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THE ATTACHED TRANSCRIPT WAS TYPED FROM A RECORDING AND NOT COPIED 

FROM AN ORIGINAL SCRIPT.  BECAUSE OF THE RISK OF MISHEARING AND THE 

DIFFICULTY IN SOME CASES OF IDENTIFYING INDIVIDUAL SPEAKERS, THE BBC 

CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY. 

 

“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 10 June 2008 

Repeat:  Sunday 15 June 2008 

 

Producer:  Samantha Fenwick 

Reporter:  Julian O’Halloran 

Editor:   David Ross 

 

ACTUALITY ON COAL JETTY   

 

O’HALLORAN: Coal being unloaded from a ship into a power plant. A 

fuel which, twenty years ago, seemed to have had its day. But now coal is staging a 

comeback.  

 

HIGHMOOR: We get deliveries of coal a couple of times every week 

from the continent. The coal comes in. We can get it out straight from the belly of the ship 

onto the conveyor belt that takes the coal the full stretch of the jetty, down towards the 

power station, where it’s ground up to generate the electricity.     

 

O’HALLORAN: With sky high oil and gas prices, the Government sees 

a big role for coal in Britain’s energy mix, now and in the future. Indeed it seems a new 

wave of coal-fired power plants is getting a green light from Government, even though coal 

is branded the main villain in causing climate change, through its high carbon dioxide 

emissions. Ministers point to a technical fix - to bury that CO2 in old oil wells. But File on 4 

has learned that that technology could take twenty years to roll out, and it could double the 

cost of the power produced.  The Government is being accused of dithering and confusion on 

energy strategy.  
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BURKE: The way to characterise, I think, the Government’s 

approach to energy policy is that it has been deeply muddled.  The result is that there are 

mixed signals coming out to energy investors and to the public at large, and people aren’t at 

all clear what’s actually going to happen. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

   

ACTUALITY AT OPENCAST SITE, NORTHUMBERLAND  

 

HARRISON: The picture in front of us is that of the coal seam that’s 

one of the fourteen coal seams on site that’s being stripped.  You can see the thickness of 

this is about 80 centimetres, one of the thicker seams that we have on site.  And this is being 

prepared, ready to be taken away to our coal processing area. 

 

ACTUALITY IN LAND ROVER 

 

O’HALLORAN: In a big Land Rover we’re bouncing down a steep 

wide track into a vast opencast coal mine going as deep as a tower block and close to half a 

mile long. It’s been gouged into a once-beautiful stretch of Northumberland countryside. 

And the coal is being ripped from the rocks by huge excavators.  

 

HARRISON: We’re progressing along the main haul over the Delhi 

surface mine and on our right at the moment are some of the larger dump trucks that we have 

on site, ranging in size from 100 to 150 tons, they’re used for the major earth moving 

operations that we undertake on site.    

 

O’HALLORAN: How good is the quality of coal here and what is it 

going to be used for? 

 

HARRISON: Coal from the Northumberland coal field is well 

renowned for its high heat value and relatively low sulphur content, and a certain amount of 

coal goes to the Yorkshire power stations at Drax and Eggborough. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So the coal from here is important to Britain’s energy 

resources? 
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HARRISON: We feel the coal from the Delhi surface mine is an 

integral part of the energy requirements for this country, both from a local industry point of 

view, and a wider national need as well. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So strong is demand for the coal that the company 

here, Banks Mining, is opening up another opencast mine nearby at Shotton - to the disgust 

of some residents.   

 

DALEY: What we’re looking at here is what was until fairly 

recently a very beautiful site with green trees and green fields, and now it’s been decimated 

by the creation of what is going to be one of the largest opencast coal mines in 

Northumberland.  We’ve got on there 20 ton trucks, we’ve got tractors digging up the soil to 

create what looks like a lunar landscape. It’s an appalling rape of the countryside. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Conservative Councillor, Wayne Daley, says the first 

he knew of the plan was when he went to a presentation by the company. At first he thought 

it was all about creating a gigantic and voluptuous landform sculpture, named after the 

county and sited not far from where thousands of people were living.  

   

DALEY: Here was going to be left a wonderful legacy with the 

creation of something called Northumberlandia - a naked figure of a woman with huge 

breasts which you could only see from the sky, and it would be surrounded by lakes and 

small visitor attractions. We genuinely did think that’s what it was about. It was only as the 

presentation continued that we realised that this was actually about opencast coal mining, 

and I think from that point on we realised that this was going to be a ploy by the group to 

actually talk about the end result as opposed to the means of achieving that result, which was 

the removal of coal on the door step of 38,000 people. 

