
 

 

 
 

HIGHTHORN COMMUNITY WORKSHOP 2 
CM/N/795/COM-LIAISON 

 
Held on Monday 9 February 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 (GLD)  – Senior Project Manager 
  Sam Thistlethwaite (SDT)  – Senior Development Planner 
  Barnaby Pilgrim  – Projects Director 
  Jeannie Kielty  (JK)  – Development Relations Coordinator 
  Chris Kelsey (CK)  – Communications Manager 
  Joanne Bethell   – Project Secretary 
  Rachel Dowson  – Secretary 
  Michelle Cairns  – Secretary 
   
 
  81 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 provided housekeeping details. 
 
1.3 MC noted all present should have received a copy of the last 

Workshop Notes and Agenda for this meeting prior to 
tonight. Should anyone have any queries they should speak 
to JK at the end of this workshop. 

 
1.4 As at the last Workshop, MC asked all attendees to agree 

that they conduct themselves with consideration to others 
and to adopt the one voice rule while other attendees listen 
and await their turn to voice their views. All attendees gave 
their general agreement to this approach. 

 
1.5 MC noted that there were five parliamentary candidates 

present at the workshop this evening and welcomed them 
all. MC explained they were here to listen to the 
presentations and the views of the community rather than to 
express their own views on the proposed scheme. 
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1.6 MC confirmed that she was an independent facilitator 
engaged and paid by Banks and gave a brief overview of her 
career history. 

 
1.7 GLD explained to all present that at the first workshop  

attendees were asked to provide Banks with questions that 
they would like raised at future workshops – these questions 
have now been grouped into various categories which 
resulted in tonight’s workshop concentrating on site design, 
the planning system and need for coal. GLD stressed that 
nothing shown in the presentations this evening are to be 
considered fixed, but for us all to work together to discuss 
the critical question of how we can make the current 
proposals better. 

 
1.8 GLD went through the agenda for future workshops and 

noted that some dates may change but all attendees will be 
contacted in due course with details.  

 
1.9 GLD noted that answers to questions raised at Workshop 1 

that will not be covered specifically within the remaining 
Workshops can be found on The Banks Group Highthorn 
website under the FAQ section. 

 
1.10 Banks staff introduced themselves before the presentations 

took place. 
 

2 Highthorn Site Design Presentation 
 
GLD tabled the powerpoint presentation (see Banks 
Group/Highthorn website link for details) and the following questions 
were raised:      
 
2.1 An attendee queried whether the phasing drawings would 

be available on the website – GLD confirmed all 
presentations would be available on the website from 
tomorrow (10 Feb ’15). 
 

2.2 An attendee queried if these were the definitive plans or will 
there be a chance of extensions etc? GLD explained that 
Banks Mining is always interested in potential new sites and 
further opportunities. However, GLD emphasised that there 
are currently no plans for any extensions at this site and that 
the current design represents what Banks Mining believes 
to be the best and most economically sensible layout 
considering the current coal market conditions. GLD noted 
that should this change at any time, the community would 
consulted on the plans and any extension would be subject 
to a further planning application submission. 

 
2.3 An attendee questioned the seams and depth of the design? 

GLD confirmed that the proposed depth of the mining 
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excavation was around 60 metres at its deepest although it 
varies and is shallower in some locations. 

 
2.4 An attendee asked if the site had been mined before? GLD 

noted that there had been some previous mining around the 
extraction area but explained that ideally Banks were looking 
for solid shallow coal.  

 
2.5 Two attendees queried what the position is on 24 hour 

working?  GLD stated there are no fixed plans yet regarding 
operating hours or shift patterns but the scoping report 
included the potential of 24 hour working. GLD noted the 
main benefit that longer working hours would bring forward 
for new jobs, as well as continuity of employment for existing 
staff and potentially increase the speed of the site. GLD 
explained that 24hr working comes with different noise limits 
for daytime, evening and night time, meaning that only 
certain works would be carried out at certain periods of the 
day in order to meet those noise limits. GLD noted Highthorn 
is a very quiet location and would be very challenging to 
achieve the noise limit when working at night as it is 
imperative for people to enjoy their home life and not be 
disturbed when they are trying to sleep. GLD noted people’s 
interest in this topic and that it was an area which would 
continue to be investigated. 

 
2.6 An attendee questioned if Banks will buy or lease the land? 

GLD noted that there are various arrangements in place but 
that Banks has not purchased any land in the area at this 
time. The attendee went on to query at what point do you 
buy the mine?  Does Banks Mining purchase the land before 
it goes into planning?  GLD noted that no purchase of the 
land would be required at any time in the scheme. 

