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Global controversies in local settings: anti-fracking activism in the
era of Web 2.0
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In this era of global challenges in energy policy, the importance of siting of
facilities connected to development of energy system is greater than ever. At the
same time, spreading of these facilities has often been controversial in surround-
ing communities. This article advances the debate on this phenomenon by focus-
ing on an aspect of siting controversies that has become a game changer in
recent years but has received remarkably little attention: the role of Web 2.0 in
siting conflicts. To explore the impact of Web 2.0, the paper uses a case study
approach, examining the influence of access to the Internet in two siting conflicts
associated with shale gas prospecting in Poland in the period from 2012 to 2014.
The possibilities that Web 2.0 offers to residents and other local actors in siting
conflicts – access to knowledge, the ability to reframe the local debate using
international resources, and mobilization of a network of support by sharing their
version of the story – influence the dynamics of risk communication during
siting controversies.

Keywords: siting controversy; Web 2.0; fracking; shale gas; risk communication

1. Introduction

Developing energy systems almost inevitably results in conflicts over the siting of
relevant large-scale infrastructure (Lidskog 2005, 190). These conflicts occur in the
case of energy technologies as varied as nuclear, coal-based, and renewable (e.g.
Baxter, Morzaria, and Hirsch 2013; Elam and Sundqvist 2009; Van der Horst 2007);
that is, in the location of, among others, nuclear waste disposal sites, coal mines, oil
pipelines, wind power plants, or hydroelectric dams. In last years, conflicts have
emerged worldwide in reaction to plans of shale gas prospecting and production
(Buttny 2015; Mazur 2014; Molinatti and Simonneau 2015; Williams et al. 2015).
Advocates present shale gas as an opportunity for widespread access to cheap and
clean energy which sustains economic growth (e.g. Jacoby, O’Sullivan, and Paltsev
2012). However, potential social resistance threatens the industry’s development
(Control Risks Group 2012; Hu and Xu 2013, 24). Opposition stems often from the
conviction that shale gas extraction, especially the process of hydraulic fracturing
called often ‘fracking,’ bears unnecessary and unacceptable risk to the environment.

What seems to distinguish the dispute surrounding shale gas development from
the past siting controversies is the proliferation of the discussion on ‘fracking
controversy’ on the Internet. That is, the online content distribution directed the
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spreading of global debates on the long-term impact of shale gas exploration in an
unprecedented manner (Hopke 2015; Hopke and Simis 2015; Mazur 2014; Vasi
et al. 2015). Due to the proliferation of information, participants discussed the issues
in political cabinets and media salons as well as at town hall meetings and family
dinners, often taking inspiration from online distributed materials. That makes the
case of ‘fracking’ controversy especially relevant to the theoretical discussion on the
influence of Web 2.0 on siting conflicts. However, literature on siting controversies
has not yet fully acknowledged the crucial factors in the dynamics of risk communi-
cation in local settings: that is, the role of widespread Internet access and the accom-
panying mode of web-content creation, often described as Web 2.0.

The so-called Web 2.0 offers the users previously unknown possibilities of
modifying, translating, discussing, and sharing ‘one’s own version of the story’ with
global audiences (Castells 2012; Fuchs 2014; O’Reilly 2005; Sykora 2011); consider
the potential offered by such platforms as YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, or
Wikipedia. New circumstances have dramatically increased the number of people
able to actively participate in the debate on risks and benefits of the new mining
technologies. This vast virtual agora is open to everyone with basic technology liter-
acy and access to the necessary infrastructure. This change has been unfolding in
the last decade, and its impact is not limited to the shale gas-related technologies
discussed in the paper; rather, in the predictable future, it remains a crucial factor in
the battles around technology acceptance, risk acceptance, and public participation
in technology governance.

To fill the gap in scholarship, this paper offers an analysis based on qualitative
case studies conducted in Poland. The study focuses on local residents’ actions and
their own accounts of Web 2.0 usage to gain knowledge about the impact of new
mining technologies, establish networks, and mobilize support. The author analyzes
their actions against the background of Polish public policy toward shale gas devel-
opment and the attitude of the general public in Poland. While examining the use of
the Internet as part of local struggles for meaning and power (Boholm and Löfstedt
2004), the article stresses that Web 2.0 may be interpreted not as a placeless, disem-
bodied space, but rather as further layer of local realities.

The paper consists of five parts, including this introduction. In the following
section, the core concepts of siting controversies and Web 2.0 are examined. This
section also provides background on the global controversy over ‘fracking’ and
shale gas development in Poland. The third section explains the rationale for the
case selection and the approach employed to data collection and analysis. The next
section examines the courses of action and the consequences of Internet usage strate-
gies in two selected local cases. The final section offers concluding discussion
regarding the role of opportunities opened by the development of Web 2.0 for the
dynamics of risk communication during siting conflicts.

