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1. INTRODUCTION  

The Highthorn proposal is an opportunity to extract a nationally significant 
coal resource for use in electricity generation and heating homes 

This will be delivered alongside the creation of long lasting benefits for the 
local community surrounding the site  

This Scoping Report relates to proposals for the extraction of up to 5 million 
tonnes of coal from land east of the A1068, near Widdrington Village, 
Northumberland over an 8 to 10 year period 

The site is adjacent to Druridge Bay and a number of associated important 
designations; as a result the proposal will need to ensure that the coal 
resource is extracted in the most sensitive manner,  

This is one of the first stages in the preparation of the planning application and 
environmental statement for the Highthorn site. 

The Scoping Opinion that will be supplied by Northumberland County Council 
in response to this Scoping Report will be issued in early 2015 and will outline 
the areas that the planning application and environmental statement for the 
Highthorn site will need to focus upon. 

To aid this process this Scoping Report asks a series of key questions 
regarding environmental impact assessments and their associated 
methodologies 

A planning application for the Highthorn proposal is planned to be submitted in 
late spring 2015 

The Highthorn proposal will continue the significant economic, ecological and 
social benefits generated from other Banks Mining developments in 
Northumberland, including the Shotton and Brenkley Lane surface mines 

It is envisaged that if planning permission is granted by late 2015 then the 
mining operations are likely to commence in 2016  

PROJECT VISION 

1.1 The Highthorn scheme proposes to sensitively extract, due to the close proximity 
of Druridge Bay, a nationally significant coal resource and to use it to deliver long 
lasting associated significant benefits for the local community.  

1.2 The high quality Northumberland coal that will be mined from the site will be used 
to supply national electricity generators who power the nation’s homes 
businesses, hospitals and schools. 

1.3 From the outset of the Highthorn proposal, Banks Mining have sought to ensure 
that the scheme delivers a world leading project, in terms of site design, talking to 
the community and environmental management. 

1.4 Throughout the development of the Highthorn proposals, the local community will 
be invited to play a central role in ensuring that the project is the best that it 
possibly can be, both in terms of the benefits it creates, and the manner in which 
it operates. 
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Continuing economic growth 

1.5 Highthorn will deliver significant economic benefits for the life of its operational 
period, which will contribute important economic investment into the regional and 
Northumberland economies. During the working period it is intended that the site 
will lay the foundations for other economic benefits that will be provided long after 
it has finished, through details such apprenticeships, training and tourism 
opportunities. 

 
Figure 1 Site staff at Shotton 

1.6 The scheme is essential in continuing the proven economic benefits created by 
the existing Banks Surface Mines at Brenkley and Shotton. The jobs created at 
Highthorn will enable continuity of employment for a number Banks employees at 
Shotton and Brenkley. 

1.7 Through the existing network of over 1000 local suppliers, the development of 
Highthorn will continue the significant contributions Banks Mining currently make 
to the regional economy, which is currently estimated to be over £35 million per 
annum. 

Protecting and enhancing nature 

1.8 It is the intention of Banks Mining to propose a scheme within the final planning 
application that is imperceptible from the beach at Druridge Bay, has limited 
effects upon the links and dunes to the rear of the beach, and secures a lasting 
positive legacy.  
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Figure 2 Habitat created by the Banks Group 

1.9 Through careful assessment, design and management we are confident that the 
Highthorn scheme can work in close proximity to a number of important 
ecological areas. Furthermore the scheme will deliver the creation of new 
landscape details and habitats that will help complement, and secure existing 
features. 

Working with the community 

1.10 As a family run, north east based business, Banks Mining places importance on 
talking directly to the communities that host our projects. Many people in the local 
community around Highthorn work or know someone who works with Banks 
Mining at one of our existing sites in Northumberland.  

1.11 At the earliest possible stage in the development process the community has 
been informed of the company’s intention to bring forward the Highthorn scheme. 
This dialogue will continue to ensure that the scheme is the best it can be, and 
that the benefits that are delivered through its operation, restoration and 
community benefits fund, are in line with the needs of the local community. 

1.12 The Highthorn site has been identified over the last 30 years for potential coal 
extraction by both British Coal and their successor UK Coal. Banks are now 
taking this proposal forward in close liaison with the local community and 
consultees. 

Restoration that enhances and complements Druridge Bay 

1.13 The restoration of the site will seek to complement the existing landscape and 
habitats found at Druridge Bay and its surrounds.  

1.14 This could be done through creating new habitats to allow the diverse ecological 
areas close to the coast to expand, re-instating a landscape that existed before 
the previous opencasts of the 1950s, improving the agricultural quality of the land 
and improving access routes for all users in and around the site. These will all be 
central themes in the project’s restoration proposals.   
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1.15 Working alongside the local community, land owners and other interested parties 
the restoration of Highthorn will build upon and refine these core principles.  

WHERE WE ARE IN THE DEVELOPMENT PROCESS 

1.16 There are five key stages in the preparation, assessment and consideration of an 
environmental impact assessment that will accompany the planning application: 

(i) Screening – determining whether or not an EIA is required. By default, a 
surface coal mine proposal that exceeds 25 hectares will require an EIA, 
therefore this stage has been unnecessary for the Highthorn project. 

 

 

(ii) Scoping – the current stage of the Highthorn proposal – anticipated to be 
undertaken between December 2014 to January 2015 

                                                                                  

(iii) Preparation of the Environmental Statement – early assessments begun in 
2013 and will be continued and completed by the time a planning application 
is submitted. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                             

(iv) Submit planning application – anticipated as being late spring 2015 

                                                                                                                                          

(v) Decision – initial discussions with Northumberland County Council have 
indicated that a decision will be made prior to the end of 2015. 

THE SCOPING REPORT 

1.17 The Highthorn site is situated between Widdrington Station and Druridge Bay and 
lies within the administrative area of Northumberland County Council. This report 
is therefore being submitted to Northumberland County Council for a ‘scoping 
opinion’ as to the content of the Environmental Statement, in accordance with the 
Town and Country Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment, England and 
Wales) Regulations 2011. 

1.18 Due to the nature of the proposed development, the Highthorn scheme will be 
subject to an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA). The Highthorn site falls 
into Schedule 1 of the EIA regulations (2011 England), as it is a proposal for a 
“Quarry or open-cast mining where the surface of the site exceeds 25 hectares” 
(Clause 19). 

1.19 This Scoping Report explains how we intend to bring forward our proposals for 
the project along with an assessment of potential significant environmental 
impacts. The report will be used as a means of seeking preliminary views on the 
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project from Northumberland County Council, Agencies, organisations and the 
local communities that will have an interest in the project. Chapter 5 sets out 
details of the bodies we have already consulted.  

1.20 At the end of the consultation period, Northumberland County Council will provide 
a “Scoping opinion” to Banks Mining which should clarify what it considers are the 
potential significant environmental effects of the development and the aspects 
that the Highthorn Environmental Statement should focus upon. 

SCOPING REPORT STRUCTURE 

1.21 This scoping report is broken down into the following chapters: 

 Chapter 2 provides information on the Banks Group are – its history, core 
values, activities and track record  

 Chapter 3 explains why the Highthorn site is being brought forward 

 Chapter 4 summarises the site location, current land use and existing 
features 

 Chapter 5 outlines the community consultation undertaken to date and 
plans for further ongoing consultation. 

 Chapter 6 describes the preliminary proposals for the site 

 Chapter 7 identifies the constraints and key issues that the site must 
address 

 Chapter 8 notes the planning policy considerations which will need to be 
assessed in the planning application  

 Chapter 9 describes the methodologies of the environmental impact 
assessments that will be included in the planning application. 

 Chapter 10 includes a glossary of terms 

Study boundary  

1.22 Rather than a “site boundary”, which would be included with a planning 
application, this scoping report includes a “study area boundary”. The study area 
term reflects the fact that the final site design, and therefore the final site 
boundary has not been fixed.   

1.23 The study area boundary is shown in detail on drawing SR02 and covers an area 
of approximately 600 ha. The study area can be divided into two distinct areas 
separated by the C116 (Druridge to Widdrington road). Generally, the study 
boundary excludes residential areas and individual premises. The study area is 
bounded by a number of firm landscape features, in the east by the coast road 
and dunes; to the south by Warkworthlane and properties at Highthorn; and the 
west by the A1068 and Widdrington village. 

The ‘Key Questions’ approach 

1.24 Under each subject area on the following pages key questions are asked which 
seek to establish an agreed methodology for the required assessments. 
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1.25 It is requested that key stakeholders responding to this scoping exercise take the 
time to answer the key questions relevant to their field of expertise.  

1.26 It is important to note: All consultees should use this opportunity to highlight to 
the applicant and the local planning authority where, if in their view, there is a 
deficiency in the assessment methodology prescribed. Making comments relating 
to assessment methodology will allow enough time for those points to be 
considered and addressed within the final planning application submission. 

1.27 The questions may relate only to specific consultees or may relate to all those 
who wish to comment on the scoping report. These questions largely concern 
ensuring that the methodology for the various environmental impact assessments 
are agreed with the relevant parties, that they meet current guidelines and are 
sufficiently sound and robust to accompany a planning application. For example:
  

Do you agree that the sensitive viewpoints listed above and are shown on plan 
SR11? 
 
Yes/No If No, Why?....................................................................................................... 

1.28 This approach is intended to save time and resources for both the consultees and 
the applicant. A summary sheet containing all key questions is contained in 
Appendix 5 of this scoping report. 
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2. WHO ARE THE BANKS GROUP? 

North East based company – headquartered in Durham with several 
operational and restored sites across Northumberland 

Family run business, with over 420 employees, 250 of which are based in 
Banks Mining 

The company has worked and restored 113 surface mineral sites 

Central “development with care” approach to company activities 

Development, extraction and restoration phases all handled by Banks own 
internal teams 

Significant private sector employer and one of the fastest growing companies 
in the north east of England 

Creator of the internationally award winning Northumberlandia public landform 
park in Cramlington 

Extensive network of over 1000 suppliers, payments to which are valued at 
over £35 million per annum 

Diverse range of surface mining, renewable energy and property projects 
across northern England and southern Scotland 

THE BANKS GROUP 

2.1 The Banks Group is an 
established family business with a 
diverse range of energy and 
property projects including surface 
coal mines, onshore wind farms 
and commercial and residential 
property developments. 

2.2 As a result of the size and 
diversity within the business, the 
Banks Group are one of the few 
companies that manage a 
significant operation, such as 
surface mine throughout the 
entirety of its lifespan – from site 
inception and design through to 
restoration and aftercare. 

CORE VALUES 

Development with care 

2.3 The Banks Group “development 
with care” ethos ensures that its 
developments have a positive, 
long term effect on the 
environment and the local 
communities that host it’s schemes.    Figure 3 Banks Mining Active and Restored Sites 
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2.4 The company aims to grow the business by continuously improving its 
environmental performance, it aims to do this by using safe, responsible and 
efficient business practices and by building and maintaining long term positive 
relationships with everyone with an interest in the business. 

2.5 Through the implementation of this promise we remain firmly committed to 
“development with care” ensuring that we continue to develop high quality, 
sustainable projects and not only comply with, but strive to exceed regulatory 
requirements.  

2.6 A copy of the “Development with Care” policy is included in appendix 6 of this 
submission.  

A North East Company 

2.7 The Banks Group has a strong track record of project delivery in the North East 
region, and Northumberland in particular. The company currently has two active 
surface mines located within the County at Shotton and Brenkley Lane. In 
addition to this, the majority of the forward development team and site 
administration support are based at the company’s headquarters in Durham.  

2.8 The Highthorn site creates an opportunity to continue to invest in south east 
Northumberland, by helping to secure a significant number of jobs over the life of 
the site. The Banks Group already employs over 250 people within its mining 
division; the Highthorn site will either directly (through the creation of roles on 
site) or indirectly help to support these and many more jobs. In addition to this, 
the Highthorn proposal would create a significant investment within the local 
supply chain over the lifetime of the project. 

2.9 Banks Mining has operated within Northumberland since the late 1970’s and the 
company has worked hard to earn a reputation for listening to the community, 
delivering on its promises, and aiming to achieve high quality restoration 
schemes that provide a long term benefit for the communities in which it 
operates. This can be demonstrated through the work undertaken with Blagdon 
estate, which has delivered the Northumberlandia public access landform park 
and the reinstatement of a previously disturbed historical parkland landscape.  

Restoration first  

2.10 It is envisaged that there will be a number of opportunities to undertake 
restoration first on the Highthorn site. These could be advanced works to prepare 
areas for ecological mitigation or to improve access in and around the site. 
Furthermore, it is anticipated that a number of significant works could be 
undertaken throughout the site’s working period, not just during the start or at the 
restoration of the scheme. 

2.11 The Northumberlandia project (see figure 4) at the Shotton Surface Mine 
pioneered the concept of “restoration first”. Over 100,000 members of the public 
have enjoyed visiting the attraction with its network of over 6km of footpaths 
during its first year of opening, whilst the coal mine is still operational. This will 
leave a lasting beneficial legacy to the County and the Highthorn project is 
capable of yielding similar benefits. 

2.12 For more details on the restoration first principle and case studies of other 
restored sites, please see that restoration brochure included within appendix 1. 
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Figure 4 - Northumberlandia 

High Environmental Standards 

2.13 The Banks Group aims for all of its operations to meet the highest environmental 
standards. 

2.14 The company ensures that its developments are designed to optimise benefits for 
the environment and the local community and to avoid, reduce or control any 
adverse effects that may be associated with its activities. 

2.15 We aim to create best practice and to achieve standards above those required by 
environmental legislation. This is set out in each project’s Environmental 
Management Plan (see appendix 4 for a copy of the current Shotton EMP); 

2.16 For information regarding the Banks Group Environmental Policy please see 
appendix 7. 

Community approach 

2.17 Our aim is to deliver excellent community engagement throughout the life of our 
developments, providing opportunities for effective two-way communication, 
community participation, partnership and sharing the benefits of our business with 
our local communities. 

2.18 As a business we seek to identify community needs and social solutions that can 
be delivered in association our development projects. 

Community Workshops 

2.19 Banks Mining pioneered an enhanced level of public engagement for major new 
minerals developments on a project near to Highthorn known as Ferneybeds. In 
2011 the company invited 1700 members of the local community surrounding 
Widdrington Station to participate in the Community Workshops to understand 
how the design of the surface mine could respond to local interests. 
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Figure 5 - Consultation undertaken for recent Shotton proposals 

2.20 The workshops sought to develop trust through open dialogue between Banks 
Mining and the local community. The workshops were chaired by an independent 
facilitator. 

2.21 The first workshop established residents’ expectations, past experiences of 
mining, perceptions of the site prior to development and opportunities for 
enhancements.  

2.22 Members of the workshop were then invited to visit an operational surface mine 
at Shotton, to help them understand further some of the issues they would be 
discussing.  

2.23 The issues addressed in the workshops included dust and noise management, 
working processes, restoration, visual and highways effects. Members Banks 
staff provided presentations on these topics and answered questions raised by 
those who attended. 

2.24 As a result of the workshop approach, the local community was able to influence 
some elements of the scheme, including the restoration land use, footpath 
provision, mound locations, the haulage access point and compound location. 