 
2.7 An attendee queried if this site was going to affect plans for 

Ferneybeds?  GLD affirmed that Banks Mining is still 
committed to the Ferneybeds project and is in discussions 
with Northern Power Grid regarding the relocation of 
overhead power cables which are currently on the site. It 
was noted that these discussions were taking a long time to 
progress so as yet there is no imminent start date. GLD 
noted that when there was any progress on this issue an 
update would be provided to the community. 

 
2.8 An attendee asked if Banks is still intent on using main roads 

for the transportation of coal?  GLD confirmed that this was 
the case and explained that transport would be leaving to 
the south of the site. On query, GLD noted that coal 
transportation would not be 24 hours even if some site 
activity was carried out 24 hours a day. If Banks is 
transporting coal out of the site it would be limited to daytime 
only (7am to 7pm). 

 



GLD/JB CM/N/795/Comms 4 
Workshop Notes 
Highthorn Workshop 2  9 February 2015 
   

2.9 An attendee queried whether any blasting would be carried 
out seven days a week, including nights if 24 hour working 
is pursued? GLD confirmed that blasting would only take 
place during the day and within allocated time slots which 
would be conditioned by any planning application granted. 
No blasting would occur on weekend. 

 
2.10 An attendee queried as to whether the mitigation areas had 

been discussed with NWT? GLD confirmed and NWT has 
been party to numerous discussions and is kept up to date 
with the current proposals. GLD noted NWT has also 
responded formally to the scoping report and that a link to 
the Scoping Report responses can be found on our website. 

 
2.11 An attendee commented that the clarity of the maps in the 

presentation was very important and rules out any more 
misconceptions from attendees on how the proposal is being 
shown. 

 
2.12 An attendee asked whether 24hr working would improve or 

enhance job prospects. GLD confirmed that it would improve 
jobs availability due to number of shifts that would need to 
be in place. It could also bring an added benefit that it would 
shorten the life of the project. MAD noted that during 
commencement of the scheme (ie: compound setup, fencing 
of areas, creating screening mounds) which can be a noisier 
activity while the noise screening mounds are being created, 
reduced hours are often used in line with planning 
regulations. 
 

2.13 An attendee asked whether the progressive restoration 
shown on the plans would be locked into any permission 
granted? GLD explained that any progressive restoration 
would be shown on the phasing plans that we submit within 
the Planning Application and the Council will ensure that any 
permission directly references those phasing plans. GLD 
explained that progressive restoration works in everyone’s 
favour, as it makes more sense that we restore a site whilst 
working in that area. MAD confirmed that there are other 
benefits of progressive restoration, noting that it enabled the 
site to be worked more efficiently and sensitively 
 

2.14 An attendee queried how the entry and exit route would work 
noting concern that over 150 wagons leaving the site each 
day onto a very fast road? GLD noted that exact plans would 
be prepared for the planning application following 
discussions with the council. GLD noted that a deceleration 
lane would probably be required for wagons turning right into 
the site, and wagons would only be allowed to turn left on 
exit.  
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3 Planning Process Presentation  

 
SDT tabled powerpoint presentation (see Banks Group/Highthorn 
website link for details) and the following comments and questions 
were raised: 
 
3.1 SDT explained who had been contacted to date, through the 

scoping process and then asked the audience if anyone else 
should be informed of the application. Attendees responded 
with the following suggestions: 
 
•  Woodland Trust 
•  English Tourist Board/Northumberland tourist board – SDT  
   agreed he would look into this AP1 SDT 
•  Ramblers Association 
•  British Horse Society 
•  European Union – SDT agreed he would look into this AP2 SDT  
•  Heritage Coast – planning policy designation 
•  Red Squirrels – SDT to speak to the Wildlife Trust to 

                           see whether there is a  specialist group on Red Squirrels      AP3 SDT 

•  National History Society Northumbria 
 

3.2 An attendee queried whether contact had been made with 
‘clean air organisations’. F Wilkinson (NCC) confirmed that 
this was carried out by the Environmental Health Dept. at the 
Council. 
 

3.3 An attendee queried whether Banks contacted all of these 
groups as a standard approach on all previous applications.  
SDT explained that every site is different and in some cases 
certain organisations and bodies will have no interest in 
relation to the proposals, depending upon its location. SDT 
gave the example of the current Banks sites in south east 
Northumberland and Newcastle, where Newcastle 
International airport is kept informed, however in relation to 
Highthorn they have not been consulted as it is outside of 
their area of interest. 

