
 

 

 
 

HIGHTHORN COMMUNITY WORKSHOP 1 
CM/N/795/COM-LIAISON 

 
Held on Monday 19 January 2015 at Widdrington Community Centre 

Commencing at 6.30pm 

 

WORKSHOP NOTES 
 
Attendees: Mary Coyle (MC)  – Independent Facilitator 
  Mark Dowdall (MAD) – Environment and Communities Director 
  Gemma Dickenson  – Senior Project Manager 
  Sam Thistlethwaite  – Senior Development Planner 
  Jeannie Kielty   – Development Relations Coordinator 
  Joanne Bethell  – Project Secretary 
  109 Members of the local community and interested parties 
 
 ACTION / DATE 
 
1 Introduction 

 
1.1 MC welcomed all present to the workshop and thanked the 

Community Centre for allowing use of their facilities. 
 

1.2 MC stated that the Highthorn workshops are an important 
step in the planning process and noted that Banks Mining 
is keen to give people the opportunity to express their 
views. 

 
1.3 MC explained her role as an independent facilitator 

appointed to assist with the Highthorn Workshops and 
gave a brief overview of her experience and what her role 
entails. 

 
1.4 MC asked all attendees to agree that they conduct 

themselves in a seemly manner. She noted her 
understanding that there may be very strong views in the 
room and also understood that everyone will not share the 
same view, however she asked that everyone show each 
other respect and allow each other to speak.  MC noted 
she would do all in her power to maintain this approach 
throughout the Workshop. MC asked the attendees to 
adopt the one voice rule while the rest of the attendees 
listen and await their turn to voice their views. All attendees 
gave their general agreement to this approach. 

 
1.5 MAD introduced himself and the Banks Mining team of 

Jeannie Kielty, Joanne Bethell, Sam Thistlethwaite and 
Gemma Dickenson before providing a brief overview of the 
company’s history. MAD noted that the company’s 
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development with care approach led to the holding of 
events like the workshops and noted that the workshops 
were organised to explore how we can get the best 
outcome for all from a Banks Mining project. MAD noted 
that the Banks team is keen to listen to the views of the 
community, hear suggestions and answer any questions 
over the forthcoming workshops. 

 
1.6 MAD confirmed a scoping report has been submitted to 

Northumberland County Council regarding the proposed 
Highthorn Surface Mine. MAD stated that before submitting 
a planning application, Banks Mining wants to discuss the 
details of the project with the community to provide 
information on the plans, and to better understand what 
environmental, social and economic benefits the 
community would like to see delivered by the project 
should it go ahead. 

 
2 Discussion – What do you wish to discuss in future 

workshops? 
 
2.1 MC invited all attendees to take part in the first workshop 

activity by writing & displaying on post-it notes what they 
each wanted to achieve out of their workshop attendance. 
 

2.2 Following the completion of the exercise, MC selected a 
number of the comments to explore further with the 
attendees and asked the individual who wrote the note to 
expand further on their views. The following views were 
discussed further: 

 
2.3 Leave the coal in the ground –The attendee noted his 

enjoyment of the beach for both himself and his family on a 
regular basis. The attendee noted their knowledge of 
climate change and informed the attendees that the 
situation is much scarier that what you think. The attendee 
stated that coal is the dirtiest fuel and that coal mined from 
this site would release carbon dioxide which will contribute 
to problems in the future. The attendee queried why coal 
was still being mined in the UK. MC noted that the theme of 
this query can be addressed in a future workshop. 

 
2.4 We need coal – An attendee noted that whether coal is 

mined in Britain or abroad we are going to need the coal. 
The attendee noted in that case they would much rather 
have it from Britain but noted that we need to learn how to 
harness the energy from coal in a cleaner fashion. 

