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THE THREAT OF OPENCAST MINING WILL EXIST ACROSS NORTH WEST LEICESTERSHIRE UNTIL 2021. 

This fate threatens thousands of people who live on or near Leicestershire’s Shallow Coal Fields. Members of MOPG discovered this after having a meeting with Planning Officers from Leicestershire County Council on Tuesday 24th March. The Planning Officers confirmed that MOPG’s claim that many other communities in North West Leicestershire could be faced with the risk of an opencast planning application affecting them was correct. When the new Minerals Planning Framework set of documents was completed it would indicate the area of the Shallow Coalfields in Leicestershire that were to be safeguarded as possible sites for future opencast mines up to 2021. This would mean that Leicestershire County Council would advise North West Leicester District Council to keep this designated area free from any development that was likely to prevent the coal from being extracted / sterilised. Any planning consent would only be likely if the coal was extracted first. This guidance would be policy up to at least 2021 if the Minerals Planning Framework is finally approved in its present form. A later article in this newsletter gives more details on where the Shallow Coalfields are and what communities are affected.

What MOPG did discover in answer to another of our questions is that up to 2021 UK Coal has indicated that they are only interested in two sites in Leicestershire, Long Moor and Minorca. We shall have to wait to see if this turns out to be true. 

THE SHALLOWCOAL FIELDS AREA IN NORTH WEST LEICESTERSHIRE

The Minerals Planning Officers of Leicestershire County Council have confirmed that the boundary outlined below is the approximate boundary of the Shallow Coalfields of North West Leicestershire. It is based on matching the outline contained in the Core Strategy1 document with Ordinance Survey Maps2
Starting on the north edge of the Shallow Coalfields3 and moving from west to east from the county boundary with Derbyshire:

Heath End, Staunton Harold, Worthington, Thringstone, New Swannington  to Glebe Farm between Coalville and Whitwick

Then the edge of the shallow coal field swings west and then south through

Snibstone Discovery Park, down the east side of Ibstock to the Church immediately to the south of Ibstock.

The edge of the Shallow Coalfields then swings in arc westwards and then north westwards back to the Derbyshire border through:

Swepstone,  Shornhill, South Measham and Acresford.

Notes

1) Leicestershire Minerals Development Framework Core Strategy and Development Control Policies (submission draft) up to 2021, Figure 3 Energy Minerals Spatial Map, p 87. June 2008. (www leics.gov.uk / index / environment / planning / minerals waste and county council planning policies / local development plan / submissions consultations)

2) Ordinance Survey Landranger Maps nos. 128,129 & 140,  

3) Coalfields because geologically it consists of the Derbyshire coalfield generally to the west of Ashby and the Leicestershire coalfield to the east of Ashby.

COMMUNITIES ON OR NEAR THE SHALLOW COALFIELDS IN LEICESTERSHIRE
	ASHBY (NTH, EAST)
	DONISTHORPE
	NORMANTON LE HTH
	STAUNTON HAROLD

	ACRESFORD
	FARM TOWN
	NORRIS HILL
	SWANNINGTON

	BLACKFORDBY
	GRIFFY DAM
	OAKTHORPE
	SWEPSTONE

	BOUNDARY
	HEATHER
	OUTWOOD
	THRINGSTON

	CHURCH TOWN
	IBSTOCK
	PACKINGTON
	WHITWICK (WEST)

	COALVILLE (NORTH)
	LOUNT
	PEGGS GREEN
	WORTHINGTON

	COALVILLE (WEST)
	MEASHAM
	RAVENSTONE
	

	COLEORTON
	MOIRA
	SNARESTONE
	

	COLEORTON MOOR
	NEWBOLD
	SNIBSTONE
	


NO COHERENT COAL PLAN FOR LEICESTERSHIRE

The most surprising information to come from our meeting with John Wright, Team Leader for Minerals Planning, Environment and Heritage Services, Community Services, Lonek Wojtulewicz, Head of Planning, Environment and Heritage Services, Community Services and Andy Robinson, Assistant Chief Executive1, was that there was no current coherent minerals policy for Leicestershire that would cover an application to extract coal by opencast means. It would be better to think in terms of their being policies.