  
3.4 An attendee queried if the Heritage Coast should be 

consulted? SDT explained that the Heritage coast is a policy 
rather than a separate entity or organisation (like the Area of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty), consideration of the Heritage 
coast would be highlighted by NCC and Natural England 
rather than a separate organisation. 

 
3.5 The attendee also queried if all people/groups/organisations 

which have previously been contacted before the scoping 
report submission should automatically be contacted again? 
SDT explained that this is the norm.  

 
3.6 An attendee stated that the National Trust had been 

consulted on 22 January 2015.    SDT confirmed that he had 
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spoken to the National Trust and the Council have contacted 
them in relation to providing a written response to the 
Scoping Report. 

 
3.7 An attendee stated there was an interesting article from 

Scottish Wildlife Trust about what they feel about opencast 
mining.   The conversation led onto restoration and the 
ongoing challenges being experienced, particularly in 
Scotland.  SDT explained that restoration would be explored 
in detail at a workshop in the future.  
 

3.8 An attendee asked whether there was any linkage between 
Highthorn and the Ferneybeds site.  SDT confirmed that 
there would be no physical links between the sites. 

 
3.9 An attendee commented on the geological fault called the 

“Northumberland Trough” which runs through the site 
explaining this was the reason the nuclear power station 
plans had not been progressed. He explained he had met 
with Barry Grimes and provided maps detailing this huge 
geographical fault and asked what effect it will have on this 
site?  SDT explained that he would ask a Banks Geologist 
to provide a detailed response to ensure a correct response 
was provided.  AP4 SDT 

 
3.10 An attendee asked if desktop survey of mine shafts which 

are located east to west across the site has been carried out. 
SDT confirmed that had been carried out as part of 
Ferneybeds site and that the Highthorn site will also be fully 
surveyed. 
 

3.11 An attendee questioned as to how many geologists Banks 
employ?  SDT confirmed that currently one geologist was 
employed and several site Engineers who all work on 
reviewing existing site conditions and the impact this could 
have on the site and it’s design. 

 
3.12 An attendee asked if there are any cables through the site? 

SDT explained that there is a services plan included in the 
Scoping Report which shows one electricity cable within the 
site boundary. 

 
3.13 An attendee queried the impact upon the beach high tide, 

including the sand dunes and Cresswell ponds which are 
Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). SDT confirmed 
Banks is aware of the SSSI designation and will ensure 
there is no adverse effect on these SSSI’s.  He explained 
that the Heritage Coast designation is concerned with 
landscape and the SSSI designation is national level 
designation. He noted that each designation is separate 
from the other.  
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3.14 SDT confirmed that the Planning Application will be 
submitted to Northumberland County Council – who in turn 
will ask for comments from the local community.  Officers will 
then make a decision as to whether further information is 
required from Banks Mining to enable them to determine the 
planning application.  The Council will then speak to 
members of the planning committee regarding a site visit.  
Public meetings may take place and once the questions 
have been answered the Planning Committee will write their 
report and the report heard at a Committee meeting. 
 

3.15 An attendee queried the timescale of the planning 
application submission.  SDT noted that we hope to submit 
an application later in the year.  An attendee asked for 
clarification as to when that would be.  SDT explained it 
could be late spring, however there was a substantial 
amount of information to pull together and as such this could 
be subject to change. 
 

3.16 An attendee asked how they would know when the planning 
application had been submitted.  SDT responded by saying 
that everyone who had attended the workshop would be 
notified as well as it being widely advertised on the Banks 
website. SDT explained that the Council would also notify 
the local community by neighbourhood notification. 

 
3.17 An attendee queried how we are going to monitor air quality 

and noise and whether it should be part of the Environmental 
Statement? SDT confirmed it is included and covered within 
an Environmental Management Plan (EMP) which will be 
submitted as part of the planning application. 

 
3.18 Attendee queried air cleanliness and whether readings had 

been taken. SDT confirmed that existing background air 
quality readings had been taken over the last year. 

 
3.19 Discussion was held regarding issues in the past with Alcan 

regarding dust around the Ellington and Widdrington area 
when wind was blowing in a certain direction. SDT explained 
that Banks take all possible efforts to minimise dust and the 
situation will be monitored very closely. In the event there 
are issues, operations are stopped immediately whilst the 
situation is resolved. 