  

O’HALLORAN: So what happened after that initial presentation? 

  

DALEY: As a ward councillor I took it on myself to inform 

local people of what was happening.  In my eight years as a local authority councillor, I can 

tell you that I have never been contacted about an issue the level to which I have on this.  I 

got hundreds of phone calls and quite literally hundreds of emails from local people saying, 

‘Are you serious?’ 
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 O’HALLORAN: For Banks Mining, managing director Steven Harrison 

says plenty of local people were in favour of the new mine. And he denies that there was 

ever an intention to mislead villagers about the Shotton plans.   

What was the idea of this giant reclining female sculpted into the landscape?  Was it to 

distract attention from your coal mining operation? 

 

HARRISON: Certainly not, we were certainly upfront about our 

plans to mine 3.4 million tonnes of coal and I would strongly dispute any suggestion that we 

hid those behind the landform park that we are proposing.  I believe that we’ve shown as a 

company that coal can be worked in close proximity to local communities without undue 

environmental disturbance. 

 

O’HALLORAN: But if you rip up a whole area of the countryside and 

you have an impact on people living nearby for ten years or so, that is a huge impact, isn’t it? 

 

HARRISON: In the case of the Shotton site, the majority of 

residents are well in excess of a kilometre away from the site.  There is an ever increasing 

requirement for energy in the United Kingdom and elsewhere.  Coal, I believe, will form a 

significant part of that need and that requirement in years to come. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Two years ago, the company’s application to mine at 

Shotton was rejected by Northumberland County Council. But the council was later 

overruled by a planning inspector and central Government, says Wayne Daley.  

 

DALEY: A minister in London, Hazel Blears, as Communities 

Minister, actually made the decision to impose open cast mining on the people of 

Cramlington. Hazel Blears, to the best of my knowledge, has never been to the site, she 

didn’t come up – and we did extend an invitation to ministers to come and meet local 

residents.  That never came about.  So as far as I’m aware, ministers just simply took the 

piece of paper and ratified it. 

 

O’HALLORAN: The perception by the Government that coal is 

important to security of energy supply and actually to keeping the lights on. 
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DALEY: I don’t disagree that it’s important to have our own 

base of coal, but what I do argue is that there needs to be a degree of responsibility where 

that coal is extracted from. 

  

O’HALLORAN: Northumberland officials are puzzled, because 

Shotton lies in a so-called constraint area, where there is a presumption against opencast 

mining. The county’s head of planning, Gordon Halliday, says not just here, but elsewhere in 

England, counties trying to adhere to planning guidelines by rejecting opencast mines have 

been overruled by Whitehall.  

 

HALLIDAY: I think we do have concerns that this is the third site in 

eighteen months that has been overturned on appeal by the Secretary of State. There’s a site 

in Leicestershire, a site in Derbyshire and now a site in Northumberland, all of them refused 

by local authority and each of them has gone to public inquiry and each of them, at the end 

of the day, is being allowed to proceed.  We are concerned that there is the makings of a 

trend there. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Central Government is really staring, it seems, into the 

face of a perceived energy gap, and isn’t it natural for them really, if they think coal can be 

mined in Britain still, to allow that to happen? 

 

HALLIDAY: Well, if that is the case, then the Government needs to 

formally review and revise its policy towards opencast coal mining, because as far as we’re 

aware – and the Government has confirmed this – the Government’s policy towards opencast 

coal mining is that there is a general presumption against opencast coal mining.  If this new 

need for coal is true, then what the Government needs to do is to formally review its policy. 

  

O’HALLORAN: And it’s not just in England that new opencast mine 

plans have been vigorously opposed by some local residents.  

 

ACTUALITY IN MERTHYR TYDFIL  
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AUSTIN: You're actually looking now down into the hole. 

Those machines you can see there, they are the actual earth-moving machines.  What they 

are doing now is trying to get at the coal. It can get very very windy up here and that will 

whip up the dust off this site and it can travel quite a distance. 

 

O’HALLORAN: On a hillside in South Wales, Alyson Austin relates 

the huge grey and black scars of an opencast mine at Merthyr Tydfil to the housing estate 

where she lives a few hundred metres from it. She is one of a group of residents who have 

doggedly opposed the mine’s development. But to no avail. She has a son with asthma and 

she worries about coal dust. And, she says, noise from the mine can often be heard from 

early morning until late at night.  

 

AUSTIN: The noise coming from those machines is absolutely 

horrendous.  It’s just like living by a runway. 

 

O’HALLORAN: I suppose you could move away to another area? 

 

AUSTIN: We would really really really love to move away.  