 
2.5 How many actual jobs will be for local people living in and 

from this community – An attendee noted that half seem to 
welcome the literature being released and half don’t. The 
attendee noted it was time Banks clearly inform the 
community how many existing and how many new local 
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jobs will be available as part of the proposed Highthorn 
surface mine. MAD agreed that Banks Mining need to be 
clear what job opportunities may be available as part of 
Highthorn, both directly and indirectly as part of the supply 
chain or community funding. 

 
2.6 How is Banks going to protect our health – An attendee 

expressed his concern regarding the dust produced from 
surface mines noting that there is no safe level of dust or 
particles and as such it is unsafe for your health. 

 
2.7 What is the impact on tourism – An attendee noted the 

importance of Druridge Bay for tourism and the local 
economy noting the high level of visitors who have 
travelled from both long or short distances. The attendee 
queried what impact a site so close to the beach would 
have on tourism in Northumberland. 

 
2.8 MC then noted a number of further comments which had 

been raised as part of the workshop exercise which 
included: 

 
a) Concerns regarding the increased traffic generated 

by the site. 
b) A comment noting a request for no opencast. 
c) A note requesting integrity, sincerity and honesty in 

the workshops. 
d) A query was raised as to how compensation will be 

provided for local villages. 
e) A note queried why the area north of the C116 is 

needed for the scheme. 
f) A note requested that Banks Mining consider a rail 

line for the transportation of coal. 
g) Note commented awareness of a land deal with Mr 

Bell and queried what knowledge Banks have of the 
sand extraction. 

 
2.9 Banks agreed to take all comments and questions away 

and would either report back on them individually or would 
address them in future workshops. Banks 
 

2.10 MC then asked all present if there were any further 
comments people would like to make over and above what 
had already been discussed or points made during the 
Workshop exercise. The following points were raised by 
attendees: 

 
2.11 An attendee raised the issues of compensation. They 

noted concern that the proposed Highthorn surface mine 
would not bring forward new jobs locally but would actually 
be responsible for making people redundant with the 
farmhands at the affected farms losing their jobs. The 
attendee noted that the proposals need further examination 
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and ensure that there are the proper opportunities and 
benefits brought forward. 

 
3 Future Workshops 

 
3.1 MC asked the attendees how they wished to see future 

workshops being brought forward noting the evening’s 
good turnout making a workshop environment difficult to 
achieve. MC noted that, in her experience, successful 
workshops need no more than 40 attendees at a time. MC 
suggested 3 potential ways in which this could be achieved 
going forward. 
 
a) Parallel workshops – attendees indicate a day or 

evening preference. 
b) Specialist workshops – workshops organised into 

specialist themes such as environment, transport, 
health etc to which attendees sign up to events they 
are interested in learning more about. 

c) Nominated attendees – local groups or residents 
nominate individuals to attend on their behalf who 
then report back to the group they represent. 

 
3.2 An attendee queried when a public meeting would be 

arranged instead of a workshop where members of the 
public can ask questions, get more details and be given an 
honest answer. The attendee noted their preference that 
everyone present is able to stay with this process together 
and not be split. MAD noted in his experience public 
meetings have not been particularly helpful in shaping a 
scheme and gaining views. MAD noted that the County 
Council may convene a public meeting to which Banks 
Mining would attend if requested. MC noted Banks had 
been clear that attendees were being invited to a workshop 
and that the attendees should consider how this can be 
achieved successfully. However, MC confirmed she would 
ensure that everyone would be given an opportunity to 
have their say. At this point MC let attendees ask questions 
to which they wanted responses from Banks Mining: 
 

3.3 An attendee noted that people just want to have some 
basic questions to which they deserve answers to, whether 
it be a large or small scale meeting. The attendee queried 
how many people Banks Mining would employ on site for 
the long term from Shotton and how many would be 
genuine new jobs. 

 
3.4 An attendee queried what Banks Mining’s operational costs 

would be and what Banks Mining’s revenue is expected to 
be. The attendee noted that Banks make reference to the 
amount of money which they spend in the community, but 
noted that Harry Banks takes £2m in annual dividends, and 
requested that Banks Mining supply details of how much 
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they would be willing to spend on the local community. The 
attendee noted that until Banks Mining come clean 
everyone is in the dark and people would like more 
answers and less wishy-washy stuff. 

