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MOPG WINS GREATER PUBLIC ACCESS TO UK COAL’s PROPOSED MINORCA PLANNING APPLICATION

The Co-ordinating Committee of MOPG has just won our first skirmish in our campaign to oppose UK Coal’s planning application when it is submitted. After discovering what the size of planning application document from UK coal was likely to be – approximately 1500 pages of A4 plus maps - we made enquiries about how many copies would be in places where the public could access this complicated and large planning application.

After learning that UK Coal would be happy to provide the number of copies that Leicestershire County Council (LCC) requested, we wrote to the Environment and Waste Department of LCC with a suggestion that copies ought to be made available in Measham, Ibstock and Ashby Library for the public to consult. 

We received a reply which suggested that we were being premature in our concerns and that it would be sufficient if a copy were made available in Measham Library and Measham Community Office. Steve Leary immediately replied with a letter which included these comments.

Thank you for your reply which will be discussed by the Co-ordinating Committee of MOPG. I should point out that it is not and has not been our advice to members to submit letters of protest prior to LCC receiving UK Coal's application. 

On the other hand it seems to the lay person that they have to accumulate a great deal of information on how to effectively present a case opposing such a planning application. This not only means finding and understanding current and developing planning policies, it also means investigating similar recent planning applications both in Leicestershire and elsewhere. We have to do this from a point of ignorance. If we left it until the application was actually submitted we might only have 16 weeks to organise ourselves, understand the numerous relevant planning documents and be capable of digesting and commenting on a document that is approximately 1500 pages long. I think that most ordinary members of the public would find this an impossible task given that timescale. I would advise any person in a similar situation to begin a process of organising a protest group and educating its members as soon as possible. 

Forgive me for thinking that it seems that the odds are stacked against us. This is especially so as UK Coal has already, back in May 2008, started informal discussions about its EIA. That gave them at least a 15 week advantage over any local resident who might want to object to this proposal. UK Coal could seek advice from LCC whilst local residents were kept in the dark.  

What we have been doing is researching this broad topic and educating our members on various issues related to this potential application. This has been done so that when they eventually put in letters of objection they are well informed and relevant. You can see all our advice and information on our web page leicestershirevillages.com - measham / minorca protest.  

We will be back in touch with you soon as to whether the Co-ordinating Committee agree with your suggestion about a more limited distribution of UK Coal's planning application. Speaking for myself, I do not understand why, if UK Coal is going to pay for it, our original suggestion cannot stand.

 The Co-ordinating Committee later confirmed that it still wanted 2 copies of the planning application to be put in Measham, Ibstock and Ashby libraries. I am happy to report that our representations on your behalf have been successful and these extra copies will be available in these locations. In addition the application document will be available to download from the LCC web site.  

 LEICESTERSHIRE COUNTY COUNCIL ASKS UK COAL TO ADDRESS BIG ISSUES: (LCC’s FORMAL SCOPING OPINIION)

On the 30th October LCC replied to UK Coal’s formal request for their opinion on their plans to undertake an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) on their proposals for an opencast mine at Minorca. This was last discussed in issue 51. 

This request for a Scoping Opinion is an important stage in the decision making process. Following strong representations, the County planners have demanded that the Environmental Impact Assessment addresses a number of big issues omitted from UK Coal’s own initial proposals.2 These include: 

· The broad impact on its ‘setting in the National Forest’, including culture, recreation & tourism as well as landscape and ecology.  Impacts are required to be addressed for both the local area and also for the wider National Forest. 

· A full analysis of the alternative option of doing ‘nothing’ and leaving the site as it is.  This will require a convincing explanation of the ‘need’ for the coal in the first place. 

· An assessment of the ‘cumulative impacts due to successive or concurrent development’. This is bound to require information on the potential extent of future opencast mining activity in the whole area of this NW Leicestershire coalfield.

· An appraisal of the ‘collective effect of different impacts’.  This means that each issue – noise, dust, traffic, landscape, recreation, tourism etc – cannot be treated as a completely separate matter but all have to be considered together.