Unfortunately, the houses on the estate, quite a few have been up for sale for a number of 

years now and they are just not moving. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Why not? 

 

AUSTIN: Who wants to live next door to an opencast mine?   

 

O’HALLORAN: The mine is operated by Miller Argent Ltd, a company 

who say their goal is land reclamation. They refused to be interviewed or to let us on the site. 

On dust and noise, they said they strive at all times to reduce sound and they control 

occasional dust through damping measures. They say coal digging stops at 7pm, though 

other work can go on later. 

 

ACTUALITY OF TRAIN  
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O’HALLORAN: An hour and a half away, trains deliver the coal from 

Merthyr Tydfil to a gigantic coal store next to Aberthaw power station. The plant generates 

about a third of all Wales’s electric power. And, in doing so, it burns around two and half 

million tons of coal a year.   

 

SMITH: If you look approximately 200 metres away, that’s our 

current coal stock.  500,000 tons.  That coal is used to supplement deliveries when we 

haven’t got the train scheduled. 

 

O’HALLORAN: The station is run by RWE npower. Much of its coal is 

imported, but the local Welsh coal is highly valued, says plant manager Clive Smith.  

 

SMITH: It’s very important.  Approximately half of our coal is 

Welsh coal, is locally sourced coal, and we take as much Welsh coal as the Welsh coal 

producers can produce. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So really as much as they can turn out at Merthyr 

Tydfil, for instance, you will more or less guarantee them a market? 

 

SMITH: If it’s of the right quality and the right price. 

 

O’HALLORAN: How have things changed in terms of demand for your 

power produced from coal here during the last ten years or so? 

 

SMITH: At Aberthaw power station, the overall load factor, 

that’s the percentage of time that we’re generating, over the last ten years has increased by 

approximately 15%.   

 

O’HALLORAN: And why has that happened? 

 

SMITH: Predominantly because of the increase in gas price. 

Coal remains competitive.  And, of course, our portfolio, it’s a mix of generation that the 

company sees as being important, and Aberthaw plays its part in that. 
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O’HALLORAN: Here too, as in Northumberland, Central Government 

has acted to ensure a continuing supply of home-produced coal. Four years ago, Whitehall 

ministers believed Welsh coal output was dwindling. And the opencast mine project at 

Merthyr Tydfil had been bogged down for years in the planning process. So, in January 

2004, the Whitehall energy minister, Stephen Timms, wrote to Welsh First Minister, Rhodri 

Morgan, calling on him to move swiftly to allow the mine to go ahead. Mr Timms warned 

that accessible coal reserves in South Wales stood at only 6 million tonnes.   

 

READER IN STUDIO: Approval of the application would add 16 million 

tonnes to this total and would assure the future of the industry in South Wales for many 

years ahead.  If approval is not given in time for site preparation work to take place in early 

summer, a further twelve months must be lost before it can go ahead.  

 

O’HALLORAN: The letter was only discovered much later through a 

Freedom of Information request. Also revealed was a similar letter sent eleven months later 

by the next Whitehall energy minister, Mike O’Brien. Again, the Welsh First Minister was 

urged to make haste in clearing the obstacles to opening the mine.  

 

READER 2 IN STUDIO: A few weeks’ delay could mean another year lost on a 

project which should bring environmental and economic benefits to its locality.  May I say 

how pleased I was to hear the East Pit opencast development has been approved at the end of 

a similar process.  

 

O’HALLORAN: Residents living beside the Merthyr mine later learned 

that energy minister, Mike O’Brien, had not always been a supporter of opencast mining. 

Indeed, as a backbencher twelve years earlier, he had spoken of the noise, blasting and dirt 

of a proposed opencast mine in his own Warwickshire constituency. He said it threatened 

residents with pollution and fifty years of blight. Asked to explain this apparent volte-face, 

Mike O’Brien MP told File on 4 he didn’t oppose all opencast mining. Once he backed a 

mine close to his own home, he said. It depended on the suitability of the area. He insisted he 

had checked the Merthyr Tydfil mine plan with care before supporting it. But Alyson Austin 

objects to the influence he exerted as energy minister.  



 

 

9

AUSTIN: He opposed an opencast in his own area, up North 

Warwickshire; he vehemently opposed it, saying that it was harmful to the community.  The 

same argument applies to Merthyr Tydfil as it did to North Warwickshire.  We shouldn’t 

have opencast coal mining so close to communities as we’re having it. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So do you think the intervention of Central 

Government in London was crucial in the end to the outcome here on this particular site? 