2. Fracking controversies in the era of Web 2.0

2.1. Siting controversies: struggle for knowledge and legitimacy

Siting controversies often emerge as an unwanted byproduct of large-scale infras-
tructure projects. These conflicts may be interpreted as an expression of the tension
between the necessity to meet the needs of complex modern societies – provide
energy and infrastructure for transportation and communication – and the right of
local communities to decide their own fate (Edelstein 2004; Lidskog 2005).
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While controversial facilities provide useful services for society, they may
decrease the quality of life in neighboring communities, change the character of the
region, pose unwanted risks, and threaten the environment. According to the com-
mon NIMBY (Not-In-My-Backyard) interpretation of siting conflicts, the unwilling-
ness to accept the fact that a price for development must be paid is read as local
residents’ proof of selfishness. That is, everyone wants to use energy; however, no
one is willing to live in the neighborhood of a power plant (Dear 1992; for discus-
sion, see, e.g. Sjöberg and Drottz-Sjöberg 2001; Wolsink 2007). However, what
challenges this interpretation is the view that a given facility may not be necessary
for a ‘good society’ to work. In fact, the controversy often moves toward a struggle
of particular political visions. Protestors from local communities may not limit their
goals to protecting the local environment and quality of life but may also raise issues
valid for the general public and question the direction of a chosen policy (Owens
2004). For example, a community may prefer renewable energy sources to fossil
fuels, opposing government policy. Hence, siting controversies feature the presence
of ‘competing interpretations as to the utility of the project, its legitimacy and
impacts’ (Boholm and Löfstedt 2004, xiii; Corvellec 2001). Thus, siting conflicts,
like other controversies around technological options, have the potential to develop
into broader, intertwined disputes about the deserved sociotechnological future and
the model of democracy and participation (Callon, Lascoumes, and Barthe 2009,
107–152; Klein 2014, 293–336).

Moreover, there is disagreement regarding the possible side effects, existing
risks, and the institutions’ ability to prevent or control them. Access to reliable
sources of knowledge plays a crucial role alongside the very ability to negotiate
which sources of knowledge should be treated as reliable in the public debate
(Jasanoff 2005). This access is especially important in the case of new technologies’
implementation, when the issue of uncertainty poses a great challenge to regulators
and decision-makers (Van Asselt and Vos 2008).

Furthermore, behind many siting conflicts, one may easily find contradicting
claims concerning the activities of public institutions. That is, when the skeptical
public questions the ability of responsible agencies to effectively impose necessary
safety measures, technology’s proponents ensure that regulations will be strictly
obeyed. When choosing what to believe, both sides act as ‘naïve sociologists’
(Wynne 1998). Even though trust is often presented as a beneficial and socially
desirable attitude, there is no reason to assume that a ‘trust-assuming approach’ is
universally more rational than distrust. Local protesters often apply this skepticism
to private companies. When companies’ representatives present themselves as ‘good
neighbors,’ some residents fear that corporations will not hesitate to use their advan-
tage to privatize benefits and externalize costs over local communities. Thus, siting
conflicts are not limited to ‘technological issues’ but almost inevitably evoke a
debate about the actual and the desirable relations between the state, society, and the
private sector. Such debates have recently been amplified with the proliferation of
Web 2.0 solutions.

2.2. Web 2.0: between wide participation and quality control

The term Web 2.0 describes the mode of communication on the Internet that enables
users to create, upload, share, and modify content (Betsch and Sachse 2012). The
term introduced Tim O’Reilly in his influential blog post (2005). Today, more than

Journal of Risk Research 3



ten years later, Web 2.0 is no longer regarded as a new phenomenon but rather has
become a default mode of communication for growing numbers of users around the
world.

The concept of Web 2.0 embraces blog platforms, video clips, social networking
services, and an endless number of Wiki pages formed by communities of hobbyists
and professionals. Due to these tools, the Internet of today offers opportunities to
collaboratively develop content on a scale unknown in previous regimes of knowl-
edge creation. That is, there is a shared space where everyone may participate but
there is no ‘central authority controlling access or information’ (Lo and Parham
2010, 18). Consequently, the roles of multiple publics interested in content creation
increase relatively to the role of ‘experts’ in previous regimes of knowledge cre-
ation. These new possibilities of knowledge creation influence almost all fields of
social interaction (cf. McNutt 2014, 49; Thomas and Sheth 2011). How does this
fundamental change manifest in the field of risk communication?

There are two possible approaches to this new situation: caution and apprecia-
tion. The caution approach dominates, e.g. health-related matters. Vaccine devoted
the entire special issue (2012, vol. 30) to the role of the Internet in vaccination deci-
sions, since anti-vaccination campaigns pose a threat to public health. Researchers
argue that a growing number of people seeking health advice online have equal
access to both high-quality information and misinformation, making it harder for
professionals to ensure the supremacy of expert knowledge over lay knowledge
(Betsch and Sachse 2012, 3725; Betsch and Wicker 2012). Therefore, experts should
redouble efforts to provide high-quality information to combat the Internet’s power
to distort traditional knowledge regimes.

