
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gemma Dickenson 

Banks Group Limited 

Inkerman House 

St. John’s Road, Meadowfield 

Co. Durham, DH7 8XL 

 

 

8th March 2016 

 

 

Dear Gemma, 

 

Objections to proposed Highthorn Surface Mine by environmental groups – ecological 

issues 

 

Objections to the current planning application for coal extraction at Highthorn have been received 

by two national and one local environmental group, comprising: 

 Northumberland Wildlife Trust; 

 RSPB; and 

 National Trust. 

Although separate representations have been made by each group, Northumberland Wildlife Trust 

have also co-ordinated a joint response. This letter addresses their ecological grounds for 

objection, their validity, and provides a response to them. 

 

Prior to addressing the grounds for objection, it is important to provide the context within which the 

objections have been raised, notably: 

 It is agreed that there is no impact upon European or UK protected species; 

 The scope or results of survey work is considered acceptable;  

 The conclusions of the hydrogeological assessment (covered elsewhere), discharges to 

the sea, and of the ecological impact assessment are accepted; and 

 All parties recognise the significant potential for surface coal mining to provide ecological 

enhancement at Druridge Bay relative to the current baseline. 

 

The ecological grounds for objection from the environmental and conservation consultees can be 

summarised as follows: 

 Pink-footed geese will be displaced from the site during coaling, while restoration does not 

cater for their needs and will lead to longer term displacement (RSPB / NWT); 

 Connectivity between marsh harrier habitat will be lost, which may slow down the rate of 

colonisation of the area by this species (NWT);  



 

 

 The ‘proposed areas’ (unclear whether the surface mine or mitigation areas are being 

referred to here) already support wildlife and ‘as such, further displacement may occur’ 

(NWT); 

 Average sound pressure levels used in the noise assessment do not reflect the startle 

response of species such as pink-footed geese (RSPB); and 

 Restoration and habitat creation proposals are inadequate to offset the impacts of the 

scheme, particularly in terms of the long-term security of management. 

 

Each of these is addressed in detail below. 

 

Pink-footed geese 

The fact that farmland outside of the proposed scheme has not been proposed has been 

recognised within the ES and is noted as an ecologically significant residual impact of the project.  

Some residual impacts on pink-footed geese were acknowledged in the ES – but these are 

considered to be of ‘minor negative’ significance, as evidenced by the fact that: 

 Pink-footed geese currently have favourable conservation status in UK and 

Northumberland, with an increasing population – any displacement of Druridge birds is 

unlikely to affect their conservation status in the County; 

 Pink-footed geese have relatively undemanding habitat requirements, utilising agricultural 

habitats including permanent pasture and cereal crops – there are plenty of alternative 

areas for them to be displaced to; and  

 Pre-application consultations with the conservation groups broadly agreed that it is better 

to focus biodiversity enhancements on a wider range of species, some of which (e.g. 

farmland bird assemblage) which do not enjoy favourable conservation status, unlike the 

pink-footed geese. 

The RSPB is wrong is to assert that the restoration will be bad for geese because of shelterbelt 

and hedgerow planting.  The need to maintain a balance between wider ecological connectivity in 

some parts of the site, and maintenance of open coastal fields has been acknowledged from the 

start, was communicated to them during extensive consultations, and is included in the restoration 

plans.  The restored site includes areas of agricultural restoration with a sufficiently open aspect to 

have a reasonable prospect of continued use by pink-footed geese. 

 

Marsh harrier 

The ES acknowledged that there was a potential issue with connectivity between Warkworth Lane 

Ponds and East Chevington, and there would be some loss of farmland foraging habitat for the 

Warkworth Lane marsh harrier(s).  In actual fact, the postulated effect on connectivity between 

breeding sites is precautionary, as it assumes the birds will not cross the airspace above the 

surface mine.  In fact the only observed flight between the two areas during the VP surveys was a 

male bird which reached a height of 100m between East Chevington and the Highthorn area, and 

as such would be unlikely to be disturbed by an operational surface mine.  In any event, effects will 

be mitigated by wetland habitat creation, improving foraging habitat quality in linking areas. Indeed 

the Schedule 1 birds confidential appendix report notes the following: 

 “The development will retain habitat along the eastern (coastal) side of the site, where it is also 

proposed to create additional wetland habitat.  This will improve habitat quality and connectivity 

between Druridge Pools and Cresswell Ponds.  The mixed agricultural and ‘pondscape’ habitat of 

