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Weald Action Group (WAG)1 is a collaboration of community groups and campaigners against all 
forms of oil and gas extraction across the south of England, and beyond, with extensive experience 
scrutinising onshore fossil fuel developments. We, with Sarah Finch as the claimant, initiated the 
Horse Hill Development onshore oil judicial review which ultimately led to the June 2024 Supreme 
Court landmark judgment R (Finch on behalf of Weald Action Group) v Surrey County Council [2024], 
requiring oil and gas developers to assess the climate impact of the downstream combustion 
emissions. 
 
Executive Summary 

Weald Action Group considers that the CCC’s January letter2 to the Secretary of State fails to reflect 
the current reality of the onshore petroleum sector, and relies on assumptions that are inconsistent 
with observed industry activity and regulatory practice. 

One of the principal criteria under which the CCC operates is to ensure that advice to the government 
is evidence based. In assuming that a reduction in emissions will be ‘driven by the closure of onshore 
sites as they mature and reach end-of-life…’ the Committee does not appear to have taken into 
account current proposals for the propagation and expansion of activity by onshore operators. 

In doing so, and concluding that related emissions ‘are a small contributor to carbon budgets,’ the 
committee’s advice conflicts with the government’s own guidance3, i.e. 

‘Under a system of carbon budgets, every tonne of greenhouse gases emitted between now 
and 2050 will count. Where emissions rise in one sector, the UK will have to achieve 
corresponding falls in another’. 

This situation is further compounded by the failure of the regulator to ensure disused wells, a 
potential source of methane emissions, are decommissioned in a timely manner. Deferment of such 
operations appear to be firmly embedded within the industry’s culture.  

There are also qualified concerns regarding the veracity of NAEI (emissions) data being referenced 
and used by the committee to determine impact on carbon budgets.  

Taken together this suggests that the assessment used to inform the Committee's advice is 
incomplete and therefore underestimates the climate risks from onshore oil and gas under current 
policy and regulation. 

 

3 https://www.gov.uk/guidance/carbon-budgets  

2 
https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/Letter-from-Nigel-Topping-CMG-to-the-Secretary-of-State-for-DESNZ-21-January-2
026.pdf  

1 https://www.wealdactiongroup.org.uk 
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Proposals for onshore petroleum expansion 

It would appear that the Committee has not taken into account publicised proposals for the expansion 
of onshore petroleum activity. These include the development of new wells, sites and fields: 

●​ Wressle, North Lincolnshire: Two new oil wells to be drilled and hydraulically fractured, 
resulting in an additional 1 million tonnes of greenhouse gas emissions4. 

●​ Burniston, North Yorkshire: One exploration/appraisal well, including full reservoir fracking to 
initiate gas production, a technique only previously employed in shale operations. Further 
wells proposed. 

●​ Foxholes, North Yorkshire: Application for gas exploration where previously refused due to 
concerns over risks to the Yorkshire Wolds Chalk Aquifer. 

●​ West Newton, East Yorkshire: Fracking of previously unsuccessful wells with a proposal to 
use gas to generate power for crypto-currency ‘mining.’ 

●​ Whisby, Lincolnshire: Planning application for a sidetrack oil well that was previously 
permitted but not drilled. 

●​ Glentworth, Lincolnshire:  Planning permission granted in 2023 for ten years oil production 
from a new six-well site.  

●​ Waddock Cross, Dorset: Application for two new oil wells on a 40-year-old site previously 
adjudged commercially unviable and left redundant for over a decade. 

●​ Ebberstone South, North Yorkshire: 430 kt CO2e gas production in an environmentally 
sensitive area. 

The ‘business as usual’ presumption by the Committee contradicts the principles embodied in its own 
2022 advice to government5 against further oil and gas development: 

“We would support a tighter limit on production, with stringent tests and a presumption against 
exploration. An end to UK exploration would send a clear signal to investors and consumers 
that the UK is committed to the 1.5°C global temperature goal”. 

While the Committee conceded that energy security was a consideration beyond its remit in its’ 2022 
advice, the government has subsequently stated ‘Changes in UKCS oil production would have little 
impact on the UK’s fuel supplies’6. 

Balancing the propagation of emission sources with the insignificant contribution to UK energy 
supplies, a moratorium on further onshore petroleum development would be a reasonable and logical 
position for the CCC to adopt. 

Failure to achieve timely decommissioning 

Hydrocarbon wells are correctly identified as point sources of GHG emissions, and evidence7 shows 
that they continue to act as such irrespective of whether they are suspended or in many cases 
worldwide, abandoned. 

However, evidence from multiple UK onshore sites indicates that decommissioning is frequently 
delayed, increasing the likelihood of prolonged emissions from inactive or suspended wells. The 
culture within the onshore sector is to defer well abandonment and site restoration for as long as 
possible due to financial constraints, a reluctance to incur costs where funds are available, or broader 
political and strategic ambition8.  