Jemielniak (2014) argues instead for an open, non-exclusive mode of knowledge
co-production resulting from a merger of new technologies and institutionalized
rules; e.g. the high-quality information provided by Wiki projects. In this approach,
it is possible to treat the possibilities offered by Web 2.0 as a more appropriate tool
for facing contemporary challenges of knowledge production and for transgressing
its obsolete, exclusive and expert-based, model (cf. Ravetz 2004).

Both discussed approaches evaluate the costs and benefits of Web 2.0 by the
quality and relevance of the spread of information, overlooking the social dynamic
created by the very fact of broad participation. Social movement researchers have
focused on this aspect, showing how activists used websites to transmit their mes-
sages (Castells 2012; Earl and Kimport 2011; Landzelius 2006; Petray 2011) and
thus how the use of technology allowed ‘those on the political periphery [to] easily
access the political core’ (Moe 2010; Petray 2011, 924). Health care specialists
emphasize that Web 2.0 is unpredictable and hard to control; however, this very fact
makes it potentially valuable for groups on the margins. Despite the growing aware-
ness that Internet communication is also easily monitored by state agencies and cor-
porate actors (Fuches et al. 2012), the Internet still allows the coordination of
actions, development of networks, and contestation of dominant narratives. It may
lead to the tactic that Petray (2011) called ‘Protest 2.0,’ used most effectively along-
side traditional forms of activism.

2.3. Shale gas controversy: global discussion

Shale gas is unconventional gas trapped in shale formations of low permeability that
was long considered too expensive to extract (Hu and Xu 2013; Vasi et al. 2015).
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Due to the application of new drilling techniques at the beginning of the twenty-first
century, shale gas exploration on industrial scale has become economically viable
(IEA 2012). This enabled the USA to increase natural gas production despite the
decline of conventional resources, which influenced the significant decline of gas
prices (Rahm 2011, 2976). Its impact on energy prices and geopolitical relations
made many perceive shale gas to be the ‘game changer’ in the energy market
(Barteau and Kota 2014; PWC 2013).

Despite fast large-scale induction, the environmental impact of shale gas
production remains the subject of ongoing debate even in the USA (Buttny 2015;
Mazur 2014), which led to, e.g. a state-level moratorium in New York and local bans
in more than 250 cities in the Marcellus Shale region (Vasi et al. 2015, 942).
Opponents of shale gas exploration claim that its impact on the environment and
human health is not fully understood and call for the use of precautionary logic. Acti-
vists use the Internet to make information on environmental risks easily accessible.

With the help of Web 2.0, one source in particular has reached wide audiences,
including local communities, and greatly influenced the debate: the documentary
Gasland by Josh Fox from 2010 (Mazur 2014, 8–9). The potential of movies has
already been recognized in the context of risk perception by Ferreira (2004), how-
ever, the Internet has simplified the global transfer and the usage of cultural artifacts.
Analyzing the history of Google queries, ‘The Global Anti-Fracking Movement’
report states that Gasland made shale gas exploration controversial ‘almost single-
handedly’ (Control Risks Group 2012, 2). Based on a large data-set, Vasi and
colleagues (2015, 939) proved that screenings of Gasland in local communities in
the USA correlated in the short term with an increase in anti-fracking events.

Others studied the impact of Twitter discussions about fracking controversy
(Hopke 2015; Hopke and Simis 2015). Hence, Hopke (2015, 2) argues that Twitter
is a new tool of social movements which offers a ‘performative, identity-building
space.’ For instance, Global Frackdown movement used Twitter to build interna-
tional solidarity around local concerns. However, Hopke’s study does not allow us
to understand how social media changes risk communication on the very site of
local struggles, in local communities. In this context, a question appears, examined
closely in part four: How the inhabitants of a small Polish village could overnight
become ‘anti-fracking activist’?

2.4. Shale gas controversy: polish public and Web 2.0

In contrast to many other European countries, the Polish Government’s attitude
toward shale gas development has been very supportive from the beginning (Jaspal,
Nerlich, and Lemańcyzk 2014; Johnson and Boersma 2013; Lis and Stankiewicz
2016; Wagner 2014). State authorities claimed that the technology was safe and that
shale gas exploration was the state’s strategic goal. First drills started in 2010 but
the public debate began only with the release of the Energy Information Administra-
tion report on worldwide shale gas deposits (EIA April 2011), in which Poland’s
were estimated to be the largest in Europe.

According to data published by the Polish Ministry of Environment, gas and oil
companies performed 71 prospecting drills until January 2016. Most intensive work
happened in 2012, with 24 drills, dropping to only 4 in 2015. This dynamic stems
from the influence of low oil prices on the strategies of global gas and oil companies
and from the disappointing results of local geological surveys.
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Press discourse concerning shale gas in Poland focused on potential economic
and geopolitical benefits regarding energy security and independence from foreign
suppliers (Jaspal, Nerlich, and Lemańcyzk 2014; Johnson and Boersma 2013). At
the same time, local actors and civil society groups proposed a frame noting envi-
ronmental risk but the media marginalized it as resulting from ignorance (Lis and
Stankiewicz 2016). Nevertheless, shale gas prospecting led to a few protests among
local communities in Poland, although in the minority of locations.

