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MANAGEMENT OF ENERGY POLICIES 

-Executive summary- 

 

Fracking for shale gas is a novel topic and there are still gaps in the scientific 

literature which is still surrounded by a high degree of uncertainty. When making decisions 

on the topic, policy makers will need to encompass and treat the uncertainties. The starting 

point for a socially sustainable shale gas development is the understanding of impacts, risks 

and uncertainties. The thesis has reviewed the main risks and uncertainties and has showed 

that the success of the United States cannot be replicated in Europe. Rather that assuming that 

the future of energy technologies is something that could easily be framed using scenarios, 

modelling and estimates, policy formulation should start from the assumption of high 

uncertainties and devise robust corrections, adaptive models able to counteract the negative 

impacts. Informed shale gas policy decisions require constant review of the uncertainties 

taking into consideration a range of possible scenarios. The paper’s main objective is to 

assess how energy policies on a contentious issue such as shale gas (a novel topic, surrounded 

by scientific uncertainty) should be shaped in order to encompass all relevant aspects and 

address main challenges. It does so by identifying main risks in governing the shale gas issue 

and promotes a diagram aimed to deal with uncertainty in the shale gas governance. The 

careful assessment of the potential merits and downsides before committing to development 

shows that involving science is the common ground in developing shale gas. As production 

from shale gas formations has not yet started in Europe, uncertainties should be clarified and 

properly assessed and mitigated before being incorporated in the decision making process at 

European level and /or national level. 

There is an academic interest in undertaking this research and this stems from the 

scientific relevance and contribution to the development of research on the chosen topic. 

First, it contributes to the dearth of independent and structured studies on the topic of shale 

gas by reviewing the relevant literature, encompassing all major issues attached to the shale 

gas debate. Second, the thesis reveals scientific conclusions have not yet been framed for 

some risks, while for others there are different perspectives. Third, it provides a clear and up-
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to-date picture of the Romanian gas sector assessing the role of gas in the country’s fuel mix 

and in particular if there is any room for shale gas in the Romanian energy context. Fourth, 

the thesis proposes a list of recommendations aimed to guide European decision makers in 

managing the energy policies on this contested topic of shale gas in a highly uncertain 

context. Fifth, the thesis brings together concepts and analytical frameworks from social 

sciences, political and economic issues in energy policy in a multi-disciplinary approach.  

The paper’s main objective was to assess how energy policies on a contentious issue 

such as shale gas (a novel topic, surrounded by scientific uncertainty) should be shaped in 

order to encompass all relevant aspects and address main challenges. This was accomplished 

by following three research leads.  

First, the conceptual framework of the debate was set reviewing the key relevant 

issues related to unconventional natural gas with the aim to capture the main risks and 

identify scientific gaps. This includes an analysis of how the shale gas revolution in the 

United States has developed, the triggering factors of the success in  shale gas exploitation, 

the economic advantages, as well as the main associated risks and review of the regulatory 

framework. It then delves deeper into key variables of the impact shale gas has on energy 

systems and assesses the commercial aspects attached to shale gas, in particular the gas 

pricing mechanism in the Unites States and the European model. The assessment also 

includes the impact that shale gas has had on gas prices on the United States market, as well 

as on international markets (and in particular on the European market where it faces fierce 

competition from other energy sources, in particular renewable energy sources). The thesis 

also takes into consideration the current energy context, of depressing oil prices with a 

paramount impact on gas projects worldwide and streamlines that the shale gas industry had 

to significantly improve efficiency in order to remain competitive on the United States energy 

market. The paper then reviews the European context and points that to date (mid 2016), no 

European country has a history of commercial development of shale gas, and it is still too 

early to tell for certain that gas will be commercially produced, especially given the context 

of failing oil prices which makes natural gas projects (and attached infrastructure) even more 

unfeasible. It identifies the social impact on communities as one of the main deterrents to the 

acceptability of unconventional hydrocarbon projects on the continent. Reasons behind 

United States’ leading position in the shale revolution and the differences between the two 

continents will be highlighted. The analysis of the U.S. as a case study can provide useful 

insights into the economic, environmental and social effects of shale gas exploitation, but not 
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enough to draw a clear, comprehensive picture of what could be the situation in Europe. The 

thesis tests in the first part its first hypothesis and concludes after the through literature 

review that there is significant uncertainty surrounding the shale gas debate, mainly because 

of geologic realities, as well as significant economic, regulatory environmental and social 

obstacles. The methodology employed in the first part is based on systematic reviews, 

exhaustive searching of the available literature, and reliance upon rigorous studies. Both 

empirical and the theoretical research were conducted based on literature review, as well as 

studies and articles published by renowned specialists, analysis of official documents, 

specialized publications, impact studies and reports of international organizations, think 

tanks, academic research institutions, as well as various media sources. Most of the sources 

are electronic due to novelty of the topic; but is should be highlighted that most of these 

sources are research studies from reputed universities, international energy agencies, top 

notch research institutes as well as industry associations. Data from secondary sources was 

employed (i.e. geological data, data on number of rigs for exploitation of shale gas in the 

United States, macroeconomic models on economic benefits, estimates on gas pricing, 

European Commission’s polls on residents’ opinion regarding social impact, data sets 

provided by international energy agencies). The thesis has also based the findings on a 

consistent review of relevant pieces of legislations on both sides of the Atlantic, United States 

and Europe. The first part of the thesis ends with a comparison between the United States and 

Europe in undertaking shale gas development, two units of analysis, a qualitative small-n 

comparison. The main rationale for adopting this comparative policy perspective is to 

broaden the horizon for policy makers in Europe that are likely to engage in (policy) lesson 

learning in order to cope with the controversial development of shale gas.  