Blakemoor Farm area already provides good quality habitat between Cresswell and Warkworth 

Lane Ponds.  While some foraging habitat will be lost within the surface mine, the phasing plans 

illustrate that the southern part of the site where foraging was observed will be the last to be 



 

 

stripped, by which time habitat creation measures will be improving foraging habitat quality 

elsewhere, including on the overburden and  subsoil mounds.  These will be managed in 

accordance with the site’s Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP), and are likely to support good small 

mammal populations and be subject to relatively limited periods of disturbance.   In addition, any 

high-level overflights between East Chevington and Warkworth Lane Ponds such as the inferred 

observation in 2014 are unlikely to be affected by human activity at or below ground level.  For 

these reasons, there is a low risk of negative impact on the conservation status of marsh harrier in 

the local area; however, it is proposed that marsh harrier activity continues to be monitored, ideally 

in conjunction with work already being undertaken by voluntary organisations such as 

Northumberland Wildlife Trust, in order to ensure that the operation of the surface mine will both 

avoid impacts, and maximise opportunities for habitat enhancement both during and after coaling. 

Marsh harrier are proposed to be a target species in the site BAP.” 

 

Given the polygamous breeding system of marsh harriers, there is a theoretical risk that  

colonisation could be  ‘slowed down’, as NWT assert, due to increased isolation of females and 

reduced breeding success.  However, as noted above, although not strongly supported by the 

survey findings, this risk has been fully acknowledged and addressed in the mitigation proposals. 

 

Noise impacts on geese  

 

The RSPB note that for species such as geese the noise which provokes a startle response is 

critical, and they would prefer to see maximum decibel figures reported in the ES (LAmax), rather 

than the ‘averaged’ LAeq values used to assess impact. 

 

It is acknowledged that LAmax values are potentially more appropriate to assess the likelihood of a 

startle response than the LAeq values used to assess human noise nuisance. However, predicted 

LAeq values may be more appropriate to assess the likelihood of ecologically significant 

disturbance level, i.e. those which would provoke flight responses, limit return times, and 

potentially result in displacement and effective loss of utilisable habitat.  As described in Appendix 

9 of the ES (Operational Noise Assessment), a number of precautionary assumptions are built into 

the noise prediction model, such as the receptor being downwind of the noise source.  As noted in 

Appendix 9, this introduces a margin of safety into the predictions. 

 

Another issue with using LAmax values is the fact that in most agricultural areas baseline levels 

measured over an 8 or 9 hour period could include noise events in excess of 55dB(A) at a 

sensitive receptor, arising from agricultural machinery or vehicle movements.  With birds, including 

sensitive species such as pink-footed geese, whether this results in a disturbance event is 

complicated by the nature of the disturbance.  For example, during the field surveys geese were 

observed to be very sensitive to light aircraft, but relatively insensitive to traffic noise (regularly 

occupying the field south of Druridge Farm Cottages (‘Z1’) which adjoins the coastal road on two 

sides).  During the operational phase of the surface mine, noise would not be accompanied by any 

visual disturbance to foraging geese, as the site would be screened by peripheral bunds.  Sudden 

noises over 55dB in these circumstances are less likely to elicit a startle response. 

 

In terms of predicted noise levels, I have examined the plans for Phase 1 of the scheme, when 

there would be a relatively large amount of work defined as ‘short-term’ by the noise assessment, 

and the void excavations would be closest to the coastal fields between Druridge Farm Cottages 

and Hemscott Hill.  As these were not presented in the ES, I have included two figures (Sheet 2 



 

 

and Sheet 3) which show predicted noise levels in the sensitive coastal area between Druridge 

Pools and Cresswell Ponds.  These show that none of the area is predicted to exceed 55dB LAeq, 

and most of the area is below 50dB, giving a significant safety margin. 

 

Sheet 3 in particular shows the effective attenuation provided by the peripheral bunds, and gives 

some confidence that coastal fields would continue to be used by geese, as well as less noise-

sensitive species, during the operational phases of the surface mine.  Sheets 3 and 4 show 

predicted noise levels at Cresswell Ponds are also very low (35 – 40dB(A) range), which should 

provide further reassurance that there should be no disturbance to either birds or birdwatchers as 

a consequence of the surface mine. 