Public opinion surveys testify to the popular support of the attitude presented by
the political and media elite. According to the last available public opinion poll from
December 2013, 80% of Poles supported and 10% opposed the exploration and the
possible production of shale gas (Stasik and Stankiewicz 2014).1 Support for
exploitation in the immediate vicinity was still relatively high (66%). Asked an open
question about prospective profits, respondents first noted energy independence
(37%) and, second, lower energy prices (31%). As for the risks, the largest group
mentioned the safety of the natural environment (28%). However, more than half of
the respondents claimed that either they had no knowledge of possible risks (38%)
or that there was no risk at all (15%).

In the context of the impact of the Internet-mediated information, the important
fact is that the survey also explored the sources of information, which the respon-
dents used to make up their minds about shale gas development. The largest group
of respondents noted television as their most important source of knowledge (70%),
with the Internet second (44%), followed by the press (27%), the radio (17%), and
other sources, such as public meetings or conversations with friends, family mem-
bers, and colleagues. However, the Internet had more importance than television for
the younger respondents (18–34 years old). Respondents with higher education most
extensively diversified their sources of information, using the Internet (62%) almost
as often as television (70%). Most importantly, the group of respondents that
claimed to seek knowledge regarding shale gas on their own (14%) most often
selected the Internet as their source of information (82%). That is, the general public
preferred television to the Internet but siting area residents inclined to the latter,
especially if they sought knowledge individually.

To summarize part two, the most crucial factors of siting controversies are
knowledge access, debate reframing, legitimization of resistance, and the potential to
mobilize allies. Completely separately, many other recent studies recognize the ris-
ing relevance of Web 2.0 to public perception of shale gas development and, there-
fore, foreground online communication as part of the broad public sphere. However,
their focus on the Internet remains detached from the reflection on the crucial factors
of siting controversies, which leaves the following question unanswered: How has
the local resident’s usage of the possibilities of Web 2.0 changed the dynamics of
siting controversies?

3. Research approach, method, and case selection

To answer this question, this study adopts an approach based on qualitative
analysis of the investor–local community interactions, offering comparative case
studies based on the reconstruction of the courses of action in two locations in
different regions of Poland. The case study approach enables a deeply descriptive–
interpretative account of the processes occurring without (significant) interference
from the researcher (Blatter 2008). As Flick noted (2002, 62; cf. Merkens 2004, 165),
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there is a number of stages when a researcher makes decisions about the selection of
material: during data collection, interpretation, and presentation of results. Prior to the
field research, the two cases below were identified as extreme cases (Flyvbjerg 2006),
basing on the systematic review of local press conducted between January and May
2012. Unlike the majority of investor–local community interactions, conflicts in these
sites were popular subject in local and even international media.

The first investigated village is in northern Poland, relatively close to the main
city in the region. To ensure the confidentiality guaranteed to the informants during
the short-field research conducted by the author (week-long stay in August 2012),
the true name of the village is undisclosed and coded as Holiday Resort (HR). The
code was chosen because it has a long tradition as a place of leisure and tourism.
The study started with the gathering of primary data from the information issued in
local press and the Internet platform concerned with local affairs (residents run infor-
mation portals and websites, also with open discussion forums). The official minutes
from the discussion held during the meetings of municipality’s local council were
also collected and coded using computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software
(CAQDAS), in order to identify the range of attitudes presented by the council’s
members. These materials allowed to reconstruct the main facts and actors and
served as basis for the creation of the scenarios of semi-structured on-site interviews
conducted at the next stage.

The interview phase began with meeting with the local journalist who had cov-
ered the shale gas story and, later, with the village mayor. Afterwards, the inter-
viewer reached participants (four residents active during the events) with the use of
snowball sampling technique. The researcher conducted additional interviews with
the appropriate representative of the regional government (Voivodship) and an expert
in risk communication engaged in the process. The interviews had two main stages.
In the first one, interviewer asked research participants to present their own version
of the local events connected to the planned shale gas development. If answers were
insufficient, the second stage ensued, during which the researcher asked additional
questions regarding interviewees’ motivations, strategies, and forms of cooperation
they engaged in as well as the stages of gathering knowledge about different aspects
of shale gas extraction. The interviews lasted from 45 min to 1 h and 45 min. Unfor-
tunately, most interviewees did not agree to be recorded as they were in the middle
of a conflict and they perceived the situation to be sensitive, which made further
analysis is based on the extensive notes taken during the interviews. During the
interviews, participants decided to share many valuable materials: copies of official
letters sent by residents to different public and non-public institutions to clarify the
environmental and legal aspects of shale gas exploration as well as video and audio
recording of the information meeting. The researcher transcribed and analyzed the
latter with the use of CAQDAS. In this paper, the case is an example of grassroots,
local-scale, de-escalating conflict about a siting issue, in which local activists used
online resources to build their knowledge and, mainly during the initial phase,
mobilize support.