Second, the literature review on key aspects related to shale gas development 

performed in the first part has shown that there is significant uncertainty surrounding the 

European debate on shale gas. All the identified uncertainties will need to be assessed before 

being incorporated in the policy-making process aimed to accompany the myriad legal, 

economic, social and environmental issues related to shale gas development. The thesis 

advances a three-step approach aimed to diminish the negative impact of shale gas and 

making the technology socially and environmentally sustainable in Europe. First, it advocates 

for a thorough review and assessment of risks and impacts with the aid of science providing 

the knowledge base. Second, the regulatory framework and market context should be 

understood with the aim to identify the market and governance failures in dealing with shale 
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gas development. Third, the impacts should be matched with a governance framework with 

the aim to provide the best available technologies and best risk governance approaches in 

order to reduce risks and provide the regulatory framework able to ease implementation of 

best available technologies. For the second part of the thesis, the author frames an 

experimental approach in managing energy policies in systems of uncertainty and risks. A 

highly innovative and revolutionary energy technology such as shale gas development is 

labelled in author’s view as being linked to 'black swan science': systems’ uncertainties are 

inherently high, and the decision stakes (usually affect a significant number of individuals, 

have a noteworthy economic and social impact and quite often touch upon security issues) are 

also significant. Nonetheless, the knowledge systems in these cases of technological 

breakthrough that have the impact to change the world energy systems are ill equipped to 

address emerging social and environmental challenges. The methodology does not employ 

quantitative data, but is based on qualitative indicators. The approach is tested in the third 

part, on Romania’s case and has helped draft a list of policy recommendations for decision 

makers undertaking shale gas development.  

Finally, the paper highlights tests the second hypothesis and shows that that the role 

of shale gas is likely to be limited to insignificant in country’s future fuel mix or development 

not undertaken at all. The prospects for shale gas development in Romania are assessed in 

light of the available evidence and the current context surrounding gas sector (European 

internal energy market, low oil prices). The third part relies on authors’ experience in the 

energy sector, discussions with main stakeholders in the sector (though semi-structured 

interviews). By employing a case study methodology, the thesis uses Romania to examine the 

status of shale gas development in the country, the barriers in development, and the policy 

issues pointing to which barriers are to be overcome before commercial extraction can in fact 

take place, if at all. The analysis was predominantly based on primary-source data, which 

means data collected from main stakeholders, such as the energy regulator, energy ministry, 

market participants, research institutes, or institutions publishing “raw” data, and various 

industry sources (including reports, articles, press releases, companies’ websites and others). 

Qualitative data, such as opinions on future policy and regulation, are based on authors’ 

judgement of the most likely scenario based on discussions, along the years with main 

stakeholders. By employing the conceptual framework developed in the second part, the 

paper drafts a list of policy recommendations aimed to accompany a potential shale gas 

development, as well as suggestions for the overall functioning of the gas sector in Romania 
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(with an emphasis on continuing infrastructure projects for a better interconnection, 

liberalising the gas market, diversifying its energy sources, promoting through favourable 

fiscal system exploitation of offshore hydrocarbon resources in the Black Sea, employing 

cutting edge technology to improve productivity of mature oil fields) which makes the 

potential exploitation of unconventional hydrocarbon resources insignificant. Considering the 

novelty of the topic approached for this research, the scarcity of available data, author’s 

experience, access to information and to relevant stakeholders has proved to be of key 

importance in carrying out this research and achieving the proposed objectives. However, 

there is also a drawback to this, as the author of the thesis has a more practical approach to 

portraying issues. This is not a shortcoming in the energy sector considering that this 

approach leads to concrete results, based on practical experiences in an ever-changing sector, 

and in particular when assessing the impact of a new energy technology whose impact is 

significant (in particular on environment and human health, as well as contribution to energy 

security and economic growth).  

The conclusion chapter highlights how the hypotheses have been tested, main findings 

and limitations in carrying the research, and makes recommendations for future research. 

Considering that the thesis is a first attempt of a comprehensive research study on shale gas in 

Romania, the author acknowledges the limitations and points to the existing room for 

improvements and future research leads. It highlights the limitations in assessing the social 

(as no primary data representative sample was reviewed with the aim to weigh residents’ 

opinion on risks and benefits attached to shale gas development in their community) and 

economic impact (as analysis was based on robust data sets, but it was secondary data with 

sometimes unclear methodological aspects). In relation to setting up a framework for 

management of energy policies at European level, the thesis advocates for future research to 

be dedicated to assessing the extent to which the likely successful shale gas exploitation in 

one European country (Poland or the United Kingdom) is likely to influence shale gas related 

decision-making in other European countries. When assessing future economic and security 

of supply benefits attached to shale gas development, future research should consider 

evaluating to which extent could shale gas production lead to a decrease in gas prices in 

Europe or whether shale gas exploitation can offset the declining domestic gas production in 

Europe or whether shale gas production (given the European limitations in replicating the 

success scored in the U.S.) can enhance European energy security? 

 