These requirements pose a big challenge to UK Coal which has sought to confine the debate to a more limited set of separate, short term local impacts.  The County is insisting that this is inadequate, that there are bigger strategic issues at stake, and that these need to be addressed in the Environmental Impact Statement.

(Thanks to Fred Steward who wrote most of this article).    

Notes

1)  “Reports on how Parish Councils dealt with the Scoping Letter from UK Coal”
Minorca Update Issue 5.

2) The full letter “Request for Formal Scoping Opinion Proposed Opencast Coal Operation at the former Minorca Site, Measham” can be found at www Leicestershire County Council / Environment and Waste / Minerals, Waste and County Council Planning / Planning Applications / Environmental Statement / Scoping Opinions / Minorca Scoping Opinion.  
HEALTH IMPACT ASSESSMENTS (HIAs): WHAT ARE THEY ? 

As one Planner who has experienced dealing with a Health Impact Assessment in South Wales told me 

“It’s an evolutionary process”.

In essence an HIA seeks to discover whether a major development such as an opencast mine will have any positive or negative effect on the health of individuals or groups of individuals living close to the proposed site. This process is not yet formally part of the official guidance on planning, but a for an HIA to be undertaken it can be initiated by a group such as MOPG.1
The process goes through several stages. If the process is completed, then the steering group who are over-seeing the research process will make recommendations on the effect that the proposal could in general have on health. The report and the recommendations are then forwarded to Leicestershire County Council for them to consider. They do not have to agree to the recommendations.

Our request for an HIA would go to the Consultant in Physical Health at the Leicestershire and Rutland Primary Health Care Trust. We would have to indicate why we think such an exercise would be necessary. Luckily, the first stage in the formal process gives guidance on how to do this. If it is agreed that an HIA be undertaken it goes through the following process

“The HIA Process

HIA consists of 6 steps 

· Decide whether a proposal requires assessment by HIA – often called screening.  

· Clarify the questions to be answered by the HIA and how the assessment will be carried out – often called scoping 

· Decide what the health impacts will be and how big by considering each pathway by which the proposal could impact on health – often called appraisal and assessment. 

· For each option make recommendations as to how good health consequences could be enhanced, how bad health consequences could be avoided or minimised and how health inequities could be reduced. 

· Communicate the findings of the HIA to the decision makers. 

· Evaluate the quality of the HIA highlighting lessons for future HIAs. Monitor which proposals and if possible assess whether any predictions made were correct. “ 2
For us it will be the screening stage that is crucial. This will involve asking three questions:

1. Will the policy (working the Minorca site) have a significant impact on human health by virtue of its effects on the following wider determinants of health?
Income





Crime
Environment




Transport
Housing




Education
Employment




Agriculture
Social cohesion

Consider the potential to have a health impact.

2. Will there be a significant impact on any of the following lifestyle related variables?
Physical activity
Diet
Smoking, drugs, or alcohol use
Sexual behaviour
Accidents and stress at home or work

Consider risk factors that influence the probability of an individual becoming more or less healthy.

3. Is there likely to be a significant demand on any of the following health and social care services?
Primary care



Community services
Hospital care



Need for medicines
Accident or emergency attendances
Social services
Health protection and preparedness response

Consider the likely contacts with health and social service provision.

If the answer to two or more of these questions is YES:

You will need (the Public Health Officer) to carry out a full health impact assessment. 3

We will be discussing the need for such an assessment at our next members’ meeting in view of the evidence we have already gathered, and will continue to gather, about the broad health effects of this proposal.

NOTES

1) Personal email from the East Midland Public Health Observatory

2) www.Association Of Public Health Offices / H.I.A. / The HIA process

3) www. Department of Health / Health Impact Assessment / Screening Questions for Health Impact Assessment.
A HANDBOOK ON PROTESTING ABOUT OPENCAST PLANNING APPLICATIONS: BOOK REVIEW ON DIGGING UP TROUBLE
DIGGING UP TROUBLE The Environment, Protest and Opencast Mining, Rivers Oram Press, 2000, ISBN (cloth) 1 85489 112 X (306pgs)

Don’t let the apparent academic appearance of this book by Huw Beynon, Andrew Cox and Ray Hudson put you off – it’s well worth the £14 95 (yes it’s still in print).