The second case represents the best-known and the longest protest in Poland pro-
voked by plans of shale gas prospecting; that is, the Occupy Chevron! action in the
eastern Polish municipality of Grabowiec, in the village of Żurawlow.2 The munici-
pality lies in an agricultural region with fertile soil, where most of the residents and
protesters are farmers. The local protest in the form of a blockade lasted from June
2013 to July 2014 and its participants called it ‘the longest occupational protest in
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Poland.’ The reconstruction of events presented below is based primarily on rich
data made available on the Internet by different actors engaged in the issue
(photographs, blog posts, copies of official documents, video streaming). These
materials are essential, as the analysis concerns the activists’ use of Web 2.0 tools.
Additionally, in April 2015, a member of the research team conducted two
semi-structured interviews on site with the most active protest participants and two
interviews with activists from the environmental NGOs who supported the protes-
ters. Interview scenarios followed the pattern from the first presented case.
Interviews lasted from 1 h and 15 min to 4 h. The researcher transcribed and coded
all interviews in CAQDAS. Finally, the author visited the site for short participant
observation during an open event organized by the activist to celebrate the anniver-
sary of the victory over the gas and oil company. The case stands as an example of
grassroots, escalating conflict, in which activists succeeded to achieve nation-wide
and international visibility through intensive use of the Internet.

In both cases, data collection has not focused exclusively on the role of the
Internet during siting conflicts but rather was guided by the broader question of
knowledge production in shale gas conflicts. The diversity of gathered materials
enable the researcher to build an account of events confirmed by data triangulation
(Flick 2004, 178), which serves as a starting point for the presentation of the actors’
interpretations based on their own statements, both public and given during research
interviews.

The results firstly present a brief reconstruction of events by focusing on how
the residents’ usage of Internet-mediated channels influenced the dynamics of risk
communication. Secondly, special attention goes to different strategies employed by
protesters to use Web 2.0 to strengthen their position in local conflicts by building
knowledge, legitimacy and networks.

The adopted research approach differs from majority of the studies on online
activism in the anti-fracking movement, because it focuses mostly on the analysis of
online interactions. Since events and interactions in the physical space are the start-
ing point of the analysis, it follows Internet usage as part of a broader network of
interactions at the given physical site. Thus, instead of focusing on the content of
endless websites, pages, photographs, and films accessible on the Internet, the article
examines how leaders and concerned members of the local public decided to adopt
certain strategies of Internet usage and ignore other options; hence, Web-related
activity is investigated only in the context of needs and actions taken in the very
‘material’ place.

4. Results

4.1. Shale gas in polish neighborhood

In the Holiday Resort, as in many Polish municipalities, the ‘story of fracking’
began for residents with seismic research, an initial phase of exploration conducted
with the use of specialized heavy trucks. According to the interviewees and local
media reports, despite the fact that an agreement on land use must be signed before
seismic research can occur, some property owners did not feel adequately informed
about the actual goal of the investigation. As a result, a number of inhabitants who
considered themselves vulnerable because they were situated close to the possible
area of further work did not feel that their interests were protected. In such
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circumstances, they decided to seek information on their own, fearing that ‘their
lifetime property was in danger’ [activist 1]:

After the seismic research, we started to be more interested in the topic … There was
no information, so we had to dig for it on our own on the Internet.3 [activist 2, research
interview]

To influence the course of action, a group of inhabitants organized a series of meet-
ings for people from the neighborhood. Those who took the lead at this stage of the
process had both equipment and knowledge required to download information from
the Internet to present to other participants; the above-mentioned documentary
Gasland was part of the kit. The materials were focused primarily on potentially
negative aspects of the investment, neglected by the investor and omitted by the
dominant discourse in Poland:

We don’t want to say that gas is evil and that we have to block the routes … We want
everyone to form his or her own opinion. They accused us of presenting only nasty
aspects of fracking, but the investor takes care of presenting benefits! In one of the
meetings we even presented movies defending shale gas, but people only took them as
expensive propaganda …. [activist 2, research interview]

In response to these actions and to ease the growing tension, the village mayor
invited representatives of the companies responsible for the seismic research and for
possible future shale gas exploitation to take part in an open meeting with the resi-
dents. The companies’ representatives presented information about the geology of
shale formation and basic facts about the process of exploration and production. The
meeting participants probably varied with regard to knowledge on the issue; how-
ever, at least some of the most active participants in previous gatherings found the
generic information to be useless due to their earlier research:

As for the information you presented … I feel that we lost almost two hours. Because
we already had this information! We found that by ourselves! We didn’t hear anything
new from you. Were you unable to prepare yourself for this meeting?