 
3.5 An attendee queried the difference in plans between the 

scoping report and the invitation and plan shown on the 
Community Workshop exhibition boards. The attendee 
queried which plan is the correct version. 

 
3.6 An attendee noted their frustration that no answers had 

been provided to any of the questions raised this evening 
and would have to wait until the next meeting for answers. 
The attendee noted that everyone should have the 
opportunity to come to the workshops. 

 
3.7 An attendee noted that Banks Mining were attempting to 

divide and rule. 
 
3.8 An attendee noted that there was a feeling from all 

attendees that they wished to see Banks Mining respond 
with sincerity and honesty. They noted that people want to 
ensure care and wealth is transferred to the next 
generation and that we need to work with a common goal 
but that maintenance of existing jobs should not be 
dismissed. The attendee would like to think that if we 
returned in a year’s time to see how Banks Mining was 
delivering on its promises that it would be a favourable 
outcome. 

 
3.9 An attendee noted that the Banks Mining webpage states 

that there would be 150 people working at the proposed 
Highthorn surface mine. The attendee noted that those 150 
people would be transferred from Shotton which would 
mean no employment for the area. The attendee noted that 
the impact of the proposed surface mine on the coastal 
road would affect the area badly for the next 15 years. 

 
3.10 An attendee requested that Banks Mining be sincere and 

provide the community with an idea of what the surface 
mine is going to be. The attendee expressed frustration 
that the proposals were not defined and noted that Banks 
would have a fall-back position in place. The attendee 
queried when Banks Mining would come clean and tell the 
community what will be happening noting it was about time 
it was bottomed out. 

 
3.11 An attendee noted that it was not about the money that 

Banks Mining may or may not make but that you can’t put a 
price on the natural beauty. The attendee noted in their 
opinion it can’t be put back in the same way. They noted 
that whilst the country park is a relic of opencast coal 
mining it feels like a backward step to go back into coal 
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mining when we should be looking at renewable energy. 
The attendee noted that they regularly work in the Antarctic 
and has personally seen the impact of climate change. The 
attendee noted it wasn’t just the proposed surface mine but 
that the area has also been attacked by the Blue Sky 
development by Widdrington Village, wind turbines, and 
Ferneybeds. The attendee noted that we’ll all be dead by 
2035 and the opencast will create 10 to 15 years of dust, 
noise and machines. 

 
3.12 Attendee noted that the scoping report submitted to 

Northumberland County Council by Banks Mining was 
received on 23 December. The attendee noted that 
legislatively the County Council had to close responses to 
the scoping 3 weeks later by 12 January 2015.  The 
attendee noted that Banks Mining intended this to be the 
case until Northumberland Wildlife Trust complained and 
asked for an extension until 26 January 2015, a revised 
date to which no one has been advised. 
               
MAD responded to this query noting that Banks Mining had 
been surprised by the short deadline provided for the 
scoping report responses and had been made aware by 
Northumberland Wildlife Trusts’s statement of the 
difficulties this had caused. MAD noted Banks Mining had 
contacted Northumberland County Council immediately 
following this difficulty to request an extension and then 
wrote to all statutory consultees and interest groups to 
inform them of the change of date. MAD invited that 
Northumberland County Council case officer in attendance, 
Frances Wilkinson (FW), to offer their views on the 
situation. FW 
 
FW confirmed that the scoping report was submitted before 
Christmas and noted that typically consultees are given 3 
weeks to respond to scoping reports, partly because the 
council has 5 weeks to respond themselves. FW noted that 
as people were struggling with the time, Banks request for 
an extension and the Council’s decision to provide an 
extension overlapped leading to a formal extension of two 
weeks until 26 January 2015. 

 
3.13 An attendee expressed concern and frustration that MAD 

was picking and choosing which questions to respond to, 
noting it was increasing all attendees’ annoyance and 
asked that Banks Mining respond to all the queries raised. 
 