 
3.20 An attendee commented on the approximate 150 wagon 

movements leaving south from the site and questioned 
whether Banks have looked into train deliveries. SDT 
confirmed that we are looking into the potential of this form 
of transport and noted that the coal from the Shotton and 
Brenkley sites currently transport to the Port of Blyth then to 
our customers via rail. 
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4 Need for Coal Presentation 
 
BJP tabled powerpoint presentation (see Banks Group/Highthorn 
website link for details) and the following questions were raised: 
 
4.1 An attendee questioned why are we selling coal to other 

countries and not keeping it in this country?  BJP noted that 
as the national figures show we export a small proportion of 
coal to niche markets such as household or some coal used 
in industrial sectors.  BJP explained that the market dictates 
what is required. 
 

4.2 An attendee asked if the coal industry is being reduced and 
making up a smaller slice of the electricity generation 
market? BJP confirmed that this was the case looking at the 
overall picture over the previous medium term, but noted 
that coals proportion of the current electricity generating mix 
has been holding steady for some time at around 30-40% of 
the electricity generation market.   

 
4.3 An attendee asked as to whether we would be putting 

turbines on the land once the mining had been finished and 
how long the turbines would be in situ. BJP confirmed that 
we have no wind farm plans for the site on restoration of the 
coaling activities.  

 
4.4 An attendee questioned if Banks have restored sites to 

anything other than country parks?  BJP noted that other 
types of restoration had occurred, noting different sites have 
different requirements and opportunities on restoration. He 
explained some of our previous sites have been restored for 
development purposes, others to agriculture as well as 
country parks and nature reserves. 

  
4.5 An attendee queried what confidence does Banks has for 

the long term future of coal when the world market has no 
confidence. The attendee referenced reports and comments 
from the banking industry and EU noting that the coal 
industry had no future and that they would not financially 
support the industry in the long term. BJP disagreed with the 
conclusions the attendee had drawn from the statements 
noting Banks Mining’s confidence in the future of the market, 
and that we have existing customers that need coal now and 
in the future which will allow us to continue investing in coal 
project and in the local community.  BJP noted that he was 
happy to talk in detail about climate change and the coal 
industry to the attendee after the presentations. 
 

4.6 An attendee questioned if Banks had completed a full survey 
of the whole site to ascertain how much coal is there and 
queried how Banks assess the site profitability?  BJP 
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confirmed that drilling exercises have been carried out on 
site followed by a financial analysis of our costs to extract 
the coal to ensure it was financially viable. 
 

4.7 An attendee stated that the Pegswood site was not restored 
and asked how this stacks up with the quoted 100% 
restoration record?  BJP explained that Pegswood was fully 
restored but there was an issue with the lake where it failed 
to reach the anticipated level. He explained that a detailed 
analysis and consultation on the issue then took place that 
lead to further work being carried out on site last year with 
new paths and habitat creation taking place. 

 
4.8 An attendee queried if BJP could explain how Banks can 

support local jobs and businesses with what would be the 
largest site in the UK which will last for years and will 
decimate the area. BJP disagreed that the project will 
decimate the area and that Banks have operated in the 
industry over a 38 year period, seeing the benefits 
successful projects, such as Highthorn, can bring to an area. 

 
4.9 An attendee stated that Banks will not be creating jobs as 

we will be exporting jobs into the area. BJP explained that 
the topic of jobs will be covered in a later workshop but that 
we understood it was an important issue for the local 
community. 
 

4.10 An attendee queried the SSSI noting that whilst the actual 
site may not be SSSI the surrounding area is designated. 
BJP noted that further workshops need to discuss what 
impact the site will have on the wildlife on the neighbouring 
SSSI site noted that questions on this topic should be 
addressed to the experts at a future workshop. 

 
4.11 An attendee queried the restoration package asking what 

guarantees of restoration would be brought forward and in 
what format? Is it monetary? The attendee asked where is 
the money held and who is responsible for keeping it, 
bearing in mind that anything can happen over the life of the 
site. BJP explained that there are a number of different 
mechanisms which can be used. One such is a restoration 
bond that is agreed with the council and / or landowners. 
BJP noted that as we are still in the early design process this 
issue will be addressed with the Council at a later stage in 
the development process. 

 
4.12 An attendee asked about new technology which will enable 

coal underground to be gasified likening it to keyhole surgery 
and asked if Banks would consider use such techniques in 
the future? BJP explained that our sites will be worked in a 
sensitive manner in the short term using traditional 
extraction techniques as in reality this new technology is a 
long way off being commercially available, possibly at least 
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10 years away. The question was asked whether the site 
could wait until this technology was available? BJP 
responded that there is a need for coal now to which the coal 
at Highthorn would help meet the demand. 