You took our time, but did not present anything new … I can find everything you said
on the Internet. Maybe not everyone has the Internet access, but for me everything was
already known. [comments during the public meeting]

The preceding questions showed that the information provided did not meet the
expectations of the meeting participants. Instead of accepting that they had been ade-
quately informed, people demanded that the company’s representatives take a posi-
tion toward internationally discussed controversial aspects of the technological
process in regards to the highly specific drill in their neighborhood. The public
asked detailed questions not about the technology in general but about the details of
local actions, e.g. about the source and treatment of water used during the process
and the chemicals used for hydraulic fracturing.

After this public meeting, the conflict escalated for some time. A group of inhab-
itants organized a short roadblock during renovation work that they suspected could
be the first stage of shale gas extraction. However, their attitude evolved with time
and activists decided to first use possible legal measures to stop or – if impossible –
supervise the extraction. They presented a list of detailed questions and remarks in
official letters to the Regional Environmental Protection Agency, local authorities,
and the investor. To prepare these documents, they had to broaden their knowledge
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and expand their networks of allies – working on the assumption that ‘If you
want to take part in the public life, you have to learn a lot about technical details’
[activist 1]. At this stage, the Internet served as a tool to establish relations. Contacts
with activists or experts trained in relevant academic disciplines (such as environ-
mental protection or hydrogeology) helped select knowledge claims from the Inter-
net that may have been considered valid by other stakeholders. As a resident who
happened to have professional knowledge of environmental protection stated: ‘They
didn’t know anything a year ago, and now they have learned. On the Web, you may
find anything and you will find what you want.’ [resident 1]

Local activists also created a Facebook page followed by both locals and others
also interested in stopping shale gas development in Poland, on which they shared
materials concerning risks connected to shale gas production, progress of the anti-
fracking movement and legislation, and reported local events.

Finally, the licensed company performed the exploratory drill for shale gas in the
middle of 2014 – two years after the events described in this article. However, no
further work ensued.

In the case of the Żurawlów protest, as in the situation described above, local
residents’ unrest about the project started after seismic research conducted in 2011.
Local press and national television reported residents’ resistance to the project.
Concerned residents organized a series of discussions and contacted environmental
organizations as well as other social movements. The local informational meeting
held in January 2012 with the participation of company representatives and other
stakeholders, like representatives of geological administration, did not de-escalate
the conflict. The company’s top representatives accepted neither the presence of
environmental activists and anti-fracking experts invited by the residents from
beyond the municipality nor the presence of television reporters during what they
intended to be a local meeting. Their choice to leave the meeting evoked further
mistrust among residents.

At the initial stage, local activists managed to stop the works for some time,
claiming that there is the lack of complete documentation. However, when the com-
pany denied these charges and decided to continue the work, a group of residents
began occupying the area to stop them, again claiming that the company had not
met all the legal requirements. During a yearlong protest, an important part of every-
day actions was self-education on the wide range of issues connected to fracking,
often mediated through Web 2.0 resources: from water contamination to unethical
conduct by global gas and oil corporations to land-grabbing debates. Unlike activists
in the previous case, the protesters and their supporters in Żurawlów were not only
recipients but also produced their own rich documentation of their daily protests
available on Web 2.0 platforms:

• the protesters were accompanied by the documentary director Lech Kowalski,
who came to the site with another project in mind but finally decided to make
a documentary about the anti-fracking protest. The film ‘Drill, baby, drill,’
available in English on the Internet, made the Żurawlów story one of the land-
marks of dispersed anti-fracking action around the world.

• with support from international activists, the protestors created a blog
containing the history of the local conflict, demands, and a call for support
and documentation; versions are available in English, French, and Spanish
[http://occupychevron.tumblr.com/; last accessed: 01 October 2016].
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• the protestors created a regularly updated Facebook page where they shared
anti-fracking documents, posted updates on their current situation, and called
for support.

• the protestors started a YouTube channel with a number of video materials and
also materials concerning fracking posted by other users.

• the protestors circulated a petition urging the company to withdraw, dissemi-
nated through a specialized online platform of global range.

The protesters foregrounded the legal basis for their actions. In their account, the
company did not possess all the required documents and, thus, had no right to pro-
ceed with work; the company denied these charges. Secondly, the protesters were
concerned for the environment, on which their agricultural activity depends.
Elements known from the global anti-fracking narrative, such as the threat of drink-
ing water pollution and fear of ‘greedy corporations,’ interwove with references to
the local identity of farmers living in the area for generations, closely connected and
dependent on nature, and with traditional Polish symbols (national flags and
Catholic Mass celebrated in the fields). The very label ‘Occupy,’ with a clear refer-
ence to international, leftist social movements, worked in surprising harmony with
the traditional identity manifested by the protesters.

With time, the local activists from Żurawlów started to cooperate with activists
from other parts of Poland, interested in environmental issues and/or with anti-
neoliberal agenda. They also obtained symbolic support and media coverage from
abroad. Finally, after more than a year, the investor decided to withdraw from the
site, which the activists presented as their success. However, it is difficult to assess
whether the protest influenced this decision or was it solely an effect of the change
in the strategy of the global company, disappointed with the results of geological
investigations (Reed 2015).