2.25 It is proposed that the workshops will be used again as part of the development 
of the Highthorn scheme. 

Diversification into renewables 

 

Figure 6 Turbine construction at Banks Renewables Armistead site 
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2.26 In order for the country to develop a long term sustainable energy mix, the use of 
fossil fuels needs to be balanced with a growth in renewable energy sources. It is 
recognised by government policy (see Chapter 3) that coal will continue to 
provide a bridge in energy supply, as alternative energy sources are developed. 

2.27 Recognising this principle, the Banks Group has diversified into developing other 
forms of energy generation, primarily on shore wind farms.  

2.28 The company’s renewable energy division has grown to be one of the largest 
developers of onshore renewable energy in the UK. To date Banks Renewables 
has delivered 70MW of onshore wind production in England, in addition to this a 
further 36MW has gained permission and is awaiting construction.  

2.29 A significant proportion of the revenue gained through Banks Mining has been 
used to support the growth of Banks Renewables. The Highthorn site will allow 
this significant level of investment to continue. 

Apprenticeships and training 

2.30 A significant number of our site based employees are above the average working 
age, with many due to retire over the coming years. This natural loss of skilled 
staff members needs to be replaced. Where possible the replacement staff 
should have an opportunity to learn from the more experienced team members. 
This is important in ensuring that the safe, responsible and efficient site working 
practices are passed on.  

2.31 In July 2012 Banks Mining entered into a partnership with Northumberland 
College and created an apprenticeship scheme based on site. Apprentices were 
taken on and were given an opportunity for on the job training as site mechanics 
and welders.  

 

Figure 7 Trainee on a Banks Mining site 

2.32 Banks Mining and Northumberland College spent two years developing the 
bespoke apprenticeships, which offer qualifications up to NVQ Level Three that 
are specifically relevant to the skills Banks Mining requires. This helped the 
apprentices develop a wider range of skills and knowledge that they will be able 
to use throughout their working lives. 

2.33 Banks Mining have also invested in making a range of equipment on site 
available to the College, including engines, hydraulic systems and excavator 
buckets, which reflects the equipment that the apprentices would work with on a 
daily basis to help aid their training. 

2.34 It is the intended that the apprentice programme will be continued for the 
foreseeable future and will grow to meet the needs of the company as well as the 



Highthorn 
Scoping Report 

12 

College. The Highthorn site will play a significant role in the continued delivery of 
this educational programme. 

2.35 Alongside the apprentice scheme, a comprehensive in house training programme 
has recently been developed to help staff to develop their expertise. As a result of 
this and other improvements, the Banks Group have been recently recognised as 
achieving the “Investors in People” Bronze standard. This standard reflects the 
high importance placed on developing, organising, informing and listening to 
employees throughout the company. 
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3. THE NEED FOR HIGHTHORN 

Meet an identified national need for coal   

3.1 The site will produce coal suitable for use in electricity power stations. At least 
one third of the electricity generated in the UK is produced by coal-fired power 
stations. During 2013, coal provided the fuel for 35% of our electricity output, 
considerably relieving pressure on gas supplies. Coal’s contribution tends to be 
largest when the need is greatest – in times of cold weather and/or high demand.  

3.2 Of the methods of energy generation currently in place within the UK, coal is one 
of the few sources that can be stored safely and can be easily used in varying 
amounts to react to the fluctuations in energy demand. As a result of this, its use 
can vary through out the year as it picks up any shortfalls in energy generation. 

3.3 This ability to be a flexible energy supply will continue to be important as other 
forms of energy generation come on stream. Recent warnings (October 2014) 
from the National Grid regarding the capacity of the UK Energy capacity further 
underline the important role that coal plays in energy provision within the country. 

 
Figure 8 Share of electricity generation 2013 (Q2) 

3.4 The electricity currently being generated by coal burning is essential to power the 
nation’s homes, hospitals, workplaces and industry, without it the lights would 
simply go out.   

3.5 The July 2011 the current governmnet stated in “Planning our electric future: a 
White paper for secure, affordable and low carbon electricty” states unequivocally 
in paragraph 2.4.3 that: 

“Coal and gas-fired plants will continue to play an important role in our electricity 
mix as the UK makes the transition to a low-carbon economy.” 

Securing, supporting and creating north east jobs 

3.6 Banks Mining currently employs over 250 people in Northumberland as part of a 
highly skilled and experienced workforce. This makes the company one of the 
largest private sector employers within the County.  

3.7 The company’s mining operations have helped to support the other areas of the 
business (property development and renewable energy), particularly throughout 
the economic downturn. Taking account of the other jobs within the entire Banks 
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Group, the Mining division directly employs or supports over 400 jobs that are 
based in the north east of England (either in Northumberland or Durham).  

 

Figure 9 Shotton employment breakdown 

3.8 The Highthorn scheme is crucial to maintaining these jobs over the longer term 
and also providing financial support for the creation of other jobs in other 
business areas within the region. 

3.9 Surface mining by its nature is a temporary operation and the future of those jobs 
needs to be secured through the development of new sites.  

3.10 The Shotton site in now approaching the final stages of its operations, with the 
extraction of coal, which started in 2008, due to complete in 2017. We believe 
that the Highthorn site is part of the solution to maintaining these jobs within 
Northumberland.  

3.11 The initial feedback gained from the early consultation undertaken in July 2013 
(see appendix 2 for copies of the consultation document) indicated that the 
creation of jobs was an important issue for some respondents. 

An indigenous supply of coal 

3.12 In the UK, we currently import approximately 70% of the coal we use. Reliance on 
imports of coal means the UK is increasingly vulnerable in terms of continuity of 
supply and variations in price.  

3.13 Mining our own coal makes a valuable contribution to the UK’s balance of 
payments. In addition, mining indigenous coal results in carbon saved through 
transportation, compared to shipping coal from overseas, from countries such as 
Russia (which to date in 2014, supplied over 40% of the coal used in the UK), 
Colombia, Poland and South Africa. 

Provision of a wide range of benefits facilitated by the Highthorn site 

3.14 The Highthorn proposal has the potential to deliver a wide range of 
environmental, economic and social benefits. The working of surface mine is a 
unique opportunity that can lead to details such as: 

 The creation of new habitats and areas of ecological interest 

 Improved landscapes 

 Visitor facilities.  



Highthorn 
Scoping Report 

15 

 Improved access linkages in and around the site  

 The provision of a community benefits fund 

3.15 Through close liaison with the local community, local interest groups and other 
consultees the details that are brought forward will be refined to ensure that they 
meet an identified need.  

 

Figure 10 Recently restored parkland at the Delhi/Brenkley site in Northumberland 
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4. HIGHTHORN SITE LOCATION  

The proposed Highthorn site is located in south east Northumberland 3.7 miles 
north of Ashington 

The study area indicates a broad area where environmental surveys will be 
undertaken in the production of the planning application and environmental 
statement, in accordance with the key design principles 

The study area is not the final planning application boundary 

The nearest settlements are Druridge, Widdrington Station, and Widdrington 
village  

The nearest individual properties to the site are at Houndalee Cottages, 
Highthorn, Hemscott Hill Farm, Stonecroft , Chibburn Farm  and High Chibburn 

The site is generally bounded by the A1068 in the west and the C110 in the 
east. The site is bisected by the C116. 

One footpath crosses the proposed site between Houndalee Cottages and 
Hemscott Hill Farm 

The study area is currently in predominantly a mixed agricultural use  

Other minerals such as fireclay and sandstone may also be available for 
extraction alongside the coal 

There are several national designations close to the site, including Sites of 
Special Scientific Interest (Druridge Bay and Cresswell Ponds) and Scheduled 
Ancient Monument (Low Chibburn Preceptory and Widdrington Castle) 

SITE LOCATION  

4.1 The Highthorn site is located in south east Northumberland, approximately 6km 
(3.7 miles) north of Ashington. Generally, the site lies to the east of the A1068 
and to the east of the villages of Widdrington and Widdrington Station; the site 
location is shown in more detail in drawing SR01. The site lies wholly within the 
administrative area of Northumberland County Council.  

Study Area 

4.2 The northern boundary of the study area is limited by landownership constraints 
between the A1068 and Chibburn Links. Generally the eastern boundary follows 
the rear of the dunes, excluding Druridge Pools and Druridge village until the 
junction between the C116 and footpath 403/001 (Cresswell Parish footpath) at 
Cresswell Pond.  

4.3 The southern boundary of the study area follows footpath 403/001 in a south 
westerly direction. The boundary then follows a number of field boundaries that 
run in a general south westerly direction until it meets the A1068 at Lances Hill. 

4.4 The western boundary of the study area follows the A1068 between Lances Hill 
and Houndalee Cottages before moving eastwards to cross the C116. Excluding 
the Low Chibburn Preceptory, the boundary moves north and the west until it 
meets the A1068.  

4.5 The study area at this point includes an approximately 130m wide corridor which 
could connect the two main areas and provides for the crossing of the C116. 
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       Figure 11 - Study area boundary 

LANDSCAPE FEATURES 

4.6 Drawing SR04 shows the existing features of the Highthorn site. The majority of 
the site is currently in a mixture of arable and pastoral agricultural use. 

4.7 The field boundaries consist of a majority of post and wire fences as well as a 
mixture of solid and remnant hedgerows. The hedgerows are identified on the 
existing features drawing SR04. 

4.8 The northern half of the study area (north of Houndalee) contains a number of 
shelterbelt tree plantations created as part of the restoration of the previous 
opencast workings in the 1950s (see geology drawing SR03 for details). South of 
Houndalee is the Fox Covert copse, which contains a mixture of coniferous and 
deciduous trees. Fox Covert is the only woodland that is currently proposed for 
removal. 

4.9 The study area lies within the Northumberland Coastal Plain and is a 
predominantly flat landscape. Generally, the study area slopes from west to east, 
the highpoint being Lances Hill at 28m AOD in the south west of the study area, 
and the low point being 2m AOD inland from Hemscott Hill Farm. 
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4.10 The Hemscott Hill Burn flows through the site in a north easterly-south westerly 
direction and discharges into the North Sea at Hemscott Hill Links. There are 
three open ponds along the course of this burn. 

Utilities 

4.11 The study area is crossed by two separate overhead electricity cables, which 
range in voltage from 68KV to 20KV. The cables run from north to south through 
the site on wooden poles. The routes of these cables are shown on the Services 
plan SR09. The position of other services may need to be investigated. 

Rights of way  

4.12 The study area is crossed by two public rights of way. Footpath 428/011 
(Widdrington Parish Council) cuts east-west across the site between Houndalee 
and Hemscott Hill Farm. Footpath 428/017 runs east-west between Low Chibburn 
Preceptory and Druridge Pools. Both public footpaths are shown on the Existing 
Features drawing SR04. Bridleway 403/001 (Cresswell Parish – Warkworthlane) 
and footpath 405/011 (Ellington Parish) also run along the southern boundary of 
the study area. 

GEOLOGY 

4.13 The underlying geology of the site comprises Westphalian B – Middle Coal 
measures strata, mudstones, siltstones, sandstones, coals and seatearth. The 
target coal seams are the Ashington, Diamond, Top Main, Bottom Main, Top Yard 
and Bottom Yard (in sequence of encountered).  

4.14 A major fault (The Grange Moor Fault) is present in the northern portion of the 
site which has smaller faults associated with it (potential fault zone) trending east-
west across the site.  

Site investigations 

4.15 Investigation into the geology of the Highthorn site are currently being undertaken 
through the use of a number of resources, including: 

 Historical drilling information collected by the former National Coal Board 

 British Geological Survey information 

 Coal Authority information 

 Historical ordnance survey maps, mine records, and reports  

4.16 Borehole site investigation works have been undertaken that help to clarify the 
presence and extent of the coal, the thickness of the seams and the depths as 
well as providing information on the quality of the coal.  

4.17 From the initial site investigation it is clear that the coal seams dip in a south 
easterly direction. The drift, which is a finer grain material which over lays the 
upper levels of the geological sequence,  is composed of soils, clay and boulder 
clay with sand and gravel horizons. 

Coal resource 

4.18 It is anticipated that up to 5 million tonnes of coal could be available for extraction 
at the Highthorn site. This figure may be subject to variation as further site 
investigations are undertaken into the quantity and quality of the coal resource 
available.  
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4.19 There are underground old workings in various seams in and around the site – 
the known and estimated locations of these working are shown on the geology 
plan SR03. 

4.20 There are a number of locations within or adjacent to the study area that have 
been subject to surface mining in the past, their boundaries are shown on the 
geology drawing SR03. In chronological order these were: 

 Ferneybeds and North Linton 1943 to 1951 

 Druridge, 1951 to 1954 

 Wallis, 1951 to 1954 

 Chibburn and Radar North, 1952 to 1956 

 Radar North, 1953 to 1973 

 Radar South, 1954 to 1962.  

4.21 Certain horizons within the overburden and interburden strata indicate the 
presence of zones of unfractured sandstone that may necessitate blasting in 
order to extract the coal seams. 

Other mineral resources  

4.22 In addition to coal extraction, there may also be the potential for fireclay to be 
recovered which is associated with the coals present on site. Dimension stone 
(sandstone) may also be present on the site.  

4.23 Fireclay is currently supplied to local brick makers in Throckley, Newcastle upon 
Tyne, from the company’s existing surface mines at Brenkley Lane and Shotton. 
Dimension stone is used for a variety of architectural and conservation uses; 
stone extracted from the operational Shotton site has to date been used in 
Church renovations in Cramlington and Blyth, as well as providing a feature for 
the Olympic Park in London. 

4.24 The Environmental Statement will include appropriate geological information to 
assist with the consideration of the proposed development. 
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5. COMMUNITY CONSULTATION  

Significant community interaction has been undertaken in and around the 
Highthorn site since being launched in July 2013;  

Further consultation is planned in the future, including community workshops, 
house calls and public exhibitions which will be undertaken between the 
submission of the Scoping Report and the Planning Application 

The Banks Group policy of Development with Care commits the company to 
delivering excellent community engagement throughout the life of our 
developments, providing opportunities for effective two way communication, 
community participation and partnership, which helps us to share the benefits 
of our business with our host communities 

5.1 A comprehensive programme of public consultation began at an unprecedented 
early stage of the development process when the Highthorn project was 
announced in July 2013. We did this for a number of reasons: 

  Feedback from the Ferneybeds Community Workshops was clear that the 
local communities appreciated being informed about a potential site as 
early as possible 

  We wanted to make people aware of our recently acquired interest in the 
site  

  We recognised that the Highthorn area had been identified for potential 
coal extraction by British Coal and subsequently UK Coal  

   We acknowledged that a lot of people visited the area and would be aware 
of the site investigations (such as the drilling rig and various surveying 
teams) 

  To seek initial views and comments from the local community and other 
interested parties. 

5.2 The planning application will include a Statement of Community Involvement, 
which will outline who we have consulted and who the interested parties are and 
the methods of participation. It will contain a detailed communications plan and 
provide an overview of the main issues raised, along with our response to these 
matters. 

5.3 The main objectives of the community consultation will be: 

 To encourage a diverse cross section of people, who live locally, to 
participate in the development process 

 To ensure that the community has the opportunity to understand and 
comment on the location and design of the new surface mine 

 To explore the local opportunities that the development could bring through 
jobs, supply chain opportunities and community benefits 

 To ensure people have access to information that explain the reasons why 
the Highthorn site was chosen; 
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 To ensure that the social and economic benefits of the Highthorn proposal 
both in the immediate vicinity and to the wider area are in line with the needs 
of the local communities. 