 
4.13 An attendee asked if the coal mined in this country would 

offset imports? BJP explained that this is a complex area 
and he would happily discuss in detail after the 
presentations but noted that there is a need for a mix of both 
imported and indigenous coal. BJP noted That Banks 
Mining’s focus was ensuring that where possible, the 
benefits of extracting indigenous coal were kept local both 
through local jobs and local investment in the supply chain. 

 
4.14 An attendee queried how long coal powered power stations 

will remain. BJP explained that there is legislative framework 
in place under the Industrial Emissions Directive which sets 
out details of how coal generation can operate up to and 
beyond the 2023 date when new emissions thresholds are 
introduced. Compliance with the new standard requires 
installation of emissions reduction equipment. BJP 
emphasised that whilst coal burn may reduce from that time, 
the country still has energy needs which will need to be met, 
and the UK cannot move away from coal burning electricity 
generation wholly until a replacement has been provided. 

 
4.15 An attendee noted that the tonnage has dropped from 7m 

tonnes down to 5m. The attendee queried if it was likely that 
during the 8-10yrs would Banks look to extract the additional 
2m tonnes. BJP confirmed there had been a reduction in 
tonnage as this was felt to be the most appropriate site. Any 
new proposals would be subject to a further planning 
application. 

 
4.16 An attendee queried how the falling price of coal will affect 

Banks as the site could become commercially unviable. BJP 
noted that whilst there has been a reduction in world coal 
price all indicators show that it has steadied out and that we 
are confident that our economic assessment shows that the 
site is viable and commercially robust. 

 
4.17 An attendee questioned if Banks actually take on 

apprentices from the local area. BJP confirmed that Banks 
do operate an apprenticeship scheme and went on to note 
that 50% of our current employees live within a 5 mile radius 
of the current sites in operation. BJP explained that securing 
the expertise to work these sites, which involves working on 
large and expensive machines, is an important part of the 
staff training whilst working with us. BJP noted that all site 
operatives have been through an NVQ level 2 training and 
training and development of our staff is something we take 
very seriously. JK suggested that a potential use of any 
Community Funding could be put towards a skills fund 
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should the local community support this idea. JK noted that 
we’d explore this idea further in a future workshop. It was 
explained that at the Shotton surface mine a dedicated 
training centre has been opened with a permanent on site 
trainer to ensure good quality training for our workforce and 
their future career path. 

 
5 Summary and Key Points raised at Workshop 2 

 
5.1 CK summarised the key points that had been raised during 

the Planning Process presentations as: 
 
- SSSI status 
- Timing of planning permission 
- Engagement with conservation bodies 

 
5.2 MAD summarised the key points that had been raised during 

the Site Design presentation as: 
 
- Shift patterns – potential on jobs and operations 
- Potential for extensions in the area and for the site 
- 24 hour working 
- Works within the buffer zone and the general 

misconception that Banks are going to ‘dig up’ Druridge 
Bay 

 
5.3 JK summarised the key points that had been raised during 

the Need for Coal presentation as: 
 
- The impact of the price of coal on Highthorn 
- Concerns regarding importing too much from abroad 
- Queries as to how we calculate profits  
- Seeking reassurance in the coal industry and what 

Banks do 
 

6 Date and Time of Next Meeting 
 
6.1 MAD thanked everyone for attending Workshop 2 and 

hoped all present found the presentations and discussions 
useful. 
 

6.2 It was noted that should anyone wish to contact the team to 
email JK or contact us on the Highthorn email address which 
can be found on the website. 

 
6.3 MAD reminded the attendees to review the ‘Frequently 

Asked Questions’ from Workshop 1 which will be uploaded 
on the website in the next few days and will hopefully answer 
many of the questions raised. 

 
6.4 MAD notified the attendees that the next workshop 

provisional date of 1 March 2015 is very likely to be changed 
as the team need to digest the information gathered this 



GLD/JB CM/N/795/Comms 12 
Workshop Notes 
Highthorn Workshop 2  9 February 2015 
   

evening to ensure the right personnel are available to 
address the issues raised. MAD noted that a new date will 
be confirmed in due course. 

 
6.5 MC thanked all attendees for their time and the respect 

shown to each other when expressing their views and 
adhering to the one voice rule. 

 
6.6 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/R Dowson & M Cairns 
 