 

AUSTIN: I believe it was, yes.  They had no business to get 

involved, I mean it was a Welsh Assembly decision and they shouldn’t have interfered.  

 

O’HALLORAN: What effect did that intervention have? 

 

AUSTIN: It stopped the Welsh Assembly from making a 

balanced judgement on the whole planning.  Yes, they realised it would be harmful to the 

environment, it could even be harmful to the communities, but the need for the coal 

overruled all those problems. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So how does the current energy minister, Malcolm 

Wicks, defend the pressure exerted by those two previous Labour energy ministers on the 

Welsh Assembly Government?  

Is it fair to describe those letters as behind-the-scenes arm-twisting? 

 

WICKS: No, well I don’t think that is fair.  I think we were 

trying to remind the Welsh Assembly that coal was still important in terms of security of 

supply in Britain and that people should therefore look at it objectively, but at the end of the 

day it’s a matter for the Welsh authorities to say yes or no to local applications. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Your predecessor, Mike O’Brien, he’s changed his 

tune a bit, hasn’t he? 

 

WICKS: Well, I mean, you know, Mike’s, I mean clearly just 

speaking the plain truth to say that it, it can have a difficult effect on local environment.  

Yes, if you have an open cast mine that’s likely to be the case. 
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O’HALLORAN: A blight that could last for fifty years, he said in his 

maiden speech to the House. 

 

WICKS: Well, I haven’t read his maiden speech and I, I, you 

know, I must do so.   

 

O’HALLORAN: We’re told the Government has backed planning 

decisions in favour of opencast coal, not only in the North East, but in Derbyshire and 

Leicestershire as well as South Wales.  Have you softened your line in Government on 

opencast mining in recent times? 

 

WICKS: No, I don’t think we have.  I mean, I think we still feel 

that despite the controversies, there is a place for opencast mining.  These are issues where 

local public opinion needs to make itself felt, where the planning authority needs to have its 

say. I think our main concern, however, is that at a time when coal remains a very important 

fuel in the UK - about a third of our electricity in Britain comes from coal - I think it’s not a 

bad thing if a reasonable proportion of that coal is still mined here in Britain.  Opencast is 

controversial environmentally, I appreciate that, but it is a significant source of coal in 

Britain alongside the few remaining deep mines that we have. 

  

O’HALLORAN: Another reason for the Government’s enthusiasm for 

coal is the fear of gas supply interruptions. As with coal, gas is used to produce a third or 

more of Britain’s power. But over-dependence on it is feared, especially since the sudden 

move by Russia a few years back to cut off gas to one of its near neighbours in mid winter. 

That sent shock waves through Europe, says Matthew Lockwood of the Institute for Public 

Policy research.  

  

LOCKWOOD: Over the last thirty years, we have been lucky we’ve 

had plentiful supplies of gas from the North Sea to burn to produce electricity, and we 

haven’t had to rely on imports of any kind, but that situation is now changing and by the end 

of the next decade we’ll have to import about 80% of all the gas that we use. And so there’s 

a big emerging problem about security of gas supply, and in the European context, Russia 

really dominates the markets, so there’s nervousness about that situation.  Coal looks 

attractive because we get coal from many different sources - it comes from all over the 
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LOCKWOOD cont: world, it’s a fully global market.  There aren’t the 

same geopolitical problems with coal that there are associated with gas.  And of course, if 

push comes to shove, we have got plentiful reserves of coal here in the UK and we could 

reopen mines and we wouldn’t have to rely on any inputs at all for quite a long period of 

time. 

 

O’HALLORAN: It appears many other countries have drawn similar 

conclusions on the strategic importance of coal. In any event, demand for coal has surged, 

and in a few years, world coal prices roughly quadrupled. However gas prices have also shot 

up, so coal has remained competitive. Even so, there hasn’t been a new coal-fired power 

station built in Britain for a long time. But now it seems all that is about to change.  

 

ACTUALITY AT COAL SHIP JETTY AT KINGSNORTH  

 

HIGHMOOR: Well, we’re stood here on Kingsnorth’s coal jetty, 

where just behind us we’ve got the collier that has brought in 22,000 tonnes of coal from 

Amsterdam.  Now this coal will come straight into the power station, out into … and then we 

can start generating. 

 

O’HALLORAN: On the grey and blustery Medway Estuary in Kent, 

Kingsnorth is the site of a large and ageing coal-fired power station operated by E.On UK. 

Now, says the company’s Emily Highmoor, they want to build a new power station right 

next to the old one.    