 To ensure people have access to accurate and factual information on any 
aspects of the proposed development which may be of particular interest to 
them 

5.4 These objectives will be achieved through a mixture of formal and informal 
meetings with interested parties, publishing news updates in the local media, 
maintaining up-to-date information on the Highthorn micro site of Banks website 
and facilitating tailored community activities, including public exhibitions and 
community workshops in the local area. 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT UNDERTAKEN TO DATE 

5.5 To date our dialogue for the Highthorn proposals has included: 

 Presentations to local Town and Parish Councils  

 House calls to nearest properties 

 Newsletter / questionnaire distribution and feedback 

 Site visits for interested parties to Shotton surface mine 

 Attending local community groups and school visits 

5.6 The Highthorn project was announced to the local community and the local media 
in July 2013 with an information leaflet and survey form (see Appendix 2 for a 
copy). The leaflet was distributed to 4,500 properties around the site. 

5.7 The survey asked the following questions to establish initial reactions to the 
proposals and also whether residents would like to become more involved in the 
design process: 

 Are you interested in being part of a community workshop for Highthorn? 
Would you still like to be kept informed of ongoing developments with the 
scheme?  

 How often do you visit the Druridge Bay area?  

 What do you think are the most important issues that need to be addressed in 
the design of the Highthorn surface mine?  

 What new facilities would you most like to see in the area?  

 How can we support local businesses and help people into work or training?  

 What is your opinion of Banks Mining? 

5.8 The leaflet had a Freepost return facility so there was no financial cost to 
respond. As of December 2014, 105 questionnaires have been received 
representing a response rate of 2.3%. Despite the low response rate the 
comments received will help inform the planning application proposals and will be 
summarised within the Statement of Community Involvement. Responses 
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indicated that the local community felt the consultation phase was a positive start. 
Most importantly, the exercise identified 33 residents who would like to be 
involved in a community workshop for the proposals. 

MEETINGS WITH LOCAL GROUPS AND ORGANISATIONS 

5.9 Meetings which have occurred since the project was announced in July 2013 
have included the following parties:  
 

Cresswell Parish Council Northumberland College 

East Chevington Parish Council James Calvert Spence College 

Widdrington Village Parish Council CELL Big Local 

Widdrington Station Parish Council Woodhorn Museum 

Hauxley Parish Council Northumberland County Council 

Lynemouth Parish Council RSPB 

Meeting with  County Councillors National Trust 

Druridge Bay Country Park Natural England 

Northumberland Wildlife Trust Northumbria Ramblers 

Northumberland Tourism Northumberland Bird Club 

Ellington Caravan Park Hadston House 

Tomorrow’s People 
Northumberland Church of 
England Academy 

5.10 Site visits to our Shotton surface mine near Cramlington have also been 
undertaken to demonstrate how the Shotton site currently operates and how the 
Highthorn proposals would work to a similar high standard. It was also an 
opportunity to discuss career opportunities in the mining and land development 
industry with the young people. The same offer has and will continue to be made 
to other interested parties. 

COMMUNITY WORKSHOPS 

5.11 A series Community workshops will be organised between the submission of the 
scoping report and the submission of the planning application (early 2015 to late 
spring 2015). The workshops will provide an opportunity for local residents to 
understand more about the Highthorn scheme and how Banks Mining operates. 
There may also be opportunities for limited elements of the sites design to be 
amended following feedback at the workshops.  

5.12 The first workshop will aim to establish residents’ expectations of Highthorn, their 
past experience of mining and perceptions of the site prior to development and 
any opportunities for enhancements. The feedback gained from this workshop will 
help to determine what details will be discussed at the following meetings. 

EXHIBITIONS 

5.13 A number of public exhibitions are likely to be held in spring 2015 and will be 
advertised in the local media and via an extensive leaflet drop in the local area. 
These public exhibitions will provide an opportunity for local residents and 
interested parties to speak with the project team about the proposal in detail. 
Feedback from these exhibitions will be analysed and used to develop the project 
proposals prior to the submission of a planning application. 
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5.14 These initial plans are just some of the steps we will be taking to engage with the 
public. Consultation with the community will continue throughout the development 
process.  

YOUTH ENGAGEMENT – ART COMPETITION 

5.15 In order to encourage young people to become more active in their communities 
and to take an interest in local planning decisions, we have organised a number 
of opportunities for local schools and groups to become involved. As part of this, 
Banks Mining will be launching an art competition in the New Year to motivate 
young people to participate and give their views on the Highthorn scheme.  

CONSULTATION WITH KEY CONSULTEES 

5.16 Banks Mining is working with interested parties such as Northumberland Tourism, 
the Northumberland Wildlife Trust and other local organisations to ensure our 
proposals for Highthorn will create a landscape designed specifically with wildlife 
and the local community in mind.   

5.17 Dialogue has been undertaken to date with the Northumberland County Council 
Planning Department regarding our proposals. Detailed discussions and further 
pre-application meetings will take place in 2015, as part of the statutory 
consultation process. 

5.18 The table below summaries some of the key consultees who will be approached 
to comment on the planning application: 

Consultee  Reason for consultation 

Northumberland County Council 

 Planning Department 

 Highways Department 

 Environmental Health 
Department 

 Economic Development 

 Rights of Way Department 

 Apprenticeships Officer 

 Archaeological Officer 

 County Ecologist 

Local Planning Authority for the site area 

Widdrington Village Parish Council Parish Council for the site 

Widdrington Station and Stobswood 
Parish Council 

Neighbouring Parish Council 

Ellington and Linton Parish Council 
Neighbouring Parish Council 

Cresswell Parish Council 
Neighbouring Parish Council 

East Chevington Parish Council 
Neighbouring Parish Council 

Ulgham Parish Council 
Neighbouring Parish Council 

Hauxley Parish Council 
Neighbouring Parish Council 
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Environment Agency Statutory consultee on all surface mining 
proposals 

Natural England  
Statutory consultee 

English Heritage 
Statutory consultee  

Northumberland Wildlife Trust, 
RSPB and other local nature groups 

Likely to be interested in the proposals 
and the potential to create new 
opportunities for nature conservation 

Northumberland College 
Likely to be interested in the potential for 
apprenticeship and training 
opportunities. 

United Utilities / Northern Power Grid 
Impact of the proposals upon their 
apparatus 

Local Caravan Parks 
Businesses adjacent to the site 

Ramblers Association, British Horse 
Society and Sustrans 

Representatives of users of public rights 
of way 

Local people and local businesses 
Likely to be interested in the design of 
the scheme and the potential effects 

Site liaison committee 

5.19 A site liaison committee will be created in advance of site operations commencing 
and will create an opportunity to keep the local community informed of site progress. 

5.20 The site liaison committee meets as a minimum every quarter during the sites 
operational period and provides a forum for local residents, parish council members 
and council officers to discuss any matters they may wish to raise in relation to the 
site’s operation.  

5.21 In addition to the regular environmental site audit, the results of the regular 
environmental monitoring undertaken on site will also be reported to the site liaison 
committee.  

Do you agree that the Community workshop is the right way to increase the 
community’s involvement in the project and enhance the quality of design?  

Are there any other methods of community consultation you would 
recommend to us? 

Are there any groups or other people you may think may have an interest in the 
proposals? 

Are there any operational issues or restoration aspects which you believe 
would be of interest to the local community? 

Are there any other methods to encourage more young people to get involved 
in local planning applications? 

Are there any ways of improving the response rate to the questionnaires 
distributed in the local area? 
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6. PRELIMINARY PROPOSALS 

Proposed extraction of up to 5 million tonnes of coal, with site operational for 
8-10 years 

The site aims to be imperceptible from the beach at Druridge Bay and have a 
limited impact upon the dunes and links to the rear of the beach 

The main site components that have the greatest potential to impact upon the 
coast have been moved inland to create a buffer zone between mining 
operations and the most sensitive areas 

The final design is likely to include areas of overburden storage that are away 
from the coast and use retained landscape features to provide some screening 

There may be opportunities to influence the design and function of the buffer 
zones between the site and the coast  

The proposed excavation area and site compound are located away from the 
coast. The proposed access point directly connects to the A1068 – a 
Northumberland County Council identified haulage route  

Restoration proposals at this stage have not been fixed however there are a 
number of potential outcomes, which could include improving the site in 
respect of ecology, landscape and access, as well as improving the agricultural 
quality of the landscape 

The proposed duration of the site could be reduced through the use of 24 hour 
operations. This would also increase the number of jobs created on site. 

6.1 This chapter outlines the preliminary proposals for the working of the Highthorn 
site. They are intended to provide a general basis for discussion. Following 
further consultations and dialogue with the local community, interest groups and 
consultees, the proposals outlined in this chapter will be developed and refined to 
form the basis of a planning application for the site. 

HOW A SURFACE MINE WORKS 

6.2 The image shown above (figure 12) illustrates in a basic diagrammatical manner, 
how a surface mine works.   

 
Figure 12 General cross section through a surface mine 
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Design Principles 

6.3 The following key design principles and aims will be used to shape the final 
Highthorn scheme: 

 Safe responsible efficient operation - The proposals will need to ensure 
that the coal deposits can be worked in an economically and environmentally 
acceptable manner. Provision will also be made for the extraction of other 
minerals on site, where practicable. These will potentially include reserves of 
fireclay and dimension sandstone. 

 Good Neighbour - Operations near to residential properties should be limited 
and significantly screened in order to protect the residential amenity of the 
local residents. 

 Unnoticeable from the beach - The site should aim to be imperceptible from 
the beach at Druridge Bay and should aim to have limited effects upon the 
dunes and links to the rear of the beach. 

 Protecting landscape - Key landscape features should be retained as much 
as possible; 

 Maximise job opportunities – For local people and for local businesses. 

 Restoration first - Restoration benefits should be created at the outset and 
delivered alongside working of the coal resource, rather than waiting till the 
end of the site. The restoration concept should seek to produce a lasting 
enhancement to the quality of the local landscape, increased biodiversity and 
visitor opportunities.  

 Long term benefits - The project should deliver a long-term positive benefits 
for the site and its surrounding areas. 

 Balance site operational timing with appearance – The intended duration 
of all elements of the sites design will be balanced against the effect they may 
have upon the appearance of the operations from outside the boundary. For 
example visible areas of the overburden mounds may have a relatively 
intensive period of construction to ensure they can become established and 
green as soon as possible. 

 Well-presented operations - Screening mounds with topsoil, subsoil and 
overburden should be created on appropriate site boundaries to assist in 
screening direct views into the sites mining void and also help to attenuate 
noise levels from site operations; 

 Sustainable transportation – The majority of the journey of the coal 
resource taken from the site to the final user will be undertaken by 
alternatives to road transport (rail or sea freight). Any journeys on roads 
should target maximising the use of highways designed to accommodate 
HGV traffic. This should avoid any conflict with pedestrians, horse riders, 
cyclists and other users of the lower classed roads around the site. 

Preliminary design 

6.4 Draft proposals for the conceptual working of the Highthorn site are shown in the 
Composite Working Method plan (SR06).  
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6.5 Generally, the working method shown on drawing SR06 shows that the site is 
split over two areas (shown as areas A and B on drawing SR06). These areas 
are divided by the C116 (Druridge to Widdrington village road), “Area A” is to the 
south of the road, and “Area B” is to the north of the road.  

6.6 Area A contains the proposed coal resources extraction void, access point and 
compound alongside the majority of the soil and potential overburden storage 
areas.  

6.7 Area B contains further possible soil and overburden storage locations as well as 
areas that could be used for ecological mitigation. 

6.8 The proposed working method shown on drawing SR06 would involve extraction 
of up to around 5 million tonnes over a possible 8 to 10 year working period (from 
site commencement to full site restoration - “green to green”).  

Soil storage and screening 

6.9 In order to protect and potentially improve soil quality on site, the soil layers 
removed from the areas proposed for working should be stored separately. 

6.10 Soils are normally stored in grassed mounds; top soil is generally restricted to 
being a maximum of 6m high and sub soil restricted to 12m.  

6.11 Soil mounds can perform a number of functions, firstly they preserve the quality 
of the soil, secondly they can be used to screen views of the operations and 
thirdly they can be used to mitigate and control noise levels outside of the site. 
They also provide a variety of habitats for wildlife on the site with the use of 
different seed mixes. 

6.12 Generally soil mounds have a higher level of nutrients in them and therefore can 
be “greened up” relatively quickly with grass seed. Soil mounds are therefore 
located on the most sensitive edges of the site i.e. close to residential properties 
and the coast (see drawing SR06 for details). There is also the potential that 
livestock may graze some of the mounds, this will further lessen the visual impact 
of the mounds, which will further improve the appearance of the site. 

Excavation void 

6.13 The location of the proposed extraction void is strongly influenced by the location 
of the economically viable coal resource located below ground as well as the 
physical constraints from around the site. As with all minerals schemes the 
resource can only be extracted where it is found.  

6.14 The Highthorn site and its surroundings have been subject to extensive 
investigative drilling since the 1960s with over 2000 boreholes drilled on site in 
that time. This drilling information has recently been cross-checked by Banks 
Mining’s own drilling rig, which has been on the site since August 2013. This 
information will be used to help inform the details of the site’s design as well as 
provide significant information that will be incorporated into the geotechnical and 
hydrological assessments that will accompany the final planning application (see 
Chapter 7 for more details). 

6.15 The extraction void is likely to require the removal of some mature features such 
as solid and remnant hedgerows, and trees, including Fox Covert, a woodland 
found in the centre of the proposed void (see Existing Features drawing SR04 for 
location). The proposed void is also likely to require the temporary diversion of 
the Hemscott Hill Burn away from the extraction area, as well as the diversion of 
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the public footpath right of way (Northumberland County Council public footpath 
reference 428/011) – see drawing SR04 for location details. 

Excavation phasing 

6.16 Generally, the most financially prudent way for surface mine to commence is to 
begin in an area where the coal is shallowest. This economic consideration 
needs to be balanced against the effects that these initial works may have upon 
local receptors.  

6.17 Taking account of the above considerations, at this stage it is proposed that coal 
extraction operations will commence in the northern portion of the excavation 
void. This location is a significant distance from the nearest group of residential 
properties at Druridge (approximately 600m to the north). It is envisaged that 
screening proved by perimeter soil mounds will help ensure that noise from 
operations and any visual effects are minimised.  

6.18 In its current design, the excavation void will be worked in a series of east-west 
cuts, which will move progressively southwards. The movement of this extraction 
void will lead to a number of opportunities for progressive restoration, particularly 
in the northern portions of the excavation area. It also has the benefit of land in 
the south of the excavation area remaining undisturbed and continued in 
agricultural production for a large part of the site’s duration. 

Overburden storage 

6.19 The proposed excavation will commence with a “box-cut” in the northern portion 
of the site. This box cut will generate the initial volumes of overburden material 
that will need to be stored on site, and as the excavation progresses southwards 
into the deeper coal reserves the box cut volume from the excavation void will 
become larger and the so the overburden storage will be greater.  

6.20 As the excavation progresses southwards the void will get larger until it reaches 
the “maximum void”, at this point the overburden storage requirement is at its 
greatest. At a point after the time that maximum void is reached (maximum void 
can be maintained for a number of working phases), the working void will begin to 
get smaller, and the overburden mounds will reduce in size.  