 

There are of course ‘exceptional operations’ referred to in Appendix 9, which include the 

construction of the bunds themselves.  On discussing this in detail with you, a number of points are 

clear: 

 They will utilise smaller, less visually obtrusive plant, similar in character to agricultural 

machinery; 

 The method of construction involves forming the outer batter first then infilling, minimising 

visual intrusion; 

 The speed of construction will be between approximately 100 – 250 linear metres per week 

for subsoil mounds depending on machinery type, and 300m per week for topsoil mounds; 

 There will be additional operations such as seeding which may cause disturbance. 

Aside from the fact that such operations will be limited by planning condition to less than 8 weeks 

per year, it is clear from these figures that visual and noise disturbance in sensitive areas will take 

place over much shorter timescales.  Seeding operations normally take place in autumn or spring, 

outside the main occupancy period of pink-footed geese.  In environmental impact assessment 

terms, the short-term nature of these impacts is important in assessing their likely ecological 

effects, and I do not think that they will have an ecologically significant effect. 

 

Value of existing site / mitigation areas 

 

It is not clear from NWTs response whether this element of their objection refers to the area within 

the surface mine or off-site mitigation areas.  If they are referring to the surface mine area itself, 

any impacts on existing wildlife have been acknowledged and wherever possible quantified in the 

ES.  The mitigation measures are targeted at species displaced from the site, essentially operating 

through increasing habitat carrying capacity – whether that is for skylark and other farmland birds 

utilising overburden mounds or yellow wagtail in off-site wet grassland habitats.  There is ample 

scope for achieving this, as the surface mine area itself is not of high nature conservation 

importance (with the exception of its use by pink-footed geese, and to a lesser extent farmland 

birds). 

If the comment is referring to the existing conservation value of the mitigation areas, their existing 

value has also been assessed as part of the ES, with the conclusion that there would be a 

significant net benefit arising from the proposed habitat creation measures.  As the RSPB has 

indicated, the one species which may not benefit would be pink-footed goose, and this may be 

what NWT are referring to – as a species feeding on grassland habitats (e.g. in field ‘Z1’) they 

would have less habitat availability after wetland creation.  However, as outlined above, the net 

benefits are positive for a wide range of other species, as evidenced for example by greater 

utilisation of coastal fields by waders in the wet 2012-13 winter conditions. 

 



 

 

Value of mitigation proposals 

 

There is little doubt that the mitigation proposals as proposed would have a positive impact on 

biodiversity, including contributing to ecological networks in an area where high value coastal 

wetlands are separated by lower value agricultural habitats.  As noted above, with the exception of 

the pink-footed geese (and to a lesser extent, farmland birds) there is nothing remarkable in 

conservation terms about the proposed surface mine site – it is the wider context which is of 

greater interest, a fact which was generally acknowledged by all parties at the consultation 

meetings.  Coastal wetland creation will complement existing valuable habitats, greatly increasing 

connectivity and the maintenance of ecological networks, and helping in particular to link 

Warkworth Lane Ponds, Cresswell Ponds and Druridge Pools. 

 

The criticism of land tenure and long-term management arrangements is based on a negative view 

of landowners future intentions and the lack of future certainty about incentives to manage land for 

conservation.  Leaving aside considerations of legal agreements and delivery mechanisms, which 

you are best placed to address, I believe there are sound ecological reasons for considering the 

objector’s views to be unduly negative, including the following: 

 The ability to revert to intensive agricultural use in future will be limited by the habitat 

creation measures, particularly (for example) if field drains are deliberately disrupted and 

levels within fields are changed to create scrapes; 

 Agricultural management of coastal wetlands is certainly not incompatible with ecological 

interest – grazed margins adjoining open muddy areas for example can be much more 

valuable for waders and waterfowl than ungrazed areas where tall vegetation limits 

visibility – a fact acknowledged by NWT in recent works undertaken at Druridge Pools to 

cut back willows and introduce pony grazing in the ‘Budge Fields’ area; and 

 Successful restoration and linkage to existing wetlands may achieve the ‘critical mass’ of 

coastal sites to qualify for SSSI designation in the future on ornithological criteria, thereby 

restricting the management options for landowners.  

 

To conclude, I consider that the objections over-state the negative effects of the proposed 

development, whilst underplaying the real benefits which will accrue to the development of 

ecological networks in the Druridge Bay area. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

Kevin Honour MSc MCIEEM 

Director. 
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