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Communicating Geoscience
– the shale gas experience of the BGS
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Working with new technology and data to understand and predict the
geological processes that matter to people’s lives and livelihoods. 
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The BBC of Geoscience

• Public Service Geoscience – impartial advice to UK 
government, industry, academia and public

• Not-for-profit, 50% BEIS (UK Govt), remainder 
commissioned/ commercial

• Centenary of the Haldane Principle which governs 
scientific independence

• Subject to Freedom of Information (FOI) & 
Environmental Information Regulations (EIR) requests 
for information

• The Principles of Public Life are the basis for the code 
of conduct for BGS staff
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Principles of Public Life
• Selflessness act solely in the public interest 

• Integrity independent of outside influence

• Objectivity makes choices based on merit

• Accountability subject to appropriate scrutiny

• Openness as open as possible about all decisions

• Honesty declare all private interests and avoid conflict

• Leadership promote principles and lead by example

https://www.ukri.org/files/termsconditions/rcukukriterms/code-of-conduct-pdf/
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Ground motion detected by nearest seismometer (80km)

Vertical units are in nanometres, so the 
maximum displacement is less than a 
micron Horizontal scale is time in UTC, Coordinated 

Universal Time, which is coincident with GMT
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• This small earthquake received 80 media hits in 48 hours
• First media enquiry regards link to fracking was 10.17am 1st April from The Ecologist
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Blackpool 
Gazette was first 
media report we 
saw making link 
to fracking…
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Since 2011 BGS has…
• (as part of expert group) proposed hydraulic fracturing traffic light 

system with 0.5M as proposed threshold

• assessed shale gas/oil resources in the  Bowland Shale, central 
England, as well as resources in the Weald Basin, Wales, Midland 
Valley of Scotland & Wessex area

• assessed the potential impact on groundwater, including aquifer-
shale separation mapping

• commenced Environmental Baseline Monitoring in Lancashire 
and Vale of Pickering to enable future assessment of impact of 
hydraulic fracturing

• initiated the UK Geoenergy observatories project which will create 
world-class, subsurface energy-research test centres in Cheshire 
and Glasgow
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PEDL165 (Preston New road)
Cuadrilla - shale gas prospect 
(Bowland Shale & Hodder Mudstone)

Community engagement
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Surrey earthquake swarm

• 1st April 2018, the BGS detected the first earthquake to occur in 
Surrey for 467 years

• This was the first of a ‘swarm’ with a total of 12 seismic events by the 
18th July

• In response BGS has installed 5 seismometers in a network close to 
these earthquakes to reduce uncertainty in location and depth  for 
these events

• BGS is unable to say if there is a link between oil and gas activities, 
or any other man made activities, and these events

• Real-time data can be viewed for each station
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Newdigate: 12 earthquakes from 1st April to 
18th July 2018 – from 0.3 to 3 Magnitude

Dorking: Last earthquake in 
Surrey (25th May 1551) 

PEDL143 (Holmwood): 
conventional oil prospect 
(Portland Sandstone & 
Kimmeridge Limestone)

PEDL137 (Horse Hill): 
conventional oil prospect 
(Portland Sandstone & 
Kimmeridge Limestone)

PL235 (Brockham): operating oil 
production well (Portland Sandstone)

Balcombe
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My advice …

• If the media contact you, speak to your press office

• Are you an expert ? Can you talk convincingly ? Are you normally 
allowed out ? If yes, media work is for you 

• Recorded interviews – if you can, go live every time

• Smart casual, avoid (strobing) stripes

• Be available, be brave, don’t forget to breathe!

• Stick to what you know; avoid speculation; be honest, if you don’t 
know, say so; don’t say “No comment”

• Take the plunge, it can be great fun!
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Recommended reading
Brilliant PR

by Cathy Bussey
(deputy editor of PRWeek magazine)

“An easy read, not a dense academic 
tome, neatly sums up my approach to 
communications”

Clive Mitchell, Comms Team Leader, 
BGS
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Take home messages

• BGS is an independent source of monitoring data for 
the UK subsurface – in real-time, free and accessible for 
everyone

• Community engagement is challenging, rewarding and 
crucial – as public sector scientists it is our duty to 
explain ourselves

• Geoscience communication creates awareness and 
value – it is essentially the business case for funding 
scientific research
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Thank you for 
your attention!

Clive Mitchell
BGS Communications

British Geological Survey
Keyworth, Nottingham, NG12 5GG, 
United Kingdom (UK)

+44 (0)115 936 3257

cjmi@bgs.ac.uk

www.bgs.ac.uk

Twitter:@CliveBGS
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