6.21 On most surface coal mines the most visually noticeable element of a site is the 
overburden storage. The site does benefit from a number of shelterbelt tree 
plantations that vary in height (up to 10m-12m) and would screen lower sections 
of the storage area. The locations of these woodlands can be seen on the 
existing features drawing (SR04). In addition to the shelter belt trees there are  
undulations in the ground level in Area A that could also offer some screening 
potential or can provide the basis for extending a natural ridge. 

6.22 Once opportunities to use existing landscape screening have been explored, the 
next principle in the site’s design is to ensure that the overburden storage is 
located away from residential properties and the sensitive locations immediately 
behind the dunes and the beach. 

6.23 The possible overburden storage areas identified on composite working method 
plan (drawing SR06) follow the above principles. Within Area A, a location 
immediately south of the Stonecroft properties provides opportunities to utilise the 
existing tree belts and ground undulations for screening. The area adjacent to the 
A1068, to the north of Lances Hill fits the criteria of being away from the coast 
(approximately 2km at this point), and may also be a suitable location to store 
overburden.  
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6.24 There is a similar low lying landscape within Area B, with several tree belts 
providing screening opportunities. Due to the distance between Area B and the 
excavation void it is envisaged that potentially only limited volumes of overburden 
material could be stored in this location. 

 
Figure 13 The general construction phasing of the overburden mound 

6.25 Once the overburden mounds have been constructed (see figure 13 for 
construction process) it will be a priority to ensure that the visible portions of the 
mounds are greened up with grass as quickly as possible. 

6.26 Recently Banks Mining have successfully trialled the use of compost material 
which has been spread in a thin layer on the outer face of the overburden 
mounds on both the Brenkley Lane and Shotton overburden mounds. This has 
resulted in a stronger, lusher grass coverage that remains green further into the 
summer and improving the visual appearance of the mounds. See figure 14 for a 
photograph of the sward that has been established on the Brenkley overburden 
mound through the use of compost material. It is proposed that the overburden 
storage at Highthorn will also benefit from the same compost treatment at the 
earliest possible opportunity. 

 
Figure 14 - Grass growth on Brenkley overburden mound following treatment with 
compost 
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Access point and lorry movements 

6.27 There are three roads that are close to the Highthorn study boundary, the A1068, 
C110 (Cresswell to Druridge road) and C116 (Druridge to Widdrington road). 
Using an access point on either the C110 or the C116 would involve HGVs 
passing through Cresswell, Druridge, Ellington or Widdrington, and as such using 
these routes would not be preferable as a main access point for the Highthorn 
operations. 

6.28 It is proposed that an access point is taken on to the A1068 which is an A road 
and is highlighted as a “Major Route” on the Northumberland Freight Map. The 
proposed access point lies between the A1068 roundabout with the B1337 and 
the junction of the A1068 and Mile Road (see drawing SR06 for location).  

6.29 A full assessment of the suitability of this location for a site access will be 
provided with the final planning application, however initial investigations indicate 
that there is sufficient visibility in both directions at that location to support a 
junction. Due to landownership constraints and safety considerations there is little 
scope to amend the site access on to the A1068 from the location shown on 
drawing SR06. 

6.30 The access point will be designed to accommodate the regular HGV movements 
as well as the larger limited abnormal loads (primarily in the early stages of site 
set up), which will use the site to deliver the operational machinery. It is also 
proposed that this will be the same site access that all staff will use. Creating the 
site access will be one of the first operations undertaken on site.  

6.31 The design of the access point will need to ensure that the principles of screening 
the site are maintained with this opening in place. The use of perimeter screening 
mounds will need allow adequate visibility for road access whilst also ensuring 
that the access point and the compound to the rear of it remain as discreet as 
possible. 

6.32 It is anticipated that about 150 loaded HGVs leaving the site each working day. It 
is intended that HGVs leaving the site will travel a relatively short distance to a 
rail handling facility, where the coal will be sent to the final customers. The final 
location of the rail loading facility is yet to be determined however it is most likely 
that any facility used is south of the site and therefore lorry traffic is most likely to 
travel south on the A1068. 

Compound 

6.33 The site compound will contain the coal processing, HGV loading and dispatch, 
maintenance workshop, site offices and employee car parking. An aerial 
photograph of the existing compound at Brenkley is shown in figure 15. An 
indicative location for the compound is shown on drawing SR06, this has been 
chosen as it is close to the main site access point, it is away from the coast, and 
is not lying within an area proposed for mineral extraction. Similarly to the site 
access point, opportunities for the relocation of the compound will be limited due 
to the constraints created by the access point, landownership and coal resource 
locations. 

6.34 The detailed design of the compound will be provided in the planning application, 
and will be subject to the environmental assessment. Within the compound the 
location of the coal processing and HGV loading facilities have the greatest 
potential to be noticed beyond the site boundary, and as such the compound is 
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likely to be screened by perimeter soil mounds at early stage of the sites 
development.  

Figure 15 – Aerial 
photograph of the Brenkley Compound 

Crossing the C116 – Druridge to Widdrington road 

 

6.35 In order to access Area B from Area A, the C116 (Druridge to Widdrington Road) 
will need to be crossed. This crossing could potentially be in the form of an 
underpass (similar to that currently in place on the Brenkley Lane site) or via a 
controlled crossing (traffic lights or manned crossing). The preferred crossing 
mechanism will depend upon both the final proposals for Area B and how much 
material will need to be moved north, as well as taking account of the traffic 
volumes which use the C116.  

6.36 The design principle for the crossing point will take account of the need to limit 
any effect upon the nearby residents at High Chibburn and Druridge as well as 
minimising any impact upon nearby woodland and the Low Chibburn Preceptory 
Scheduled Ancient Monument.  

Blasting  

6.37 Blasting is a relatively expensive operation to undertake on a surface coal mine 
and also delays site operations, as blasting zones need to be evacuated for 
health and safety reasons prior to detonation. Therefore, in the first instance 
blasting on all Banks Mining surface coal mines is avoided as a preference. 
However early indications suggest that excavations on the Highthorn site may 
require some blasting in order to remove a proportion of overburden material. 
This is due to the un-fractured nature of the strata, which makes it extremely 
difficult and slow to extract without blasting.  

6.38 It should be noted that blasting activities undertaken on a surface coal mine are 
very different to those blasting techniques seen at traditional hard rock aggregate 
quarries. The blasting that takes place on a surface coal mine is designed to 
disrupt and fracture the stone, without damaging the coal strata beneath it and as 
a result, the blasts are relatively small. At hard rock quarries the blasting is often 
designed to remove material from a vertical excavation face and break it up for 
processing. This requires significantly more energy than the blasting that occurs 
on a surface coal mine. 

6.39 All blasting that would take place on the site will be subject to strict controls put in 
place by both Northumberland County Council’s Environmental Health 
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Department as well as Banks Mining’s own environmental protocols. Appendix 4 
of this Scoping Report contains a copy of the latest Shotton Environmental 
Management Plan (EMP). The EMP outlines the measures to be undertaken on 
site to reduce environmental effects, including the results of blasting. 

Working hours                      Figure 16 Buffer Zones 

6.40 There is scope to significantly minimise 
the proposed lifetime (8 to 10 years) of 
the development through adopting 
longer working hours than those 
currently in place at both the Brenkley 
Lane and Shotton sites (generally 7am 
to 7pm Monday to Friday, 7 am to 1pm 
on a Saturday). 

6.41 The possibility of working the majority of 
operations on the Highthorn site over a 
24-hour day (Monday to Friday) is 
currently being assessed and the 
potential benefits of the proposal 
determined. The removed location of 
Highthorn away from major populated 
areas may make the site appropriate for 
24 hour operations. The effect of this 
proposal upon nearby residents will 
need to be thoroughly assessed. 

Buffer zones 

6.42 Areas shown on drawing SR06 as 
“buffer zones” (as shown with a green 
hatch in figure 16) are not intended to 
be used for direct mining operations. These areas have been set aside to perform 
a buffer function between sensitive locations such as the coastal road (C110), 
properties at Houndalee and Druridge and the site’s operational areas. The final 
shape and function these areas will be subject to discussions with key 
stakeholder, landowners and the local community.  

6.43 Potentially, the buffer zones could be used improve habitats to increase 
ecological benefit or provide mitigation in terms of alternative habitats. The buffer 
zones could be used to provide landscape or access improvements in the earlier 
stages of the schemes development. 

RESTORATION AND SBAP  

Site Biodiversity Action Plan (SBAP) 

6.44  A number of Banks Mining sites have a Site Biodiversity Action Plan (SBAP) that 
help the company to monitor and improve habitats for wildlife during mining 
operations and into the site’s restoration. Banks Mining operational sites have 
been shown to support a diverse range of species including brown hares, 
peregrine falcons, skylarks and ringed plover and through its restoration schemes 
the company has been able to support other important species such as otter and 
barn owl. 

6.45 The aim of the SBAP’s is to select key target species present on the site before 
working commences and ensure that these species are retained on site 
throughout the working period and into restoration. It also aims to create and 
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manage habitats on the working site that will maximise the potential for a variety 
of new species to use the site. This is monitored through a program of survey and 
recording work to assess the success of the SBAP’s targets.  

 

Figure 17 Oyster catchers on Shotton overburden mound 

 
 
 
 

6.46 There will be a number of opportunities to create ecological enhancements for 
the wildlife that use the Highthorn site and the surrounding area. The final shape 
and location of these enhancements will be refined through the Scoping Report 
and pre-application discussions, however once they have been agreed they will 
be included within site specific SBAP for the Highthorn scheme. 

Restoration 

6.47 The following design principles will be applied to the restoration of the Highthorn 
site: 

 Recreation of natural looking topography 

 Re-instate landscape features, such as woods, ponds and hedgerows 

 Primary land use likely to continue being mixed agriculture 

 Create opportunities for significant recreational improvements 

 Generate ecological enhancements that will complement the surrounding land 
uses in Druridge Bay 

 The final design will be supported by evidence gathered through discussions 
with the local community, interest groups and consultees. 

6.48 One of the overarching design aims for the Highthorn scheme is creating a 
positive legacy for the site, and the restoration proposals will play a significant 
role in delivering that objective. 

6.49 Due to the scale of the restoration proposal and its location there are a significant 
number of key interests that will need to be consulted. Local residents, non- 
statutory and statutory consultees and local interest groups will all have an 
opportunity to input into the restoration scheme between the submission of the 
Scoping Report and formal submission of the planning application (see chapter 4 
for further details on community consultation). 
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6.50 Banks Mining have pioneered a “restoration first” principle at its sites. The 
company’s long experience of restoration has helped it to understand that local 
communities want to see environmental and landscape benefits from the very 
start of a project. Where possible the company identifies areas of land adjacent to 
the surface mines where it could deliver improvements to the landscape whilst 
mining operations are still in their early stages 

6.51 The proposed restoration design for the Highthorn scheme is still at the very early 
conceptual stage, see Restoration Concept Plan shown in drawing SR07. The 
concept drawing places an emphasis on creating new multi-user linkages across 
the site between nearby residential areas and the coast, whilst also creating new 
opportunities for ecological enhancement within the landscape. All of these 
improvements are set in the context of ensuring that the current agricultural land 
uses will be re-instated and enhanced once the site operations have been 
completed. 

6.52 Opportunities to deliver restoration first on the Highthorn site will need to be 
discussed with the local community, interest groups and landowners, however it 
is envisaged that there will be a number of restoration benefits that can be 
delivered early in the project’s lifecycle. These could include works, such as the 
creation of new habitats, access routes or visitor facilities. 

ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGEMENT 

Environmental Management plan (EMP) 

6.53 The Banks Group always seek to maintain the highest environmental standards 
in its operations in accordance with its Environmental Policy. This is achieved 
through the preparation and implementation of a site specific Environmental 
Management Plan (EMP) for each mining site. Appendix 4 contains a copy of the 
current Shotton EMP, which outlines a number of measures that are in place on 
the site to ensure that the strict environmental controls on the operations are 
adhered to.  

6.54 The EMP prescribes a series of actions in relation to the most common 
environmental concerns in relation to surface mining (noise, air quality and 
blasting effects).  

Based on the preliminary design described in this chapter - Do you have any 
comments or concerns? 

Do you agree or disagree with the reasoning provided for the location of 
certain elements of the sites preliminary design? (i.e. access point, compound, 
overburden and soil storage, excavation area) 

Do you have any views on what the “buffer zones” highlighted on SR06 should 
be used for? 

Do you have any views regarding the restoration principles outlined? 

Do you think any further details should be added to those already included in 
the EMP? 

Are there any elements of the site design that you would want to know more 
about? 

Do you have any suggestions for any ecological improvements that could be 
incorporated into the SBAP? 
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7. CONSTRAINTS AND KEY ISSUES 

SITE DESIGN CONSTRAINTS 

7.1 The working proposals for the Highthorn scheme are still at an early stage in the 
design process. 

 
Figure 18 Planning and design process 

* Current stage in the design process 

7.2 The detail shown in figure 18 above illustrates how the design process relates to 
the ongoing public engagement and preparation of the planning application and 
ES.  

7.3 Since the scheme was initially announced in July 2013, the proposed study area 
has already been reduced by approximately 114 ha. This area, immediately north 
east of Widdrington village has been removed from our plans in response to initial 
feedback gained from local residents who were concerned about the proximity of 
the proposals to the residential properties in the village.  

7.4 It is envisaged that through further consultation with local residents (see Chapter 
4) and statutory consultees, and through further site investigation, other parts of 
the proposal may also be amended to improve the site design. 

Key designations 

7.5 The Highthorn study area is located adjacent to a number of ecological and 
historical designations. The design for the Highthorn scheme needs to ensure 
that the mineral resource is extracted in the most efficient manner possible whilst 
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ensuring that the effects upon these nearby designations is minimised and where 
possible, enhanced.  

7.6 The following nationally and internationally significant designations occur 
adjacent to the Highthorn scheme (see Planning Factors drawing SR05 for 
locations). 

 Cresswell Ponds Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) 

 Northumberland Shore SSSI  

 Northumbria Coast Ramsar site and Special Protection Area (SPA) site 
(not shown on SR05)  

 Low Chibburn Preceptory, Scheduled Ancient Monument (SAM) 

 Widdrington Castle SAM 

 Cresswell Tower  SAM 

7.7 Alongside these national and international statutory designations there are a 
number of other local and non-statutory designations which will also need to be 
considered, these include: 

 Warkworth Lane Site of Nature Conservation Importance (SNCI) 

 Druridge Pools Site of Local Conservation Interest (SLCI) 

 The Northumberland Heritage Coast 

KEY ISSUES 

7.8 This section identifies possible key issues. The issues outlined provide a basis for 
consultations on the project but it is not intended that the issues, if applicable, 
outlined in this chapter should be regarded as definitive or exhaustive.  

7.9 Consultees are invited to identify any other designations not referred to above. 
This will ensure that those issues are fully considered in the final planning 
application and environmental statement. 

Druridge Bay 

7.10 We recognise and it has been confirmed from feedback already gained from 
discussions with local people, users and interest groups, that Druridge Bay and 
its associated landscape and habitats are very important and highly valued. 

7.11 The Bay is used by the local community and the visitors alike for a wide variety of 
leisure activities, e.g. 

 The area holds a number of features of ecological interest, particularly in 
relation to birds.  