Prior to this meeting MOPG was under the impression that the main document that would be used to assess the acceptability or unacceptability of UK Coal’s planning application for Minorca would be ‘Leicestershire Minerals Local Plan Review 1995’1.We now know that this is incorrect. The true situation is more complicated. This is because the 1995 documents policies covered the period from 1995 to 2006. Leicestershire County Council asked permission from the Government to extend the length of time over which these policies could operate beyond 2007, to cover the gap between 2007 and when the new Leicestershire Minerals Development Framework would be ready. The Government’s response, contained in two documents ‘Government Office for the East Midlands letter dated 21st September 2007’2 and ‘Extension of Saved Minerals Plan Proposals Schedule’3 details which of these policies were to be saved and which were to be discarded. However, the Government also indicated where either law or other existing guidance now covered the discarded policies. 

This means that there is no one document MOPG can refer to that contains not only all the relevant information regarding policies covering an opencast application for Minorca, but has also interpreted this guidance to suit local circumstances. We are now trying to construct our own more coherent set of documents on which to base our objections to UK Coal’s plans for Minorca. 

 Notes

1) John, Lonek and Andy are all officers of Leicestershire County Council

2) Leicestershire Minerals Local Plan Review 1995 (www.leics.gov.uk / index / environment/ planning / minerals waste and county council planning/ planning policies /local development plan / adopted development plan documents / minerals local plan / Entire Minerals Local Plan Document. 

3) http://www.leics.gov.uk/goem_saved_policies_direction.pdf
4) http://www.leics.gov.uk/mineral_local_plan_policies_status.pdf
NO FIGURES AVAILABLE FOR THE COST OF CREATING A NON COAL BASED ECONOMY IN NORTH WEST LEICESTERSHIRE

MOPG was astonished to learn that Leicestershire County Council had not kept a record of how much money had been spent by the County Council on regenerating the local economy of North West Leicestershire away from a dependence on coal. The County Council had the question for six days prior to the meeting, but could still not come up with a figure. Neither could they indicate what their contribution had been to the establishment of the National Forest.

One of our guests, the County Councillor for Forest and Measham, Sean Sheahan seemed as surprised as we were by this answer, and quickly pointed out that recent developments, such as the new library, had been funded by regeneration monies. Accordingly, he could think of recent developments costing over two million pounds that had been spent on Measham alone.

UK COAL, MASTERS OF THE ART OF DELAY

Do not expect the application to be in before the end of April.  That is the latest news form UK Coal. If you are getting fed up of waiting why not write a letter to 
 Anton Fix, Project Manager, UK Coal Mining Ltd., 
Harworth Park,

Blyth Road, Haworth, Doncaster, South Yorkshire, DN11 8DB
Asking him for the reasons for the delay and whether he can give a firm submission date.
NOT A BLADE OF GRASS, A WEED OR A BIRD – THE RESULTS OF A VISIT TO LONG MOOR. 

At their initial Public Exhibitions about the Minorca proposal, UK Coal made it clear that they would welcome local people to look round the Long Moor site and gauge, for themselves, what the effect of the mining might really be. We therefore arranged a visit a few weeks ago for a group of eight local people who have over the last six months spent considerable time investigating all aspects of open cast coal mining and its many effects. 

We were taken around the site by the very competent site manager who explained the processes and showed us where and how the working had commenced and how the “hole” in the ground is, in effect, moving all the time as they back fill each area as it is mined. This inevitably leads to a massive area of desolate land since it is leveled to an approximation of the desired finished level but not fully restored, but it does mean that the “hole” is kept to a minimum. The Manager appeared to run an efficient site which seemed organised and controlled and the roadways and machines were surprisingly clean. We were taken round the back of the coal crushing plant, behind the bunds which surround the site, and we were impressed that the noise was considerably less than anticipated. 