3.14 An attendee pointed out that whilst people could accept 
that submitting the scoping report just before Christmas 
was coincidence, they queried how Banks Mining can 
explain that the project was first announced with TV and 
radio interviews the day after the Parish Councils broke for 
summer holidays stopping them from providing a response. 
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A further attendee noted that not all Parish Councils break 
for summer. 
          

3.15 MC referred to the question on the flipchart posed to all 
attendees when they first arrived asking them to rate their 
views on ‘I believe involving local people at an early stage, 
and throughout the development of the Highthorn surface 
mine should result in a positive outcome for everyone’  and 
noted that there were a lot of xx’s at the top end of the 
graph agreeing with the statement. MC noted that not 
many of those people had expressed their views this 
evening and invited them to come forward. An attendee 
commented that if the same question was being asked 
again perhaps people would give a different answer after 
this evening’s workshop. 

 
3.16 An attendee noted that the local community had to endure 

Stobswood for more than 20 years. The attendee noted 
that they had been a member of the Ferneybeds 
Community Design Workshops and found it to be an 
excellent experience where people put issues forward, the 
issues were taken away and every one of those questions 
was answered by Banks or the Council and noted their 
hope that the same thing would happen after tonight’s 
workshop. This attendee also noted that not many of the 
people in the room attended the Ferneybeds workshops. 
The attendee asked if everyone could work together to 
ensure the community get something out of Highthorn. The 
attendee noted that the Ferneybeds proposals were altered 
after the scoping report had been submitted in response to 
the issues raised and hoped that the same thing could 
happen at the next workshop. 

 
3.17 An attendee noted that it would be useful to see a model of 

what the site will look like at future workshops. The 
attendee noted that they are a regular dog walker across 
the site and have concerns about that pathways being 
closed or walking so close to the operations and the impact 
on the environment. 

 
3.18 An attendee queried whether Banks would re-think a public 

meeting following the comments received. They noted their 
support for a public meeting noting it may not be useful to 
Banks’ cause but it would allow people to get things off 
their chests rather than concentrating on workshops going 
forward. 

 
3.19 An attendee queried that as we live in the 21st century, if 

information associated with the project and the workshops 
can be posted online so people can have their say. 

 
3.20 An attendee noted that as some people have poor internet 

connections in the local area, minutes and details 
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associated with the workshops should be posted to 
attendees. 

 
3.21 An attendee noted that if people wanted an example of a 

Banks restoration scheme they should have a look at the 
Pegswood site noting it was pretty grim. The attendee 
queried what the restoration plans are for Highthorn, 
especially what would happen in the event that Banks go 
bust. They queried what guarantee the community would 
have and asked what the current position with the 
Pegswood site. 

 
3.22 An attendee noted that typically Northumberland County 

Council would request for a restoration bond to be put in 
place and queried whether Banks would put a bond in 
place. The attendee also queried how much this would be 
for and queried how Banks would will deal with the drop in 
coal price. 
 

4 Closing Remarks 
 
4.1 MC thanked all attendees for their time and the respect 

shown to each other when expressing their views. MC 
noted that she hoped Banks Mining had heard the strong 
messages coming from the community during the 
Workshop and that the community need to hear answers 
and responses to their questions during future Workshops 
which she hoped to play a part in. 
 

4.2 MC asked the attendees to write down their views on the 
three options suggested for the format of future workshops, 
or any other suggestions they may have and display them 
on the board for Banks to consider. 

 
4.3 MC reminded all attendees that Banks would display 

information on their website regarding future workshops 
and will ensure the same information is sent via post where 
people have provided their contact details to allow them to 
do so. 

 
4.4 MC noted that all members of the Banks Mining team will 

be around this evening if anyone has any further comments 
or questions they wish to address directly to a member of 
the team. 

 
 
Notes minuted & prepared 
by J Bethell 
 
  