4.2. Strategies of Web 2.0 usage: knowledge, legitimacy, networks

The residents’ access to the Internet significantly altered the course of action in the
two villages and the dynamics of the relations between the investors and the
representatives of the communities. The latter became both recipients and content-
creators of Web 2.0 platforms, which enabled them to establish networks with
helpful professionals and social movements.

HR residents used the Internet first to access knowledge ‘on their own terms’
and, thus, seize the opportunity to shape the debate on what should be considered a
valid argument. Internet information appeared at the moment of uncertainty or
‘information deficit’; the residents did not know how the seismic research they
observed might influence the future of their community and their individual well-
being. While the investor seems to have operated under the assumption that it had
been for him to decide the appropriate moment to share more detailed information
with the local community, the residents proved him wrong by finding numerous
resources easily accessible online whenever needed. The fact that not everyone in
the village had the necessary skills and infrastructure to find information on their
own only amplified the effect. In fact, Internet-savvy members of the community
presented Web resources during traditional ‘village meetings,’ so that people living
nearby had a chance to meet and discuss the possible consequences of industry
development. These resources had a stronger effect on the process of capacity
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building than in hypothetical situations when everyone accessed the information on
their own with no need to share findings with people outside of the household. The
Internet resources created a basis for a shared understanding of the problem among
the participants as they watched and discussed them together.

The investor’s lack of understanding of the consequences of the community’s
Internet usage was one of the reasons why the ‘informational meetings’ failed. The
investors’ representatives assumed that they should focus on general information,
already basic for the active members of the community, who were also more likely
to attend the meeting. Rooted in internationally debated concerns, the residents’
expectations differed: they wanted to know the answers to precise questions con-
cerning the work planned in their location. The residents referred to practices and
controversies from foreign countries, such as an investigation conducted by the
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in the USA. As a result, motivated by
Internet findings, some participants challenged the framing of the meeting assumed
by the companies’ representatives on two levels. First, the participants disagreed
with the companies’ vision of technology as absolutely safe. Second, the participants
rejected the ‘educational and informational’ goal of the meeting, focused on trans-
mitting the most basic facts chosen by the experts as appropriate. Instead, the partic-
ipants demanded answers to very specific questions that they perceived as necessary
for proper risk evaluation.

In the next stage of the conflict, the most engaged activists continued to use the
Internet as a learning tool. They did not stop on films and blog posts but also
explored resources produced by experts from authoritative institutions, often omitted
in the Polish public discourse. In effect, the investors’ narrative that ‘no reasonable
person may find shale gas exploration risky in any way’ collided with the activists’
‘local knowledge,’ rooted in a global expert debate rather than in the intimate
knowledge of local conditions. This knowledge and access to global networks
enabled the residents to resist shale development in a legitimate and rational manner;
for instance, when formulating official complaints to the authorities.

At the same time, the leaders of the HR activists decided not to join regional or
nation-wide anti-fracking movements and framed the issue as one that should be
resolved between the local stakeholders. Consequently, they did not attempt to mobi-
lize wider support through the Web – they limited their presence in social media to
one Facebook page used primarily to share information from around the world. In
summary, the activists from HR used the Web to obtain knowledge, challenge inves-
tor’s frameworks, subvert the dominant discourse, bring global doubts to their local
setting, and facilitate contacts both in the municipality and with external experts.
Most of these actions would have been extremely costly or practically impossible
without access to the Internet.

On the other hand, Żurawlów residents used the Internet not only as a source of
knowledge or a network-facilitating tool but also as a device to make their story part
of a global narrative about resistance to international gas and oil corporations. They
documented and shared their activities in detail using blog posts and Facebook
pages. Their strong virtual presence helped them gain relatively effective coverage
from traditional media, which further enabled them to collect signatures of support
for their protests. The activists achieved such success partly because they cooperated
with people and groups more experienced in activism, such as the documentary
director, Lech Kowalski.
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In the case of Żurawlów, the protesters not only used the narrative proposed by
the global anti-fracking movement, as envisaged in the film Gasland, but also
decided to enrich it with their own experience. Furthermore, the international and
Polish support proved extremely helpful in maintaining their protest until its suc-
cessful end. Thus, the protesters from Żurawlów successfully employed a number of
tools offered by Web 2.0 to present a compelling account of their actions to a
broader audience.

5. Concluding discussion

Previous studies have focused on online communication as part of the broad public
sphere, but not as a resource for residents in their local struggles. This study fills this
gap by employing a case study approach and in-depth qualitative analysis. It sheds
light on the impact of Web 2.0 on the dynamic of local conflicts over technology
acceptance and infrastructure development by demonstrating how the proliferation
of Web 2.0 creates new possibilities to increase local stakeholders’ capacity for
effective action. The tools offered by Web 2.0 are of vital importance to groups with
limited resources. Those tools enable them to shape power relations, shift the bound-
ary between lay and expert knowledge, and change the link between ‘local’ and
‘global’ in risk communication.

