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Background
On 14 September the Northern Territory Government announced a scientific inquiry into hydraulic 
fracturing of onshore unconventional reservoirs in the Northern Territory (the Inquiry) under 
the Inquiries Act (NT).

Definitions
For the purposes of this document:

“Associated Activities” means:

a. the acquisition of ground or surface water for hydraulic fracturing;

b. the mixing of water, chemicals and proppant to create hydraulic fracturing fluid;

c.  the return of injected fluid and water produced from the unconventional reservoir to 
the surface after hydraulic fracturing, and subsequent transport for reuse, treatment or 
disposal; and

d. the reuse, treatment and release of wastewater generated by hydraulic fracturing.

“environment” means land, air, water, organisms and ecosystems and includes:

a. the well-being of humans;

b. structures made or modified by humans;

c. the amenity values of an area; and

d. economic, cultural and social conditions.

“environmental impact” means any change, or potential change, to the environment.

“environmental risk” means the chance of something happening that will have an environmental 
impact, measured in terms of the environmental consequences and the likelihood of those 
consequences occurring.

“hydraulic fracturing” means the injection of fluids under pressures high enough to fracture the 
gas bearing formation where the fluid is comprised of water, chemicals and proppant.

“unconventional reservoir” is a reservoir where the gas bearing formation is shale.

Terms of Reference
The Inquiry will:

1.  assess the scientific evidence to determine the nature and extent of the environmental 
impacts and risks, including the cumulative impacts and risks, associated with hydraulic 
fracturing of unconventional reservoirs and the Associated Activities in the Northern 
Territory;

2.  advise on the nature of any knowledge gaps and additional work or research that is 
required to make the determination in Item 1, including a program for how such work or 
research should be prioritised and implemented, that includes (but is not limited to);

a. baseline surface water and groundwater studies,

b. baseline fugitive emissions data,

c. geological and fault line mapping, and

d. focus areas for baseline health impact assessment,

3.  for every environmental risk and impact that is identified in Item 1, advise the level of 
environmental impact and risk that would be considered acceptable in the Northern 
Territory context;
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4. for every environmental risk and impact that is identified in Item 1,

a.  describe methods, standards or strategies that can be used to reduce the impact or risk; 
and

b.  advise whether such methods, standards or strategies can effectively and efficiently 
reduce the impact or risk to the levels described in Item 3;

5.  identify any scientific, technical, policy or regulatory requirements or resources that are 
in addition to the reforms being implemented through the existing environmental reform 
process that are necessary to reduce environmental risks and impacts associated with the 
hydraulic fracturing of unconventional reservoirs to acceptable levels; and

6. identify priority areas for no go zones.

When the Inquiry makes a determination under Item 1 about whether or not there has been an 
impact or risk on economic, cultural and social conditions, the Inquiry will not only consider the 
impacts and risks of hydraulic fracturing and the Associated Activities, it will also consider the 
impacts and risks of the development of the onshore unconventional gas industry, including 
exploration activities such as seismic surveys and aerial surveys, land access and costs and 
benefits of the industry. This may be undertaken through a social impact assessment or similar 
activity.

Methodology
In the course of delivering the Terms of Reference, the Inquiry will:

1. advise the timeframe for the Inquiry prior to 1 January 2017;

2.  develop and implement a stakeholder engagement program, which will be publicly 
released prior to 1 January 2017 and which will include opportunities for the public to give 
written submissions and meet with the Inquiry in Darwin, Katherine, Tennant Creek and 
Alice Springs (and potentially other communities) prior to and following:

a. the release of an Interim Report on the Findings of the Inquiry; and

b. the release of a draft Final Report on the Findings of the Inquiry;

3.  have regard to issues raised in the course of implementing the stakeholder engagement 
plan that relate to the Terms of Reference;

4.  subject to any request for a submission or any part thereof to be kept confidential, make all 
submissions to the Inquiry publicly available;

5.  have regard to relevant domestic and international reviews and inquiries regarding the 
environmental impacts and risks associated with hydraulic fracturing of unconventional 
reservoirs and the Associated Activities; and

6.  consider the principles of ecological sustainable development and the precautionary 
principle.
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