 Culturally the area has several historical assets including the numerous World 
War 2 defences (Hemscott Hill pillbox, for example) and Scheduled Ancient 
Monuments at Chibburn, Cresswell and Widdrington.  

 The track to the rear of the dunes forms part of the Sustrans National Route 1 
cycleway. 
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7.12 From the beach the following factors will play in important role in limiting the 
effects of the proposal and would help to make the development imperceptible: 

 The distance that the site operations are from the beach – approximately 
500m at the closest point at the beach behind Hemscott Links, approximately 
600m from the beach behind Chibburn Links, 700m from beach behind 
Druridge Links and 2km from the beach behind Blakemoor Links. 

 The dunes/links (which vary in height on average from 6m to 14m) create an 
enclosed landscape once on the beach. Visually the dunes screen much of 
the surrounding landscape behind the beach, the only exception being the 
locations that have either been subject to sand extraction (see cumulative 
impact drawing SR08 for location) or have formed a formal access onto the 
beach – most notably opposite Druridge Pools. 

 To a lesser extent the local noise climate generally found on the beach may 
create conditions in which it could be difficult to notice activities on the 
Highthorn site. The noise created by the movements of waves and the surf, 
alongside the noise screening effect of the dunes and the general windy 
nature of the coast can make it difficult for other sounds to be heard. 

 Access to the beach can also be varied as a result of the state of the tide. 

7.13 From the dunes or links at the rear of the beach, the same enclosed landscape is 
not in place. The elevated dunes will create a number of viewpoints in which the 
site can be seen. Although the dunes are possibly not used as much as the 
beach, in these locations it will be important to ensure that the visual effect is 
minimised. Similarly with noise the impact at these locations will also need to be 
assessed.  

7.14 As a design principle, the more potentially visually noticeable elements of the 
sites design (screening mounds and overburden mounds) will need be located as 
far from this area as possible.  

7.15 The issues that have the greatest potential to effect the dunes and beach at 
Druridge Bay are the potential visual and noise effects of the scheme. All relevant 
assessments that will be included in the final planning application and 
environmental statement will assess the Highthorn proposals in all respects in 
terms of working in relatively close proximity to Druridge Bay (for example 
ecology, archaeology, geotechnical, hydrological, hydrogeological). Please see 
Chapter 7 for more details regarding the individual methodologies that will be 
used in assessing these effects. 

Overburden storage 

7.16 In order to extract the coal, an excavation “box cut” needs to be created allowing 
the coal to be accessed from the surface. As a result of the box cut excavation, a 
volume of overburden material is created which needs to be stored above 
ground. In general terms, it is this overburden storage that has the greatest 
potential to be visually noticeable. 

7.17 Due to the volume of overburden material required it is proposed to split the 
overburden storage over a number of separate mounds, the final design of which 
is yet to be finalised. The alternative to this approach would be one overburden 
mound which, as a result of the limited land available for the development, would 
be confined to a relatively tight location and as such would inevitably mean that 
the mound would be unnecessary high, and potentially unacceptably visually 
intrusive. 
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7.18 As a priority, areas away from the coast and in parts of the site that are contained 
by plantation tree belts and undulations in the landform will be preferable for 
holding the overburden material as they will limit impact on sensitive locations 
and maximise the screening created by existing features. 

7.19 A detailed phasing showing the construction of the overburden mounds will be 
included with the final planning application. 

7.20 As well as the potential visual impact of the proposed overburden mound, issues 
relating to the noise levels and air quality effects generated during the 
overburden mound’s construction will also be considered.  

7.21 Construction of the overburden mound involves the tipping of loose material to 
form the final design often at an elevated height above the surrounding ground 
levels and this has the potential to create air quality effects. As with all of Banks 
Mining’s operational sites, the Highthorn proposal will work in accordance with 
the air quality management techniques illustrated in the site’s Environmental 
Management Plan (EMP). A copy of the Shotton EMP is included in appendix 4 of 
this Scoping Report as an example. Measures that limit the effects of the 
overburden mound construction upon air quality include; 

 Keeping operational areas damp with the use of mobile water bowsers 

 All haul roads are graded and kept smooth 

 Seeding the outer faces of the mound to avoid bare ground being exposed 

 Only tipping loose material when the correct conditions prevail (i.e. avoiding 
dry windy conditions) 

 The air quality levels at all sensitive premises will be closely monitored 

7.22 The elevated nature of the overburden mound construction means that at times 
any machinery working on the outer faces of the mound may be doing so with 
little or no screening. These short term or exceptional operations will be 
undertaken for a limited period (secured via planning condition) and will be 
subject to a higher than normal noise limits. The Highthorn planning application 
will need to ensure that the effects of these proposed operations are fully 
assessed in relation to the site’s sensitive locations. 

Residential amenity 

7.23 There are a number of villages and individual properties in the vicinity of the 
proposed study area for the Highthorn site. The approximate distances between 
the proposed workings (not the site boundary) and these properties are listed 
below (please see drawing SR02 for property locations): 

7.24 Individual properties: 

 Highthorn – 30m to the south of the site 

 Houndalee Cottages – 300m to the west of the site 

 High Chibburn – 100m to the west of the site 

 Stonecroft – 160m to the east of the site  

 Chibburn Farm – 200m to the north west of the site 
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 Hemscott Hill – 440m to the east of the site 

 Blakemoor Farm – 700m to the south of the site 

7.25 Villages and other settlements 

  Widdrington Village (Widdrington Farm) - 820m to the west of the site 

 Widdrington Station (“Ramsey” on Mile Road) – 640m to the west of the site  

 Cresswell – 1400m to the south of the site (Cresswell Road) 

 Druridge – 160m to the east of the site 

 Ellington – 1300m to the south of the site (The Knoll) 

 Red Row – 1270m to the north of the site 

 Hadston – 1800m to the north of the site (Chevington Green) 

 Linton – 2000m to the south of the site (Fifth Row) 

 Broomhill – 2200m to the north of the site (Hadston Road) 

7.26 Residential properties that lie within close proximity to the proposal have the 
potential to be affected by the scheme in a number of ways. Noise levels, air 
quality, blast induced vibration and visual impact will all need to be thoroughly 
assessed. Please see Chapter 9 for more details regarding the methodology and 
the relevant environmental impact assessments that will accompany the 
Highthorn planning application. 

Landscape and visual impact 

7.27 There are two main considerations in terms of this assessment; firstly, the impact 
upon the landscape character of the site and its surrounds, and secondly the 
visual affect of the development upon nearby sensitive receptors. As is common 
with most surface coal mines, the Highthorn proposals will involve significant 
disturbance to a relatively large area of land currently in agricultural use. The 
proposals will also involve the creation of large new temporary features (soil and 
overburden mounds for example) that will be seen from outside of the site 
boundary. Both of these key issues will need to be thoroughly assessed in the 
Environmental Statement that will accompany the Highthorn planning application.  

7.28 The 2010 Northumberland Landscape Character Assessment, identifies the 
majority of the Highthorn site as lying within “Coastal Coalfields (39a) subsection 
within the “Coalfield Farmland” character type. The landscape assessment 
identified the following key qualities of this landscape: 

a) Surviving remnants of ancient woodland and designed landscapes 

b) Industrial heritage 

c) Historic farmsteads and village cores 

d) Large-scale landscape with coastal and landward views 
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7.29 The current draft composite working method plan shown on drawing SR06 does 
not propose the permanent removal of any of the key qualities listed above. The 
impact of the proposed scheme upon the landscape character will need to be 
thoroughly considered. 

7.30 The character assessment goes further stating that the landscape character 
“vision” for this area going forward should be as follows: 

“In general, it could be argued that the most significant changes to this landscape 
have already occurred, in the form of extensive mining activity and urbanisation. 
Where key qualities remain intact, their long term viability should be secured. The 
approach for this landscape is therefore one of restoration where possible, and 
re-creation where the landscape have been overly damaged” 

7.31 The proposed working scheme will ensure that the key qualities of the landscape 
will remain intact. Furthermore through the progressive restoration of the scheme 
it will be possible recreate historical landscape details (i.e. historical field 
boundaries) which were lost through previous mining activity on the site (see 
Geology plan SR03 for locations of former surface mines). The impact of the 
proposed scheme upon the landscape character vision will need to be 
considered. 

7.32 The site character contrasts to the immediately adjacent to the “Druridge Bay 
(40a)” subsection within the “Broad Bays and Dunes” character type within the 
South East Northumberland Coastal Plain. The landscape character assessment 
identified the following key qualities of this landscape: 

a) Sweeping sandy bays with intact dune systems, open to wide views of the 
sea. 

b) Dynamic seascape environment 

c) Rich ecological heritage often associated with water bodies originating in past 
human activity 

d) Industrial heritage, as well as a rich archaeology 

7.33 The landscape impact assessment will need to assess what effect the proposal 
will have upon these key landscape qualities. However, the proposed draft 
composite working method plan SR06 indicates that the key landscape qualities 
of the Druridge Bay Character Area will remain unaffected by the Highthorn 
proposal. 

7.34 A detailed dialogue will be maintained with Northumberland County Council 
throughout the design stages of the Highthorn proposal to ensure that all 
landscape character effects are thoroughly considered. 

7.35 For details regarding the sensitive viewpoints and the methodology of the 
landscape assessment please see Chapter 9 of this Scoping Report. 

Extent of workings 

7.36 The limits of the proposed extraction are currently defined by the economically 
viable coal resource located in that area. The planning application will need to 
clearly demonstrate justification for that proposed limit and explain why the 
proposed operational areas have been included and why other areas have not. 
This process will need to ensure that the proposals are environmentally 
acceptable, and avoid piecemeal working or sterilising the coal resource 
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available. The scoping report study area represents the maximum extent of the 
area potentially affected by the Highthorn proposals at this moment in time. 

Cumulative Impact 

7.37 The Highthorn site lies in the Northumberland shallow coalfield, and as such the 
surrounding area has been subject to several surface mining activities. The 
cumulative impact of the Highthorn proposals when considered in the context of 
other recently restored, active or proposed surface mine or waste sites within the 
surrounding area need to be carefully assessed. A plan showing the location of 
the sites that will be subject to the cumulative impact assessment is included in 
SR08. 

7.38 There is a long-standing planning permission in place for sand extraction at 
Hemscott Hill, originally granted in 1959. Sand extraction site boundary extends 
from the dunes to the foreshore of the beach on Druridge Bay and is served from 
an access on to the C110. Any cumulative impact from this operation will also 
need to be considered. 

7.39 Issues relating to visual, noise, air quality and ecological effects will need to be 
assessed to ensure that when viewed cumulatively with the above sites, the 
Highthorn scheme does not create any unacceptable impacts. 

7.40 In addition to considering the cumulative effects of the scheme from other similar 
forms of development, cumulative visual effects may need to be assessed 
against other visually intrusive structures such as wind turbines and other forms 
of built development. 

Key Questions – Constraints and Key Issues.  

Do you agree with the Constraints highlighted? 

Do you agree or disagree with the key issues highlighted? 

Do you feel that other key issues have been omitted? 

Do you have any suggestions that you would want to see included in the final 
restoration plan for the site? 

Do you think that any other activities should be included within the cumulative 
impact assessment? 

Do you have any views of the sand extraction permitted at Hemscott Hill? 

 



Highthorn 
Scoping Report 

42 

8. PLANNING POLICY CONTEXT FOR 
PROPOSALS 

8.1 The Highthorn proposals will need to be prepared in context of national and local 
planning policy guidance. The following chapter identifies the current policies and 
guidance documents which should be considered. 

8.2 Planning law requires that applications for planning permission must be 
determined in accordance with the development plan. The development plan 
policies currently applicable to the Highthorn site are discussed on the following 
pages. 

NATIONAL PLANNING POLICY FRAMEWORK  

8.3 The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) came in to effect in March 
2012. It supersedes 30 former Planning Policy Guidance notes (PPG), Planning 
Policy Statements (PPS) and Minerals Planning Guidance notes (MPG).  

8.4 In 2014 the National Planning Practice Guidance website was launched which 
provided further national planning advice which further supplemented the policies 
contained in the NPPF and superseded the guidance that was contained within 
the technical advice note relating to specific minerals policies on air quality and 
noise. 

Sustainable development 

8.5 The NPPF defines the purpose of planning as helping to achieve sustainable 
development. Sustainable development relates to making economic, 
environmental and social progress for this, and future generations.  

8.6 The NPPF is clear that the planning system should support sustainable economic 
growth. The sustainable use of minerals is specifically addressed by paragraph 
142 of the NPPF and states: 

“Minerals are essential to support sustainable economic growth and our 
quality of life. It is therefore important that there is a sufficient supply of 
material to provide the infrastructure, buildings, energy and goods that the 
country needs. However, since minerals are a finite natural resource, and 
can only be worked where they are found, it is important to make best use 
of them to secure their long-term conservation” 

8.7 NPPF states that development must combine three elements – economic, social 
and environmental sustainability in order to be fully considered sustainable. The 
Highthorn planning application will need to include a thorough assessment of the 
opportunities to deliver sustainable development which achieves all three 
elements. 

Mineral Extraction Policies 

8.8 Paragraph 144 of the NPPF outlines the details that the local planning authorities 
should consider in relation to mineral extraction. Of relevance to the Highthorn 
proposals are the following considerations: 

 Give great weight to the benefits of the mineral extraction, including to 
the economy 
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 Ensure that there are no unacceptable adverse impacts on the natural 
and historic environment, human health or aviation safety, and take into 
account the cumulative effect of multiple impacts from individual sites 
and/or from a number of sites in a locality 

 Ensure that any unavoidable noise, dust and particle emissions and any 
blasting vibrations are controlled, mitigated or removed at source, and 
establish appropriate noise limits for extraction in proximity to noise 
sensitive premises 

 Provide for restoration and aftercare at the earliest opportunity to be 
carried out to high environmental standards, through the application of 
appropriate conditions, where necessary. Bonds or other financial 
guarantees to underpin planning conditions should only be sought in 
exceptional circumstances 

8.9 The planning application for the Highthorn site will need to demonstrate that it is 
in compliance with the above policy objectives for mineral extraction. 

Sites of Special Scientific interest (SSSIs) – Cresswell Ponds and 
Northumberland Shore 

8.10 Adjacent to the Highthorn site lies the Cresswell Ponds and Northumberland 
Shore Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs). It is not proposed that the 
Highthorn site will have any operations associated with mineral extraction within 
the boundary of the SSSIs, however workings may be proposed to work adjacent 
to them. 

8.11 Paragraph 118 of the NPPF it states that local planning authorities (LPA) should 
aim to conserve and enhance biodiversity by applying the following principles 
when dealing with SSSIs: 

“Proposed development on land within or outside a Site of Special 
Scientific Interest likely to have an adverse effect on a Site of Special 
Scientific Interest (either individually or in combination with other 
developments) should not normally be permitted. Where an adverse effect 
on the site’s notified special interest features is likely, an exception should 
only be made where the benefits of the development, at this site, clearly 
outweigh both the impacts that it is likely to have on the features of the site 
that make it of special scientific interest and any broader impacts on the 
national network of Sites of Special Scientific Interest;” 

8.12 Taking this guidance into account, the proposed Highthorn scheme will need to 
ensure that there are no adverse effects upon the SSSIs in order to justify the 
proximity of workings. 