In the analyzed cases, widespread Internet usage allowed relatively disadvan-
taged groups to take part in decentralized knowledge production, which enabled
them to form networks, gain support, and propose their own narratives (cf. Meraz
and Papacharissi 2013). Internet access allows residents to seek information on their
own at minimal cost and to formulate their concerns as legitimate, empowered by
the reservations signaled by other groups from around the world. Thus, Web 2.0 is
‘a game changer’ in the dynamics of siting controversies and may be perceived as a
challenge from the perspective of the technology’s proponents. These factors were
particularly important in Poland, where they allowed protesters to reach materials
with narratives divergent from the dominant attitude presented by the national
media.

This study finds that, from among all energy siting controversies, Web 2.0 has a
particularly strong impact on the issues surrounding shale gas production. There are
two main reasons for this. First, the online distribution of compelling anti-fracking
narratives such as Gasland. Second, the access to authorized expert documents.

That is, the effect of Web 2.0 on local protest may be stronger if the issue under
dispute receives a significant symbolic representation, coupled with a persuasive nar-
ration and call for action. However, local activists have now access not only to per-
suasive resources but also to expert knowledge. What further enables the fracking
controversy to feed on the Internet is the lack of consensus between experts and
regulatory agencies from around the world. Unlike in the vaccination controversy,
Polish opponents of the dominant view did not need to reach resources produced
outside of mainstream institutions. It was enough that they had access to the official
resources from other European countries, where regulatory agencies and mass media
focused more on the uncertainties than assumed profits of shale gas prospecting.

In other words, activists’ widespread Internet usage rendered visible the fact that
safety standards are products of particular political cultures and institutional settings
(Jasanoff 1986, 2005). With the popularization of this insight from the field of risk
studies, it is now much more difficult for the representatives of public institutions
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and private corporations to present their risk assessment as a universal and final
voice of science (cf. Latour 1998). This change has practical implications: local dis-
cussions can no longer proceed without reference to the global debate. That is,
experts should not be surprised when a resident from a small village in the East of
Poland demands that they take into account a recent scandal from Pennsylvania or
the skepticism of German state agencies. With the rise of Web 2.0, local conflicts
can now easily join international debates on unprecedented scale. In these circum-
stances, it is almost impossible to maintain the image of fracking technology as
absolutely free of any uncertainty about long-time impacts of large-scale use.
Upholding the view about its complete safety evokes further mistrust in those who
need to be convinced and becomes counterproductive.

Local activists’ knowledge stems from the international debate, which embraces
risks resulting from both polluted water and government corruption. However, these
global symbolic resources are not simply copied. In fact, local needs transform the
facts and narratives produced globally. Thanks to low entry costs, activists are
furthermore capable of enriching and shaping the global debate, as was the case of
the Żurawlów protestors, who made their struggle into one of the landmarks of the
‘global’ movement. That is, activists have now more opportunities to gain global
support than ever before.

The impact of widespread Internet access on siting conflicts does not end with
shale gas-related technologies. Rather, in the predictable future, Web 2.0 will remain
a crucial factor in the struggles over technology acceptance, risk acceptance, and
public participation in technology governance. The study above informs a conclu-
sion that the potential impact of globally accessible information is stronger when
rooted in both a compelling narrative and diverse expert analyses from respectable
institutions. As the former motivate people to engage with the problem, the latter
enables them to participate in debates with the industry or the public institutions.
Thus, access to these resources changes the dynamic of encounters between technol-
ogy proponents and local residents: it arms potential opponents with new arguments.
Nevertheless, Web 2.0 does not create protests on its own but only adds to a number
of local factors, ranging from institutional setting through cultural resources to local
traditions of resistance. That is, the Internet usage itself does not determine the
course of action but is a potent tool for the protesters to include in future strategies
in siting controversies.

Acknowledgments
The author is grateful to Marjolein van Asselt, Marijke Hermans and Mark Elam for their com-
ments on an earlier draft and to Ekaterina Tarasova, Aleksandra Lis and Piotr Stankiewicz for
further discussions. I am also grateful to the anonymous reviewers for helpful comments and
suggestions and to Mikołaj Golubiewski for his invaluable assistance with final editing.

Disclosure statement
No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

Funding
This work was supported by the National Science Center [grant number DEC-2011/03/B/
HS6/04032], [grant number DEC-2013/11/D/HS6/04715].

14 A. Stasik



Notes
1. N = 1002, CATI, representative sample of Poles over 18, 6-10.12.13, conducted for the

Polish Geological Institute.
2. I disclosed the municipality’s name, because my analysis is based mainly on publicly

available documentation posted voluntarily by the engaged activist.
3. All interviews and other presented materials were created in Polish and translated by the

author of the article.
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