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 « Today, in the United States, a new well is drilled every twelve minutes, and that model is what some wish to import to Europe ». 

Job creation, lower gas bills, renewed competitiveness, geopolitical upheaval, energy independence… such are the arguments used by oil and gas lobby groups to influence public opinion and impose shale gas exploitation throughout Europe. Focused on the American example and oblivious of European economic and legal specificities, lobbies fling counter-truths regarding the economic benefits that their production would generate. However, what they call an energy revolution actually is a dangerous « gold rush » with a single mission, intensive drilling, to satisfy the hunger for profit of a few at the expense of the general interest. 

Argument after argument, Thomas Porcher challenges information largely controlled by lobby groups and proposes crucial answers in the context of the current debate on shale gas in Europe.
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				Introduction

				Since François Hollande made a speech at the environmental conference of September 14th, 2012, France has been the first country to clearly reject shale gas and shale oil exploitation. The response was immediate: how could France, a country said to have the largest shale gas reserves in Europe, refuse to use them, while on a global level all countries seem willing to follow the American model? 

				Experts such as Claude Allègre, consultants, clubs, foundations, leaders, journalists, politicians, oil company lobbyists –all have published columns in favour of shale gas, putting forth arguments such as energy independence, lower gas prices, tax revenues and job creation that would result from exploitation. Despite opinion polls being largely opposed to shale gas, some have even argued that the French were incapable of recognizing the importance of the issues at stake and that the debate should remain primarily a conversation between professionals and experts, far from the irrational, emotional reactions of ill-informed individuals. Indeed, for shale gas supporters, the debate has not been led appropriately, firstly because of blackmail by environmentalists but also, and mainly, because of a « French syndrome », stasis, which according to some has crystallised all of France’s ills for 30 years : the welfare state, the rejection of progress and the will to avoid the structural change that is needed to adapt France to globalisation. Even the Gallois report on competitiveness commissioned by the Prime Minister does not completely close the door on shale gas, and recommends further research on how to improve extraction conditions. 

				Currently, the debate opposes the supporters of exploitation on the one hand, who emphasise the economic gains resulting from shale gas production, and, on the other hand, environmentalists who advocate the precautionary principle regarding the extraction technique that is used : hydraulic fracturing – a technique designed to inject large quantities of water (12 to 30 millions of liters) mixed with chemical fluids. From the pro-exploitation side, we hear that France, which is going through a severe economic crisis, cannot do without the benefits in terms of job creation, production and purchasing power which would derive from shale gas exploitation. The environmentalists on the other hand focus on the groundwater pollution risks that could be generated by hydraulic fracturing. The reduction of the debate to a balance between economic gains and environmental costs is also time-related since, respectively, gains would supposedly be short-term, as opposed to long-term risks. Yet, in fact, the debate as presented to the public is biased, since it is based on the assumption that shale gas exploitation would necessarily impact positively on the economy. Which is far from being certain. Therefore I mainly propose to refocus the debate on one question : would there be economic gains for the country’s population if France exploited its shale gas reserves ? 

				

				The decision to set aside environmental issues does not mean that they deserve a second-rate analysis, but that they can be settled with certainty : no one today can claim that hydraulic fracturing does not pose any risks to the environment. On the contrary, economic gains can be assessed more seriously than they have been until now, which is the purpose of this text : to provide citizens with information, to present them with a more accurate framework concerning the American example and to take into account the judicial and economic specificities of the French system, in order for everyone to be able to comprehend who would truly benefit from shale gas exploitation.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				The myth of the treasure buried in the garden

				In some media sources, all references to shale gas are followed by the story of a couple from Pennsylvania, both farmers, who became rich after accepting for a well to be drilled in their garden. Actually, in the United States, if the owner of a piece of land with shale gas reserves underground accepts the installation of a well, he or she receives financial compensation from the exploiting company, firstly beforehand, to finance the installation of the well, then through annual royalties on gas production. For the landowner, this can result in additional tens of thousands of dollars. However, contrary to the USA where underground resources belong to individual owners, in France they belong to the State. This means that if gas reserves were to be exploited, landowners would receive little money, if any. Even worse, if exploitable gas is found, there is nothing to prevent the State from accepting for a well to be drilled near residential areas. In that case, the residents of such areas near the borehole have to suffer the nuisance without deriving any benefits from the exploitation.

				Even if the State is the sole beneficiary of the royalties paid by gas companies, some would argue that in the current context, public authorities cannot do without such tax revenue ; however we will see later on that the mining code does not allow the State to receive expensive royalties either. In the case of France, what is worse is that inhabitants of areas rich in shale gas run the risk of becoming poorer. A report by the NBER1 (National Bureau of Economic Research) shows the impact of shale gas development on real estate value in Pennsylvania. It turns out that the value of a property with a borehole in the garden rises by 10,7%, which probably reflects the additional benefits deriving from company royalties. As we have seen, this scenario is impossible in France since underground resources do not belong to the owner but to the State. Conversely, the study shows that within a 2000-metre radius around a borehole, the price of real estate decreases by up to 24% of its value. This decrease can be explained by the nuisance caused by production, for instance the construction work to build wells, the procession of tanker trucks and the pollution, but is also caused by the buyers’ fear of the risks of groundwater contamination. In the end, contrary to what supporters of exploitation compulsively repeat, if the American example was to be rapidly applied in France, the people supposedly living on top of a treasure would actually become poorer. 

				

				

				



						1	L. Muehlenbachs, E. Spiller and C. Timmins (2012), « Shale gas development and property values differences across drinking water sources », Working paper series, 18390, NBER
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