It is both a review of the politics of deep mined and opencast coal from the end of the war to the millennium as well as being a guiding hand on the planning process, including how public enquiries are conducted. It also discusses the initial changes to the planning process brought in after 1997, including Labour’s Ten Point Plan for Opencasting and the new MPG3 guidance issued in 1999 (not withstanding the apparent change in Government policy as witnessed at Long Moor, this is still the official guidance). 

It surveys how the environmental aspect of opposing opencasting developed. As a consequence we do not have to re-invent the wheel – here is how we can learn from the actions of others on how to more effectively go about opposing the scourge of opencast coal mining.

This book is now available for borrowing from Measham Library!

MINORCA IN THE NEWS

We have had some news coverage already this year. BBC Radio Leicester did  an interview  with Micheal Kilmister and Steve Leary  for the breakfast news programme on January 5th with Julie Mair. This was a follow up piece on what has happened since the Public Protest Meeting. Our own newsletter (no 9) stimulated the interest. The Burton Mail picked up on the story with “Mining application may be in February” (5/1/2009) which also quoted (unacknowledged) directly from our newsletter.

The last edition (10) of our newsletter also sparked interest. Oakfm broadcast a news item on the health issue it raised on 20/1/09 after interviewing Steve Leary. The Burton Mail also ran a story based on the issue and the press release that went with it (but I’ve no details of the story). 

The following week 3 papers ran stories based on issue 10. Firstly the Leicester Mercury with its story “Villagers call for health inquiry into mining plan” (27/1/09) quoted Steve Leary  from the press release. The story concentrated on our plan to ask for a Health Impact Assessment when the planning application goes in. The Ashby Trader and Echo’s  (28/1/09) “ Health worries aired over opencast mine” also concentrated on the possible risk which microscopic dust particles pose. The Ashby Times story  “ Property prices hit by opencast”  (30/1/09) mainly concentrated on the expected fall in house prices as reported in issue 10. 

OPENCASTING AND MINORCA: UK COAL’s PROPOSAL AND WHAT MOPG IS DOING

UK Coal is proposing to reopen the Minorca Pit site, between Measham and Swepstone, as an opencast mine. The site will be over one mile long and half a mile wide. On three of its four sides, the boundaries will be Swepstone Road, Gallows Lane and Bosworth Road.  The fourth side of the boundary is a public footpath between Bosworth Road and Swepstone Road, approximately 700m west of Swepstone. They intend to work on the site for  4.5 years, extracting 1.25m tonnes of coal and 250,000 tonnes of clay, 12 hours a day (Monday to Friday 7am -7pm) plus 5 hours a day on Saturdays. This will generate, they say, an average of 12 HGV movements an hour. Their formal application is DUE IN FEBRUARY 2009

The Minorca Opencast Protest Group was set up in October 2008 after a Public Protest Meeting in Measham.  Since then it has been in close liaison with our local MP David Taylor who is opposed to this development. 

MOPG has also been researching many aspects related to this proposal and keeping members and the public informed of our findings though the newsletter, press releases and having a web page on the leicestershirevillages.com / measham / minorca protest.

Free copies of this issue are available from these locations in Measham:


Dean and Smedley

Measham Library


Taylor’s the Butchers

Liberty One


Sweet Memories

Drinks Express


and The Post Office

What we have learned is that applications to mine for opencast coal are treated as one offs. Until UK Coal actually put in their planning application there is nothing officially to protest about.  All those who are horrified at the prospect of opencast mining in the National Forest are urged to join the campaign.

You can join the campaign by filling in a membership form at any one of these locations:


DRINKS EXPRESS, 50-51 HIGH STREET, MEASHAM, 

THE GLOBE INN, SNARESTONE.

THE ODD HOUSE, BOSWORTH ROAD, SNARESTONE. 

THE BELPER ARMS, MAIN STREET, NEWTON  BURGOLAND. 

This newsletter is edited by Steve Leary

THIS IS THE NEWSLETTER OF THE MINORCA OPENCAST PROTEST GROUP
1