The lorries make an unusual twittering noise while reversing which I thought preferable to the bleep most lorries make (but one group member thought would drive her mad in a very short time). Much of the machine noise is actually below ground level so apparently the sound can be absorbed by the surrounding ground. Dust is controlled by spraying down with water, which appeared to be quite effective on the site itself. A security guard is responsible for the site out of hours and the Manager reported no problems with the essentially unfenced settlement pools. (I felt that they would be a lure to local teenagers and think the close proximity to Bosworth Road of those proposed for Minorca could prove to be dangerously irresistible).

This was generally all quite encouraging, but, on questioning, it was explained to us that the machines for the Minorca site would be “twice as big” and the mined hole in the ground “twice as deep” as at Long Moor - which basically means that the two sites are really not comparable at all! Furthermore, the geography of Minorca is quite different from Long Moor in that Minorca is bound by three roads and, south and west, the village of Shepstone, and the roads leading to Shepstone have clear and uninterrupted views down into the site. By contrast Long Moor is positioned pretty much out of view from the highway and Ravenstone itself. 

But aside from these comparisons, the overriding impression one took away was of a scene of total destruction and desolation. There was absolutely no evidence of life (other than the few machine operators). There were no birds singing and neither a blade of grass nor a weed to be seen. It was, in effect, a vision of hell.

JOANNA CRANE
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ANSWERS TO OTHER QUESTIONS PUT TO LEICESTERSHIRE COUNTY COUNCIL ON MARCH 23TH

1.1) Approximately how many people either live on the Shallow Coalfield  or in close proximity (i.e. 800 metres) to it?

LCC are still working on these figures and they will let us know the answer
1.2) Do you know of any grounds on which a person might gain compensation for loss of value to their property if it is in close proximity to a successful application such as an opencast mine?

The short answer is no 
2.1)
Was there ever an agreed programme of opencast sites established for Leicestershire as suggested in this document, and what sites were included in the programme?
No programme of sites was ever agreed
2.2)
Why did Leicestershire County Council not specify areas on the Shallow Coalfield in North West Leicestershire that were unsuitable as a potential site for an opencast mine?

3.2)
Why hasn’t Leicestershire County Council either specified any areas on the Shallow Coalfield in North West Leicestershire that were either suitable for an opencast mine or were unsuitable as a potential site for an opencast mine in this revised document?
LCC does not have the technical knowledge to specify what areas are either suitable or unsuitable. In addition fluctuations in the price of coal can significantly alter the economic viability of working a particular site.
2.3)
Why was no consideration given to protecting settlement areas by the introduction of a buffer zone of 800 metres (the distance that would show up on a property search that was looking for either nuisances or factors that would affect the value of the property)?

3.3)
Why has no consideration given to protecting settlement areas by the introduction of a buffer zone of 800 metres (the distance that would show up on a property search that was looking for either nuisances or factors that would affect the value of the property) in the revised document?

The officers wanted more information on this which MOPG has agreed to supply them with. They want to understand better the significance of this ‘search’ and whether Local Authorities in Leicestershire could provide more information.

2.4)
Has Leicestershire County Council ever warned owners of capital of the risk of an opencast mine application being successful on the Shallow Coalfield and the effect this would have on the value of a property or a business they had invested in, in any promotion it has undertaken or sponsored to encourage inward investment to the Shallow Coalfield area?

3.4)
Will Leicestershire County Council, in future, warn of the risk of a successful opencast mine planning application to the value of a capital investment in the area of the Shallow Coalfield up to 2021 if it continues not to safeguard areas on the Shallow Coalfield from opencast mining applications?

This has never been done as a general policy advising all new investors in the area of possible risks. If an application is submitted people in the immediate area are advised. The best advice seemed to be ‘future buyer beware’. 
Some items have been held over from this issue 
This newsletter is edited by Steve Leary
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