Low Chibburn Preceptory and Widdrington Castle Scheduled Ancient 
Monuments (SAMs) 

8.13 The Low Chibburn Preceptory Scheduled Ancient Monument (SAM) is a medieval 
building, which was heavily modified to accommodate WWII defences. It lies to 
the north of the proposed extraction area of the Highthorn site (see planning 
factors drawing SR05 for locations). Widdrington Castle SAM lies beyond the 
western boundary of the site (see drawing SR05 for location). It is not proposed 
that operations will disturb the designated SAMs, however workings may be 
proposed adjacent to them. 
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8.14 Paragraph 132 of the NPPF clearly outlines that in relation to SAMs an LPA must 
consider the following: 

When considering the impact of a proposed development on the 
significance of a designated heritage asset, great weight should be given to 
the asset’s conservation… Substantial harm to or loss of designated 
heritage assets of the highest significance, notably scheduled 
monuments… should be wholly exceptional. 

8.15 It is not proposed that the Highthorn proposals will lead to substantial harm or 
loss of the designated SAMs. The Highthorn planning application will need to 
demonstrate that the scheme can be worked without having an acceptable 
permanent impact upon the SAMs. 

LOCAL PLANNING POLICY 

Northumberland Minerals Local Plan (Adopted 2000) 

8.16 Certain policies from the Northumberland Minerals Local Plan (NMLP) have been 
“saved” and remain part of the statutory development plan against which the 
Highthorn proposals should be assessed. These include policies to minimise the 
sterilisation of minerals resources, good working practices, ensuring good site 
management and securing community benefit. 

8.17 Most notably the Highthorn site lies in Opencast Coal Constraint area (Policy C3) 
and the Highthorn planning application will need to address this point. 

8.18 It should be noted that many of the saved polices from Northumberland Minerals 
Local Plan do not fully accord with the more up to date NPPF, and in such cases 
the most recent legislation should be followed. 

Castle Morpeth Local Plan (Adopted 2003) (CMLP) 

8.19 The Highthorn site lies within the former Castle Morpeth local planning authority 
area and as such the proposal must consider the saved polices and designations 
relevant to the site that were contained within the CMLP. The geographical extent 
majority of these polices have been identified on the Planning factors plan 
(drawing SR05), and they comprise the following: 

 Policy C3: Areas of high landscape value 

 Policy C9: Sites of nature conservation importance, local nature reserves and 
regionally important geological or geomorphological sites 

 Policy C10: Sites of local conservation interest 

 Policy C11: Protected species 

 Policy C12: Wildlife corridors  

 Policy C13: Wildlife corridors 

 Policy C15: Trees in the countryside 

 Policy T6: Cycle routes 

 Policy RE5: Surface water 
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 Policy R10: Local nature reserves woodlands, wildlife habitats and public 
access 

8.20 These policies require developers to mitigate against any adverse effects of their 
proposals through improvements or enhancements to the nature conservation 
interest, and, where practicable, provide replacement habitats and features. 

8.21 The Highthorn site has a wide range of designated sites near to its boundary. A 
planning application for the site will seek to establish that the proposal meets the 
tests of local and national policy in relation to legislation.  

8.22 The CMLP also contains saved policy RE5 regarding surface water run-off and 
flood defences. This policy requires a Flood Risk Assessment, including 
alternative options and mitigation measures. The Highthorn planning application 
will include a FRA which satisfies the requirement of Policy RE5. 

Emerging policy – Northumberland Local Plan 

8.23 New local policies for mineral working will be included within the Northumberland 
Core Strategy. The Council’s preferred options consultation document was 
published in February 2014. The options allow consideration of the Highthorn 
proposals against the emerging policy, however due to the early stage of 
development of the NLP, limited weight would be attached to the policies. 

8.24 On the basis of the February 2014 preferred options, the following polices will 
need to be considered:  

 Policy 1: Sustainable Development 

 Policy 22: Criteria for assessing all minerals proposals 

 Policy 23: Coal 

This policy has specifically identified areas north of Ashington, north of 
Ellington and south of Widdrington as locations where coal extraction may be 
acceptable. Operators are expected to work with the Council and local 
communities in seeking to identify acceptable sites in the above locations. 
Any proposals in these locations will be assessed against the key policy tests 
for coal extraction and the requirements of Policy 22, with particular emphasis 
on the cumulative effects that could arise as a result of coal extraction in 
these locations. 

 Policy 24: Clay 

 Policy 26: Natural building and roofing Stone 

 Policy 30: Site reclamation 

 Policy 42: Rail transport and safeguarding facilities  

 Policy 43: The effects of development on the road network 

 Policy 50: Natural and historic environment 

 Policy 51: Natural environment 

 Policy 52: Landscape 



Highthorn 
Scoping Report 

46 

 Policy 53: Historic environment and heritage assets 

 Policy 54: Green infrastructure 

 Policy 56: Water environment – Flood risk 

8.1 The planning application will have regard to the published preferred options for a 
Core Strategy for Northumberland. 

Other Policies 

8.2 Other non-planning specific documents will be referred to in the preparation of 
the Highthorn Planning application. These will include: 

 Northumberland Landscape Character Assessment (2010) 

 Northumberland Green Infrastructure Study (2011) 

 Northumberland Key Landscape Impact Study (2010) 

 Northumberland Economic Strategy (2011 - 2015) 

 Northumberland Cycling Plan (2014 draft) 

Do you agree that we have identified all the relevant policies against which the 
Highthorn proposals will need to be judged? 

Do you agree with our interpretation of sustainable development in light of the 
NPPF? 

Do you agree that the preferred options for the Northumberland Core Strategy 
should be accorded only less weight in the planning application?   

Are there any other non-planning documents that should be considered in the 
development of the Highthorn proposals? 
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9. PROPOSED SCOPE OF ENVIRONMENTAL 
ASSESSMENT  

9.1 This section explains how it is intended to undertake the environmental 
assessments that are proposed for inclusion within the environmental statement 
(ES) that will accompany the Highthorn planning application.  

9.2 It is intended that assessments will be undertaken to cover the impact of the 
proposals upon the following: 

 Visual and landscape impact 

 Archaeology and cultural heritage 

 Ecology 

 Noise 

 Air Quality 

 Transport 

 Agriculture and soils  

 Hydrology and Hydrogeology  

 Ground stability/geotechnical 

 Mine or Stythe gas 

 Vibration  

 Cumulative Impacts 

9.3 In addition to the above assessments, if necessary as a result of feedback from 
this scoping exercise other socio-economic assessments may be undertaken. 

LANDSCAPE AND VISUAL IMPACT (LVIA) 

9.4 A landscape and visual impact assessment will be prepared in accordance with 
the advice outlined in the “Guidelines for Landscape and Visual Impact 
Assessment” (GLVIA) 3rd edition 2013) produced by the Landscape Institute and 
Institute of Environmental Management and Assessment. 

9.5 The visual impact of the Highthorn proposals can be split into two distinct areas: 

a) The impact upon landscape character  

b) The visual impact of the site upon sensitive receptors 

9.6 The submitted planning application will include both a comprehensive landscape 
character and visual impact assessment.  

9.7 The study area for the LVIA will be defined once the final site design has been 
fixed. The more visually prominent site features, which are usually the 
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overburden mounds will be placed into modelling software which will create a 
Zone of Theoretical Visibility (ZTV). This ZTV will then be overlaid on to 
Ordinance Survey (OS) data to establish where it may be possible to views the 
site. The outcome of this ZTV will help to define the extent of the study area for 
the whole LVIA. 

9.8 The landscape character of the site and the wider area have been most recently 
defined by the Northumberland Landscape Character Assessment, which was 
produced in August 2010 by Land Use Consultants on behalf of the NCC. The 
Highthorn site lies solely within “Coastal Coalfields (39a)” subsection within the 
“Coalfield Farmland” character type. The study area boundary included within this 
Scoping Report is also immediately adjacent to the “Druridge Bay (40a)” 
subsection within the “Broad Bays and Dunes” character type within the South 
East Northumberland Coastal Plain. The effects of the Highthorn proposals upon 
the key qualities of both of these landscape character areas will need to be 
comprehensively assessed. 

9.9 The activities of the potential site design that are most likely to occur, and have 
the potential to create significant visual effects, will be: 

a) Excavation void 

b) Storage mounds, both soils and overburden mounds 

c) Buildings and plant  

d) The removal of vegetation  

e) Changes to land use  

f) Lighting used on site, both fixed and mobile 

9.10 The main landscape details that have the potential to be affected by the proposed 
Highthorn site will be: 

a) The landform of the site and its surrounds  

b) The vegetation on the site 

c) The drainage regimes in place on the site and its surrounds  

d) Land use on and adjacent to the site  

e) The effect of these changes on the adjacent landscape character areas, most 
notably Druridge Bay. 

9.11 The main visual receptors that are likely to be affected by the Highthorn 
proposals will be: 

a) Users of local roads, most notably the A1068, C110 and C116 (See existing 
features drawing SR04 for location) 

b) Users of local public footpaths, particularly footpaths to the north between 
Widdrington and Druridge, footpaths to the south between Cresswell, 
Ellington and Lances Hill and the recreational routes to the east along the 
beach and dunes. 

c) Individual residential properties, 



Highthorn 
Scoping Report 

49 

d) The adjacent dune complex and coastal area,  

e) Nature reserves and interest areas, such as Druridge Pools and Cresswell 
Ponds 

f) Caravan parks primarily at Ellington 

g) Local communities at; Widdrington, Widdrington Station, Cresswell, Ellington, 
Ulgham Grange, Hadston and Red Row. 

9.12 It is proposed that the locations shown on drawing SR11 will be used in the 
production of the LVIA. These viewpoints have been subject to preliminary 
discussion with NCC. The viewpoints shown on drawing SR11 are: 

 Corner of C116 and C110 at Druridge 

 Druridge Links highpoint, opposite Druridge Pools 

 Hemscott Hill, opposite pillbox 

 C110 at Cresswell Ponds, the point at which Cresswell footpath (NCC 
footpath ref: 403/001) meets the road 

 Blakemoor Farm 

 St Batholomew Church, Cresswell 

 High point on Ellington footpath (NCC footpath ref: 405/012) 

 Corner of Ellington footpaths 405/011 and 405/013 

 Junction of Ulgham Grange Road (C120) and Ellington Footpath (NCC 
footpath ref: 405/012) 

 Junction of Mile Road and the A1068 

 Church of the Holy Trinity at Widdrington village 

 Junction of Widdrington footpath (NCC footpath ref: 428/016) and the C116 

 Low Chibburn Preceptory (Scheduled Ancient Monument) 

9.13 It may also be necessary to include assessment of other viewpoints that our 
outside the area covered on plan SR11. These could include views from the north 
at Hadston, Red Row and the Druridge Bay Country Park. 

9.14 A baseline study will be undertaken from all of the sensitive locations listed 
above. These studies will establish the sensitivity, the susceptibility to change 
and the value of the landscape character affected by the development from those 
locations. 

Do you agree that the sensitive viewpoints listed above and shown on plan 
SR11 are sufficient to assess the visual impact of the Highthorn proposals? 

Yes/No If No, Why?...................................................................................... 
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9.15 The effects of the Highthorn scheme upon the sensitive receptors and viewpoints 
will need to be prescribed a level of significance. The level of significance of the 
impact will take in account the magnitude and geographical extent of the effects, 
their duration and reversibility. These individual assessments need to be 
combined to allow a judgement to be made to identify whether each effect is 
significant or not. This will be done by combining sensitivity and magnitude to 
assess overall significance of effects. The Criteria to be used in the assessment 
of sensitivity, magnitude and significance are set out in tables 1 to 4 below:  
 

Table 1 

Criteria for the assessment of landscape value 

Value Typical criteria Typical scale Typical examples 

High Exceptional High importance and rarity 

No or very limited potential 
for substitution 

International, 
National 

World Heritage site, 
National Park, 
AONB, National 
Scenic Area 

 High High importance and rarity 

Limited potential for 
substitution 

National, 
regional & local 

National Park, 
AONB, National 
Scenic Area, AHLV 
/ AGLV etc 

Medium Medium Medium importance and rarity 

Limited potential for 
substitution 

Regional, local AHLV / AGLV, 
Regional Scenic 
Areas etc 

 Medium-Low Medium importance and rarity 

Some or good potential for 
substitution 

Regional, local Undesignated but 
value expressed for 
instance in 
demonstrable use 

Low Low Low importance and rarity Local Areas identified as 
having some 
redeeming feature 
or features and 
possibly identified 
for improvement 

 Very low Low importance and rarity Local Areas identified for 
recovery 

 

Table 2 

Criteria for the assessment of sensitivity of visual receptors 

Level Typical criteria 

High  Public views within areas of protected landscapes such as National Park, National Scenic 
Area and AONB 

Communities where the development results in changes in the landscape setting or valued 
views enjoyed by the community 

Occupiers of residential properties with views affected by the development 

Medium Users of outdoor recreational facilities including public rights of way outside designated 
areas, whose attention or interest is focused on the landscape and where tolerance to 
change is likely to be low 

People travelling through or past the affected landscape in cars, on trains or other 
transport routes whose attention or interest is focused on the landscape and where 
tolerance to change is likely to be low 

Low People engaged in outdoor sport or recreation whose attention maybe focused away from 
the landscape and where tolerance to change is likely to be high 

People at their place of work, or engaged in similar activities, whose attention maybe 
focused away from the change in view and where tolerance to change is likely to be high 

Views from urban roads, footways, railways and industrial areas whose attention maybe 
focused away from the landscape and where tolerance to change is likely to be high 
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Table 3 

Criteria for the assessment of magnitude 

Level Typical criteria 

High  Total loss of or major alteration to key elements/ features/characteristics of the 
baseline, i.e. pre-development landscape or view and/ or introduction of elements 
considered to be totally uncharacteristic when set within the attributes of the 
receiving landscape 

Medium Partial loss of or alteration to key elements/ features/characteristics of the baseline, 
i.e. pre-development landscape or view and/ or introduction of elements that may be 
prominent but may not necessarily be considered to be substantially 
uncharacteristic when set within the attributes of the receiving landscape 

Low Minor loss of or alteration to key elements/ features/characteristics of the baseline, 
i.e. pre- development landscape or view and/ or introduction of elements that may 
not necessarily be considered to be uncharacteristic when set within the attributes of 
the receiving landscape 

Negligible Very minor loss of or alteration to key elements/ features/characteristics of the 
baseline, i.e. pre- development landscape or view and/ or introduction of elements 
that are not uncharacteristic with the surrounding landscape- approximating the ' no 
change' situation 

 

Table 4 

Criteria for determining significance 

Level Typical criteria 

Imperceptible The degree of change is so small as to have little or no effect 

Slight The proposals have some, but only a limited effect within the mainly local 
context 

Moderate The proposals have a noticeable effect within the context of the wider area  

Substantial The proposals have a large effect within the context of the wider area 

Severe The proposals are wholly out of character with the existing situation, both 
locally and on the wider scale 

9.16 The tables are a tool to help illustrate how judgements are made about any 
effects from the proposed development. The guidelines for landscape and visual 
impact assessment (third edition) stress that a formulaic approach to any 
assessment should be avoided and that a detailed narrative explaining the nature 
of effects and how any judgement has been arrived at should be included in any 
assessment. The Highthorn assessment will follow the guidance set out in the 
GLVIA 3. 