8 Strategic Report; Cuadrilla Bowland 2025 accounts: 
https://find-and-update.company-information.service.gov.uk/company/08340918/filing-history  

7 https://airqualitynews.com/health/old-oil-and-gas-wells-are-releasing-more-methane-than-previously-thought/  

6 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67d0005ed107f3a16e028796/building-the-north-sea-energy-future-consultation.pdf - Pg 17 

5 https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/letter-climate-compatibility-of-new-oil-and-gas-fields/  

4 https://drillordrop.com/2026/05/25/wressle-expansion-would-emit-1m-tonnes-of-climate-pollution/  

2 

https://find-and-update.company-information.service.gov.uk/company/08340918/filing-history
https://find-and-update.company-information.service.gov.uk/company/08340918/filing-history
https://airqualitynews.com/health/old-oil-and-gas-wells-are-releasing-more-methane-than-previously-thought/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67d0005ed107f3a16e028796/building-the-north-sea-energy-future-consultation.pdf
https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/letter-climate-compatibility-of-new-oil-and-gas-fields/
https://drillordrop.com/2026/05/25/wressle-expansion-would-emit-1m-tonnes-of-climate-pollution/


 
This is abetted by a laissez-faire approach from the NSTA. E.g. 

●​ A North Sea operator was recently sanctioned9 for not decommissioning wells which had 
ceased production in 2020/1. However, Star Energy, the operator of the South Leverton field 
in Nottinghamshire which, according to NSTA records, ceased production at the same time, 
has apparently been allowed to schedule its own decommissioning date of 202810. 

●​ Having failed to decommission the shale gas wells at Preston New Road in accordance with 
both the NSTA deadline and planning conditions,11 Cuadrilla Bowland was granted an 
extension by the NSTA which exceeded the expiry of planning permission for the site. Press 
communications12 with the planning authority indicated that it was neither consulted or 
considered regarding this decision. 
 

The CCC should therefore not assume confidence that the onshore industry or NSTA will be 
proactive in the timely decommissioning of disused abandoned wells. With regards this common 
culture, it is of note that the licenses issued by the NSTA, a government limited company, have been 
adjudged in the High Court13 to be commercial contracts. The Director of Energy Development for 
DESNZ also sits on the Board of Directors of the NSTA. 

Questionable reliability of emissions data 

There is doubt over the reliability of using NAEI data to estimate the impact of the onshore sector on 
carbon budgets - particularly regarding methane emissions. In making its current assessment, the 
CCC relies upon a ‘production emissions baseline (a ‘business as usual’ scenario…)’ based on what 
it admits is ‘limited publicly available information.’ 

A 2023 research paper14 indicates the NAEI data could be underestimating true methane emissions. 
Whilst the focus of this paper is related to the extraction and transport of oil and gas from offshore 
sources to onshore terminals, it draws several key conclusions which are relevant to onshore 
assessments: 

●​ ‘bottom up’ methods of estimating emissions are reported as containing inherent flaws and 
are biased low; 

●​ methane from venting practices is a significantly underestimated source; and  
●​ the application of static emissions factors does not reflect actual methane emissions which 

vary due to real world conditions such as wind speed and maintenance practices.  

With regard to methane, it is of note that the NAEI classifies emissions data from onshore petroleum 
sites into two categories: 

‘O = derived from operator reported emission;  
 M = wholly or partly modelled emission, which may be subject to significant uncertainty.’15 
 
Type M sites include Wytch Farm, the source of around 80% of onshore oil production, which is 
pipelined to Hamble terminal for export.   

 

 

15 https://naei.energysecurity.gov.uk/data/maps/emissions-point-sources, spreadsheet download; ‘Description.’  

14 https://pubs.rsc.org/en/content/articlehtml/2022/ee/d2ee03072a 

13 https://drillordrop.com/2017/08/15/high-court-dismisses-challenge-to-government-extension-of-gas-exploration-licence/ 

12 https://drillordrop.com/2025/01/28/cuadrilla-gets-more-time-for-frack-site-decommissioning/ 

11 https://drillordrop.com/2025/04/06/regulator-extended-cuadrillas-clean-up-deadline/  

10 https://www.starenergygroupplc.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/DM-Final-Report-Star-Energy-2024YE.pdf - Pg 27 

9 https://www.nstauthority.co.uk/news-publications/enquest-heather-fined-for-collective-decommissioning-failures/   
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Conclusion 

Increasing onshore oil and gas exploration and production capacity runs contrary to the principle of 
the Committee’s previous advice of a presumption against furthering such developments. Reliance 
upon questionable NAEI data in formulating future scenarios is also concerning.  

As a result, the Committee’s assessment may well underestimate the emissions associated with 
onshore petroleum activity and does not provide a robust basis for determining compatibility with 
carbon budgets.  
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