debate on the 

environmental justice implications of shale gas exploitation in the UK.  

The tension between national energy security, climate change obligations and 

democracy is one that underlies the shale gas debate but also other energy projects, particularly 

in the UK where government support nationally often contrasts with an ever-present scepticism 

and uncertainty among local communities and the wider population. Without adequate, 

legitimate and timely participation in decision-making, where pre-determined outcomes are 

avoided, local support for energy developments will experience ongoing stagnation.  

Energy development ‘without the community’ is likely to engender a dearth of 

community support, whether national energy interests are met or not. In short, opaque and 

unjust processes will likely lead to unjust and contested outcomes. 

In both the US and the UK we have observed a lack of opportunity for local 

communities to engage in dialogue to influence development outcomes for unconventional 

energy developments. If shale gas resources are to be explored and exploited, then the 

complexity, uniqueness and priorities of local communities must also be explored. 

Unconventional and other large-scale energy projects require more than public consultation. 

We argue that deliberation, open debate, and early-stage dialogue with a range of social groups 

is necessary for any form of effective and fair energy governance. We have proposed a 

framework for exploring both conceptions of local sustainability and perspectives on what a 

sustainable energy future could include for local communities.  

The complexity of energy transition and the associated timeframe for action to meet 

emission targets and mitigate irreversible global temperature increases suggests that energy 

system changes will affect society in a myriad of ways and to varying degrees. It is due to this 

complexity and contentious nature of energy technologies that work is required to examine and 

understand the unique impact of energy transitions in specific localities. We argue that 

collaborating with local communities, whereby diverse local needs, experiences and expertise, 

and priorities are explored is more likely to lead to decisions that are socially sustainable.  



Regarding shale gas in particular, the UK Government narrative regarding its 

commitment to a reduction of CO₂ emissions whilst promoting a shale gas industry is a 

confusing one. How is this compatible with a just energy transition away from traditional fossil 

fuels and towards ‘cleaner’ energy? What role, if any, will shale gas have alongside renewable 

energy technologies in the UK to aid climate change mitigation efforts, in the context of an 

ever-decreasing window of opportunity? Indeed, is time rather than technocracy the emerging 

primary factor in the restriction of deliberative and dialogic opportunity? These areas require 

further attention and research.  
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