9.17 The cumulative visual effects will also need to be considered. These are 
discussed in more detail later in this chapter. 

Do you agree with the methodology outlined for the Landscape and Visual 
Impact Assessment? 

Yes/No If No, Why?....................................................................................................... 

ARCHAEOLOGY AND CULTURAL HERITAGE 

9.18 A Phase 1, or desktop archaeological assessment and site walkover survey will 
initially be undertaken using information from the following sources: 
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 Historic Environment Record (HER) 

 National Monuments Record (NMR) 

 Aerial Photographs 

 Records of Scheduled Ancient Monuments and Listed Buildings 

 Historic Maps 

 Published and unpublished sources, including local studies 

9.19 A site walkover is a key aspect in the initial assessment identifying important 
topographical features on site such as rig and furrow. It also provides a method of 
assessing the potential impact of development on locally designated heritage 
assets, in accordance with the National Planning Policy Framework, Planning for 
the Historic Environment: Historic Environment Practice Guide (English Heritage 
2010) and other relevant guidance. 

9.20 If the initial Phase 1 assessment identifies a need for site investigations, a 
programme (WSI) will be agreed with the County Council Archaeologist, prior to a 
planning application and accompanying Environmental Statement being 
determined by the local authority. 

9.21 It is likely that the Phase 2 investigations could comprise a geophysical survey of 
the site on areas undisturbed by previous mining operations, with the potential for 
targeted trial trenching should interpretation of the geophysical survey highlight 
areas of possible archaeological significance.  

9.22 Before the determination of the planning application, or prior to any disturbance 
of the land, the evaluation of the assessments will identify any further 
investigations and mitigation requirements that are necessary. It is anticipated 
that the levels of archaeological mitigation across the site could include the 
following: 

 Areas requiring no mitigation 

 Areas requiring a watching brief 

 Areas requiring strip, map and record approach 

 Areas requiring full excavation 

9.23 It should be noted that at this early stage in the site’s design, the site area allows 
for a stand-off from adjacent Scheduled Ancient Monuments at Chibburn and 
Widdrington village.  

Do you agree with the methodology outlined for the Archaeology and cultural 
Heritage assessment? 

Yes/No If No, Why?............................................................................................. 

ECOLOGY 

9.24 The ecological impact of the Highthorn proposals will be a significant 
consideration in any planning application. The site is adjacent to a number of 
significant ecological designations, such as the Northumberland Shore and 
Cresswell Ponds SSSI, and as such any proposal must be accompanied with a 
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thorough assessment of the ecological effects of the scheme upon land within the 
site boundary and next to it. 

9.25 Wardell Armstrong and Argus Ecology (a north east based company) have been 
instructed to undertake the ecological surveys and subsequent assessments for 
the Highthorn site. 

9.26 This following sections outlines the guidance consulted in preparing the 
ecological surveys, the surveys that have been undertaken and any particular 
species emphasis in those surveys, and any preliminary findings. 

Guidance consulted  

Survey  Relevant guidance followed 

General guidance 
on scope and 
methodology 

Institute for Environmental Assessment (1995). Guidelines 
for Baseline Ecological Assessment. E & FN Spon, 
London. 

(Also see note below re.BS42020 and CIEEM EcIA 
guidance) 

Phase 1 habitat 
survey 

Joint Nature Conservation Committee (2010). Handbook 
for Phase 1 Habitat Survey - a Technique for 
Environmental Audit. JNCC, Peterborough 

Hedgerow survey DEFRA (2007).  Hedgerow Survey Handbook. A standard 
procedure for local surveys in the UK. Defra, London. 

Tree Survey  Survey recommendations in BS5837:2012 Trees in relation 
to design, demolition and construction – 
Recommendations. British Standards Institute. 

Bat Surveys Bat Conservation Trust (2012). Bat Surveys: Good Practice 
Guidelines, 2nd Edition. Bat Conservation Trust, London. 

Red Squirrel 
Surveys 

Gurnell, J., Lurz, P. and Pepper, H. (2009). Practical 
Techniques for Surveying and Monitoring Squirrels. 
Forestry Commission, Surrey. 

Badger Surveys Harris, S., Cresswell, P. and Jefferies, D. (1989). Surveying 
Badgers. Mammal Society. 

Otter Surveys Chanin, P. (2003). Monitoring the Otter Lutra lutra. 
Conserving Natura 2000 Rivers Monitoring Series No. 10, 
English Nature. 

Great crested newt 
surveys 

English Nature (2001). Great Crested Newt Mitigation 
Guidelines. English Nature, Peterborough. 

Great crested newt 
– eDNA testing  

Biggs, J., Ewald, N., Valentini, A., Gaboriaud, C., Griffiths, 
R.A., Foster, J., Wilkinson, J., Arnett, A., Williams, P. and 
Dunn, F. (2014). Analytical and methodological 
development for improved surveillance of the Great 
Crested Newt. Defra Project WC1067. Freshwater Habitats 
Trust: Oxford. 

Breeding bird Bibby, C.J., Burgess, N.D., Hill, D.A., & Mustoe, S. H. 



Highthorn 
Scoping Report 

54 

Survey  Relevant guidance followed 

surveys – adapted 
territory mapping 
methodology 

(2000). Bird Census Techniques. 2nd. Ed. Academic 
Press, London. 

Gilbert. G., Gibbons, D.W., & Evans, J. (1998). Bird 
Monitoring Methods: A Manual of Techniques for Key UK 
Species. RSPB, Sandy. 

Wintering farmland 
bird surveys 

British Trust for Ornithology (BTO) Winter Farmland Bird 
Survey methodology 

Vantage point (VP) 
surveys for geese 
and swans 

Adapted from wind farm pre-construction survey 
methodologies, including: 

Scottish Natural Heritage (2005). Survey Methods for the 
use in assessing the Impacts of Onshore Windfarms on 
Bird Communities. 

Natural England (2010).  Assessing the effects of onshore 
wind farms on birds. Technical Information Note TIN069, 
7th January 2010. 

VP surveys to 
monitor marsh 
harrier breeding / 
foraging areas 

Hardey, J., Crick, H., Wernham, C., Riley, H., Etheridge, B. 
& Thompson, D. (2006). Raptors – a field guide to survey 
and monitoring. Scottish Natural Heritage.  The Stationery 
Office, Edinburgh. 

Barn owl breeding  
surveys  

Barn Owl Trust (2012). Barn Owl Conservation Handbook: 
A Comprehensive Guide for Ecologists, Surveyors, Land 
Managers and Ornithologists. Pelagic Publishing. 

Post-breeding 
season bird 
surveys 

Adapted from breeding bird survey and Wintering Bird 
Survey guidance (see above). 

Coastal bird 
surveys – non-
estuarine coasts 

Moser, M. E. & Summers, R. W. (1987). Wader populations 
on the non-estuarine coasts of Britain and Northern Ireland: 
results of the 1984–85 Winter Shorebird Count. Bird Study, 
34:1, pp. 71-81. 

Goose & swan 
drive-through 
surveys 

Ad-hoc survey method designed to supplement / provide 
wider context to observations derived from standard 
methodologies. 

Surveys undertaken to date 

9.27 The following surveys have been undertaken on and around the proposed 
Highthorn site to date: 

 ERIC data search performed for a 3km radius around the site in 2012 

 Phase 1 habitat survey completed for the whole site, mapping target notes 
using the standard methodology 

 Transect Bat surveys undertaken in 2013 and 2014 across the site 
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 Emergence Bat surveys undertaken at the Hemscott Hill Farm and Highthorn 
buildings in June and August 2014 

 Red Squirrel surveys – Search for dreys and feeding signs of all plantations in 
and around the proposed site area. Baited camera traps were positioned for 
several days in 3 plantations over the summer of 2014 

 Badger Surveys – Search for trails, setts and feeding signs as well as setting 
up camera traps. This was undertaken over the summer of 2014 

 Otter Surveys – The coastal burns between Druridge Pools in the north down 
to Cresswell ponds in the south have been searched, including Hemscott 
Burn which flows through the proposed site. The majority of the coastal burns 
were searched in the summer of 2013, whilst the Hemscott Hill Burn was 
completed in the summer of 2014 

 Great crested newt surveys – Habitat suitability of all ponds within 500m of 
the site boundary, undertaken in April 2014 

 In addition to this, in June 2014 a new technique of e-DNA testing has been 
undertaken on 11 ponds within 500m of the site boundary. This has 
established to a higher degree of certainty which water bodies have been 
used by great crested newts, this was one of the first schemes in the country 
to use this technique 

 Presence and absence surveys of 6 ponds in and around the Hemscott Hill 
area were undertaken between April and June 2013 

 Breeding bird surveys – 3 monthly surveys using standard methodologies, 
including surveys of the dunes adjacent to the site. These surveys were 
undertaken between April and June 2013 and 2014 

 Wintering farmland bird surveys – 6 monthly surveys using standard 
methodologies, including surveys of the dunes adjacent to the site. These 
surveys were undertaken between October 2012 and March 2013 and again 
between October 2013 and 2014 

 Vantage point surveys for geese and swans – 6 monthly surveys from two 
vantage points northern and southern coastal areas. These two vantage point 
surveys were undertaken between October 2012 and March 2013 and 
between October 2013 and March 2014. A third vantage point was used 
further inland around the Highthorn properties from January 2014 

 Vantage point surveys to monitor marsh harrier – Surveys monitored breeding 
and foraging areas of marsh harrier within 1km from a breeding site. This was 
undertaken between April and August 2013 and April and July 2014, a further 
survey was undertaken in September 2014 

 Barn owl breeding surveys – In the summer months of 2014 all farms around 
the site including a substantial area north of Druridge were surveyed. 
Furthermore a risk assessment of trees on site was also undertaken by a 
licenced surveyor 

 Post-breeding season bird surveys – monthly site walkover surveys of coastal 
farmland areas and dunes was undertaken in September 2012 and between 
July and September 2013 
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 Coastal bird surveys – standard non-estuarine coastal survey methodology, 
area surveyed between East Chevington to south of Creswell Ponds. This 
was undertaken between October 2012 and March 2013 and repeated again 
between October 2013 and March 2014 

 Goose and swan drive through surveys – monthly surveys to track goose 
locations and movements in the wider area around the site, undertaken 
between October 2012 and March 2013 and repeated again between October 
2013 and March 2014 

Emphasis of surveys 

9.28 Given the importance of the areas surrounding the site in relation to bird interest, 
a comprehensive ornithological survey programme has been undertaken. A 
particular emphasis has been placed upon identifying non-breeding species 
(such as Pink footed geese, twite flock and waders) due to the proximity of the 
Highthorn proposal to sites of known ornithological importance, its coastal 
location and known presence of non-breeding birds of conservation interest. 

9.29 Schedule 1 breeding bird species are also important, particularly barn owl, avocet 
and marsh harrier as the wider area surrounding the site has been recognised to 
have good population numbers. 

9.30 Due to the potential habitats found across the site, emphasis has also been put 
towards efforts to identify and track protected mammal species such as red 
squirrel and otter. 

9.31 Bat surveys have been considered to be less important due to the limited amount 
of suitable habitat available on site, however transect surveys were careful to 
include emergence surveys of nearby off site farm buildings. 

9.32 The e-DNA methods used to detect great crested newt in wider area after the 
presence – absence surveys in 2013 established that no ponds would be directly 
affected by the Highthorn proposals. 

Preliminary findings 

9.33 At the time of compiling this Scoping Report, the following key observations have 
been made: 

 During 2012, the site has been used by internationally important numbers of 
Pink Footed Geese which were observed overwintering on the site. These 
numbers have not been repeated in the 2013 and 2014 surveys 

 A flock of 60 plus Twite were observed overwintering on the dunes adjacent 
to the site, however they were observed using the farmland on the site in 
March 

 Barn Owl have been observed foraging on the site, however there should be 
no direct impact upon breeding sites 

 Marsh harrier breed several kilometres away from the site, but also forage 
over the site as well as the coastal wetland areas 

 No direct impact upon any bat roosts within the study area have been 
identified, however foraging routes which run east-west through the site along 
watercourses and hedgerows will be affected 

 2 years’ worth of data regarding coastal birds has not found a high level of 
interchange between the coastal habitats and the proposed Highthorn site, 
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although there is some interchange between the coast and coastal wetlands 
such as Cresswell Ponds 

 Initial assessments indicate that the Highthorn scheme will not affect the 
conservation status of a European Protected Species 

9.34 The Environmental Statement that will accompany any planning application for 
the Highthorn scheme will provide copies of all of the information gained from the 
site surveys undertaken, alongside an assessment of the effects of the proposed 
scheme upon species and habitats. The ecology section of the ES will follow 
CIEEM (2006) Guidelines for Ecological impact assessment. 

Do you agree that the ecological surveys and methods outlined are sufficient 
to assess the proposals? 

Yes/No If No, What further work is required.............................................................. 

NOISE 

9.35 National Planning Policy Framework states that local planning authorities should 
develop policies and practices that protect the noise environment around 
proposed mineral operations.  

9.36 Banks Mining places great importance on clearly understanding the noise 
environment around its operational sites. The company’s efforts to promote 
innovative noise abatement solutions and minimise noise levels has been 
recognised with an award from the Noise Abatement Society. For example it’s 
prime mover excavators and larger dump trucks are fitted with noise attenuation 
features. This typically results in a reduction in noise levels of up to 14dBA from 
the CAT 777 dump trucks (the larger haulage trucks) and RH120 excavators 
(larger excavators). 

9.37 Each site has different characteristics and noise management requirements that 
will need to be considered in a site specific assessment of noise within the ES. 
The Highthorn ES will include a thorough assessment of the potential effects of 
proposed operations throughout the life of the development.  

9.38 The assessment will satisfy the requirements of national planning guidance 
(Minerals section of the online planning guidance website 
http://planningguidance.planningportal.gov.uk/blog/guidance/). 

9.39 To enable an accurate assessment of the effects of the proposal, it is important to 
establish the existing noise environment around the site. Baseline noise surveys 
have been undertaken to determine the current noise environment at a number of 
the closest sensitive receptors surrounding the proposed site. 

9.40 Sound level measurements have been collected over representative periods 
using continuously logging instruments which have been installed at each 
sensitive receptor. Monitoring periods have typically been greater than two weeks 
which will allow Banks Mining to understand the noise climate at each receptor. 
At each monitoring location LAeq, LAmax, L10 and L90 indices have been 
measured. The location of the noise monitoring premises are listed below and 
shown on the sensitive locations plan SR11: 

1) Hemscott Hill Farm 

2) Druridge Farm Cottages 

3) High Chibburn 

http://planningguidance.planningportal.gov.uk/blog/guidance/
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4) Stonecroft 

5) School Row, Widdrington village 

6) Chibburn Farm 

7) Houndalee Cottages 

8) Highthorn Cottages 

9) Kennels Cottage 

10) Hagg Farm Cottages 

11) Ellington Caravan Park (owners house and caravans) 

12) Blakemoor Farm  

9.41 These predicted levels can be compared with the measured baseline levels at 
each sensitive receptor, and then against the noise limits set for each time period 
of normal daytime (0700 to 1900), evening (1900- 2200) and night-time (2200 to 
0700). 

9.42 Noise modelling will be undertaken using the BS5228:2009 + A1:2014 
methodology utilising Calculation of Road Traffic Noise (CRTN) barrier 
attenuation calculations and BS5228 calculations for soft ground attenuation. 
There will be no allowance made for atmospheric attenuation as this is outside of 
the BS5228 methodology. Sound power levels will be based on real data from 
similar plant utilised at Banks Mining sites. 

9.43 If the results at any of the sensitive receptors do not comply with the limits there 
is a mechanism in the site design stage for amendments to be made in order for 
these limits to be met, such as adjusting screening mounds or re-arranging plant 
complement. 

Do you agree with the approach and methodology for assessing the impact of 
the Highthorn site upon noise levels? 

Yes/No, if No, why?...................................................................................................... 

 
AIR QUALITY  

9.44 Surface coal mining has the potential to affect air quality as a result of a number 
of different activities undertaken on site. The extraction and tipping of loose 
overburden material, the processing of coal and the movement of vehicles 
around the site can create fugitive dust emissions. The planning application and 
environmental statement that will accompany the Highthorn proposal will need to 
comprehensively assess the possible effect upon local air quality levels of the 
scheme. 

9.45 An assessment of the effects of dust from the proposed Highthorn site will be 
undertaken in the light of knowledge gained from existing Banks’ site operations 
and appropriate mitigation measures will be proposed.  

9.46 The sensitive locations drawing (SR11) indicates the two locations where 
background air quality monitoring has been undertaken at the Highthorn site; 

a) Hemscott Hill Farm 

b) Houndalee Cottages 
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9.47 The information taken from these locations will be used as a base line from which 
the proposed Highthorn scheme can be assessed against. It is anticipated that by 
the time of the submission of a planning application, there will be over 12 months 
of background data available to use in the air quality assessment. 

9.48 In addition to the collection of background information, further data may be 
collected from third party sources where appropriate and available, such as 
Northumberland County Council. The prevailing meteorological conditions on site 
will also be assessed using Met Office data from Boulmer noting dominant wind 
speeds and directions. 

9.49 The assessment will cover the potential effects of dust and fine particulate matter 
(PM10) generated by operations and vehicle emissions. Comparisons will be 
made with UK Air Quality Objectives for PM10 and guideline values for dust 
nuisance. 

9.50 The assessment of air quality effects will follow the prescribed stage methodology 
outlined in the planning guidance that accompanies NPPF (Paragraph 25 to 32): 

a) Stage 1 – Establish baseline conditions 

b) Stage 2 - Identify site activities that could lead to dust emission without 
mitigation 

c) Stage 3 - Identify site parameters which may increase potential effects from 
dust 

d) Stage 4 - Recommend mitigation measures and site design modifications 

9.51 The final assessment will consider the location of the nearest sensitive receptors 
(residential and ecological) and will consider the effect of the Highthorn scheme upon 
the air quality at those locations.  

Do you agree with the approach and methodology for assessing the impact of 
the Highthorn site upon air quality levels?  

Yes/No, if No, why ?..................................................................................................... 

VIBRATION 

9.52 It is likely that site excavations will require the use of blasting to remove some of 
the less fractured overburden and interburden material on site. For example, solid 
bands of sandstone are common throughout the Northumberland coal field, much 
of which, unless already fractured due to geological conditions, will require the 
use of blasting to efficiently break up the material for excavation. 

9.53 Banks Mining has historically worked closely with blast prediction specialist 
Vibrock to assess all of the blasting activities currently taking place on its 
operational sites. Using experience gained here and on other operations 
nationwide they are able to accurately predict the anticipated vibration levels at 
sensitive receptors around the site. 

9.54 The blasting vibration assessment will take account of the geological conditions 
as well as the proximity of the sensitive receptors to the excavation void. The 
assessment will then determine the “worse case” level of vibration likely to be 
received and any mitigating steps, if required, to reduce the effects. The relevant 
British Standards (7385) as well as academic and industry research will help to 
predict the vibration levels and their anticipated effects. In addition, experience 
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gained from operating similar proposals within Northumberland will also help to 
predict the results with a high degree of confidence. 

9.55 The NPPF states that vibration levels should be controlled as part of any scheme 
(paragraph 144). Minerals Planning Guidance (MPG) 9 and MPG 14 state that 
operations should be limited to creating blast induced vibration levels of between 
6-10mms-1 at a 95% confidence level measure over a 6 month period. The MPGs 
further state that no individual blast should exceed 12 mms-1. The Highthorn blast 
induced vibration assessment will assess the scheme against this guidance. 

Do you agree with the approach and methodology for assessing blast induced 
vibration? 

Yes/No, if No, why?...................................................................................................... 

AGRICULTURE AND SOILS 

9.56 The site is currently in a mixture of pastoral and arable agricultural production 
(see existing features drawing SR04 for more details). In order to ensure that 
agricultural production can be recommenced and improved once the site has 
been restored, an assessment of the various different soil types will need to be 
undertaken.  

9.57 The supporting NPPF online guidance states in paragraph 13 that the impact 
upon soils and the best and most versatile agricultural land must be assessed. 
The guidance defines best and most versatile land as being land in grades 1, 2 
and 3a of the Agricultural Land Classification. 

9.58 Soil qualities will vary across the Highthorn site; previous surface mining, former 
farming practices and a variety of different land uses all have the potential to 
impact upon soil quality. A soil survey will provide information on soil thickness 
and characteristics, this will be used as a basis to develop proposals for 
managing the soil resources of the site in the most effective way to conserve their 
characteristics. 

9.59 The Agricultural Land Classification (ALC) assessment will review published data 
available from Natural England alongside the results of an intrusive site survey 
undertaken specifically for the Highthorn project. Hand auger drilling across the 
site will provide accurate baseline measurements of the topsoil and subsoil 
qualities and quantities across the site. 

9.60 Once the restoration plan has been finalised the replacement of the soils can be 
checked against the ALC and soils survey to ensure that the highest quality soils 
are put in locations where they will be most needed (i.e. agricultural areas) and 
likewise where poorer soils can be replaced (woodlands). The results of the soil 
survey will be used to develop a soil handling strategy that will accompany the 
planning application. 

Do you agree that this should be the approach used for assessing the soil 
quality and Agricultural Land Classification of the proposed Highthorn site? 
 
Yes/No, if No, why?...................................................................................................... 

HYDROLOGY AND HYDROGEOLOGY 

9.61 The proposed operations at Highthorn will affect the local hydrological (surface 
water) and hydrogeological regimes around the site, these impacts will need to be 
assessed as part of the ES. A north east based company, DAB Geotechnical 
have been instructed to undertake the Hydrological, Hydrogeological 
assessments. 
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9.62 In relation to hydrological effects there are a number of named and unnamed 
small watercourses that cross the site (see existing features drawing SR04 for 
details), the impact upon which will need to be considered. Due to the site’s 
proximity to the coast and the probable site collected water discharge points, the 
impact upon coastal erosion may also need to be addressed. The hydrological 
assessment will largely make use of existing desk based information regarding 
the site; which may include details such as topographical information, flood risk 
and the location of drainage channels and agricultural under drainage systems. 

9.63 The flood risk assessment will be produced in full compliance with the NPPF and 
PPG document, “Flood Risk & Coastal Change”. The greenfield runoff rate for 
this assessment will be calculated using the procedure described in the Institute 
of Hydrology Report No. 124. 

9.64 The hydrogeological assessment will need to consider the results of the drilling 
undertaken on site as well as the results gained from the ground water monitoring 
piezometers installed across the site (see geology drawing SR04 for locations). 
The hydrogeological assessment will also need to refer to local underground 
mine abandonment plans and establish the likely relationship between the ground 
water levels and previous underground coal workings.  

9.65 Both assessments will need to demonstrate that any impact upon the hydrological 
and hydrogeological regimes is acceptable.  

Do you agree that this should be the approach used for assessing the 
hydrological and hydrogeological impacts of the proposed Highthorn planning 
application? 
 
Yes/No, if No, why?...................................................................................................... 
 
Is there a justification for coastal processes to be assessed? 
 
Yes/No, if No, why?...................................................................................................... 

GEOTECHNICAL 

9.66 The Highthorn site has been subject to over 2000 geotechnical boreholes that 
have collected information on the coal resource within the area and the quality of 
the material that lies above and below the coal seams (overburden). This 
information will be supplied to an independent consultant (DAB Geotechnical) 
who will assess the design of the proposed extraction void and surrounding 
features and the stability of the design. 

9.67 The geotechnical assessment will need to demonstrate that the proposed site 
working scheme can operate without creating any unacceptable effects on land 
stability outside the site boundary. 

Do you agree that this should be the approach used for assessing the 
geotechnical effects of the proposed Highthorn planning application? 
 
Yes/No, if No, why?...................................................................................................... 

MINE OR STYTHE GAS 

9.68 Mine or stythe gas generally occurs within previous underground mine workings, 
where the air has been allowed to become saturated with hazardous gases such 
as methane. Mine gas can become danger to human health once it is able to 
break free from the old mine workings through features such as shaft entrances 
and adits. Issues with mine gas generally only occur when the gas leaks into 
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confirmed spaces used by humans or animals. DAB Geotechnical have been 
instructed to undertake this assessment. 

9.69 A mine gas assessment that will accompany the Highthorn planning application 
will need to assess the potential for gas to escape affect nearby residential 
premises. In this early stage in the site’s development is not anticipated that there 
will be any major issues associated with mine gas on site. Any gas contained 
within old underground workings uncovered on site should safely disperse and 
dilute into the atmosphere. 

Do you agree that this should be the approach used for assessing the impacts 
of potential stythe/mine gas generated by the proposed Highthorn planning 
application? 
 
Yes/No, if No, why?...................................................................................................... 

HIGHWAYS 

9.70 Paragraph 32 of the NPPF sets out that all developments that generate 
significant amounts of transport movement should be supported by a Transport 
Statement or Transport Assessment.  Paragraph 13 of the planning guidance 
section entitled “Travel plans, transport assessment and statements in decision 
taking” outlines the details that need to be assessed by LPA when considering 
the impact on highways of proposed developments. The highways and transport 
assessment that will accompany the planning application will be prepared 
following this guidance. Fairhurst have been instructed to undertake an 
assessment of the highways effects of the scheme. 

9.71 The proposals for working the Highthorn site will generate a number of daily 
vehicle movements into and out of the site, the impact of these additional 
movements upon the local highway network will need to be assessed. It is 
anticipated that the main access point for the Highthorn site will be taken from the 
A1068 (see drawing SR06 for location) and will involve up to 150 loaded HGV 
leaving the site in a day.  

9.72 As is discussed in the preliminary proposals section (Chapter 6), it is likely that 
coal from the Highthorn site will be taken by HGVs to the rail loading facility to the 
south of the site. 

9.73 The existing capacity of the surrounding road network will be assessed to ensure 
that the proposed volume of vehicles could be accommodated. 

9.74 The proposed site access point on to the A1068 will also need to demonstrate 
that the road at that location can accommodate a junction that allows vehicles 
(HGVs, abnormal loads and staff transport vehicles) into and off site. 

9.75 There is the potential that the C116 will need to be crossed by site traffic, in order 
to store material generated by the excavation void to the north of the road. Any 
planning application proposing this will need to provide details on the volumes of 
traffic currently using the road and establish the most appropriate means by 
which site generated traffic can safely cross. 

 

Do you agree that this should be the approach used for assessing the impact 
of the Highthorn proposal upon the surrounding road network? 
 
Yes/No, if No, why?...................................................................................................... 
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CUMULATIVE IMPACT 

9.76 The planning application and environmental statement for the Highthorn scheme 
will need to include an assessment of the cumulative effects of the site when 
viewed in the context of existing permitted similar operations. 

9.77 Initial discussion with Northumberland County Council have indicated that the 
following sites should be included within an assessment of cumulative effects; 
their locations are shown on drawing SR08. 

9.78 Active sites: 

 Butterwell  surface mine – UK Coal – Commenced in 2011 and due to 
complete in 2015 

 Potland Burn – UK Coal surface mine – Commenced in 2010 and due to 
complete in 2017 

 Ellington Road waste landfill – SITA – Currently temporarily mothballed, 
planning permission until 2039. 

 Hemscott Hill – Sand extraction – planning permission granted originally 1959 

9.79 Recently restored sites: 

 Steadsburn – Former UK Coal surface mine - Restored 2012/13 

 Stobswood – Former UK Coal surface mine -  Restored 2011 

 Maidens Hall – Former UK Coal surface mine - Restored 2011 

9.80 Approved but not commenced: 

 Ferneybeds – Banks Mining – Approved 2013 

9.81 In addition to minerals and waste sites in the surrounding area, NCC have asked 
that permitted and constructed wind farms in the area are also included in the 
cumulative impact assessment. These sites are also shown on drawing SR08, 
and are: 

 Lynemouth wind farm – 13 turbines, constructed in 2012, operated by 
Scottish Power 

 Blue Sky Forest wind Farm – Planning permission granted for 9 turbines, as 
yet unbuilt, developed by Peel Energy 

 Sisters wind Farm – planning permission granted for 4 turbines, as yet 
unbuilt, developed by Infinis.     

 

Do you agree that the sites outlined above should for the context for a 
cumulative impact assessment for the Highthorn proposals? 
 
Yes/No, if No, Why?...................................................................................................... 

9.82 The cumulative impact assessment will assess the following issues: 
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 Cumulative landscape effects, both of working and restored sites 

 Cumulative visual effects  

 Cumulative ecological effects  

 Cumulative highways effects 

 Cumulative amenity effects (air quality and noise) 

 

Do you agree that the cumulative issues outlined above should be included in 
a cumulative impact assessment to accompany a planning application for the 
Highthorn proposals? 
 
Yes/No, if No, why?...................................................................................................... 
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10. GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

 
 
 

EIA Environmental Impact Assessment  

Scoping Opinion Response produced by Northumberland County Council to the 
Scoping Report  

ES Environmental Statement  

NCC Northumberland County Council  

Overburden Material that lies between the soils and coal seams 

Interburden Material that lies between coal seams 

Top soil  Generally soil found in the first 30cm below ground level 

Sub soil Generally the soil found below the topsoil layer down to a 
depth of 1.2m below ground level 

Aftercare Period of maintenance and monitoring works following the site 
restoration to ensure that it develops as it should 

NPPF National Planning Policy Framework 

LPA Local Planning Authority 

dBA Decibel 

ALC Agricultural Land Classification 

Piezometer  A borehole used to measure ground water levels 

SAM Scheduled Ancient Monument 

SSSI Site of Special Scientific Interest 

SLCI Site of Local Conservation Interest 

Stythe Gas Gas that can accumulate in abandoned mine workings 

Adit An entrance to a mine shaft  

WWII World War 2 

CMLP Castle Morpeth Local Plan  

NLP Northumberland Local Plan 

FRA Flood Risk Assessment  

C116 C class road between Widdrington and Druridge 

C110 C class road between Druridge and Cresswell 

AOD Above Ordnance Datum 

HGV Heavy Goods Vehicle 

LVIA Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment  

ZTV Zone of Theoretical visibility 

OS Ordnance Survey  

Ha Hectare 

GLVIA Guidelines for Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment  

MPG Minerals Planning Guidance 

PM10 Particulate matter that is less than 10 micrometers in diameter 

mms-1 Millimeters per second 

Green to green From top soil removal to soil restoration 

WSI Written Scheme of Investigation 