 

HIGHMOOR: Right in front if us we've got the existing Kingsnorth 

power station which was built back in the 1960s and 70s. But the operational power station 

here is due to close by the end of 2015, so right here, under our feet is the ground where we 

want to build the brand new, cleaner coal units for the Kingsnorth power station of the 

future. The last power station of this size to be built was back in 1974, so it has been well 

over thirty years. But we believe that new coal-fired power stations are absolutely critical if 

we’re going to keep the lights on.  

 

O’HALLORAN: Why? 
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HIGHMOOR: Well, in the next ten to fifteen years, around a third of 

the UK’s coal-fired power stations and nuclear plants are going to close, and what we need 

to do is fill that gap. 

 

O’HALLORAN: But environmental groups are aghast at the idea of any 

new coal-fired power station being built in Britain. They point out that coal stations emit 

around two and half times as much carbon dioxide as gas stations do, per unit of power 

generated. And they reckon any new lease of life for coal in Britain will wreck the 

Government’s efforts to lead the world in the battle to curb or reverse global warming. Keith 

Allott of the conservation group WWF-UK, fears that a new coal-fired plant at Kingsnorth 

would be only the first of a number of such stations.  

 

ALLOTT: If the Government gives Kingsnorth the green light, I 

think we can expect to see a whole series of other applications, perhaps as many as six other 

power stations following in close behind, they’re probably in the envelope waiting for the 

stamp to be put on them, and they’ll have really serious consequences for the UK’s ability to 

meet its emissions targets in the future.  Kingsnorth alone would emit perhaps eight million 

tonnes of CO2 per year.  If these other power stations come through, we’d be looking at 

increased emissions of perhaps fifty million tonnes.  Unfortunately emissions have basically 

been flat lining across the UK economy since Labour came to power, and the main problem 

has been that emissions from the power sector have actually been going up. 

 

O’HALLORAN: And why have emissions from the power sector been 

going up? 

 

ALLOTT: Firstly, increasing consumption, we’re all using more 

electricity than we were, with more gadgets in our homes.  But secondly, and probably more 

importantly, we’ve seen a return back to burning coal.  The amount of coal burned in 

Britain’s power stations bottomed out in the late 1990s, but since then it’s been rising.  It’s 

increased by at least 30 or 40% since then, and this is critically important. This is the single 

most polluting sector.    
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O’HALLORAN: Despite that, it seems the Government has already 

decided to back more coal stations. In a major speech in March to a Marketforce energy 

conference, the Business Secretary, John Hutton seemed to nail his colours pretty clearly to 

the mast of new coal.   

 

EXTRACT FROM JOHN HUTTON SPEECH   

 

HUTTON: As a country, we have to accept the reality that fossil 

fuels will still play a major part for the next couple of decades at the very least, and there is 

nothing wrong with that, provided we are meeting our international obligations to reduce our 

carbon emissions. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So that’s the big dilemma for Government – how to 

balance its desire to use coal to achieve energy security with its professed determination to  

make deep cuts in carbon dioxide emissions by 2020. The Government’s solution is to back 

new technology which, it’s claimed, could one day dispose of 90% of carbon dioxide 

emissions from coal stations. This method is called carbon capture and storage. And, says 

Matthew Lockwood of the Institute for Public Policy Research, some people in industry and 

Government see it as a magic bullet.   

 

LOCKWOOD: The idea with this is that when you burn coal in a 

power station, you can take out the carbon dioxide, prevent it from being emitted into the 

atmosphere, put it into pipes and transport it into old gas fields and oil fields in the North 

Sea, so this carbon capture and storage is really the new technology which people are hoping 

will make coal and the environment consistent with one another.  The big problem, the catch 

with carbon capture and storage is that we’re not there yet.  The technology’s not there yet.  

 

O’HALLORAN: But it may be in a few years time, according to the 

Government. Energy Minister Malcolm Wicks says his department is holding a competition.    

The company that offers the best scheme will get huge public funds to build a demonstration 

model of carbon capture and storage.  
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WICKS: No one has yet demonstrated the technology of carbon 

capture and storage on a power station.  We will be one of the first nations to do that, 

taxpayers will spend hundreds of millions of pounds on this demonstration project around a 

 coal power station, we don’t know which one.   We have a competition to strip out the CO2, 

to transport it through pipelines and to successfully store it under the North Sea in a depleted 

oil or gas reservoir. Now that demonstration should be up and running, demonstrating by 

2014.  Obviously it’ll be thereafter if the technology’s proven that we can start to 

universalise it. 

  

O’HALLORAN: So, some time after 2014, the problem could be 

solved. It sounds like a rare piece of good news in the battle to curb climate change. But one 

expert with much experience in Whitehall is cautious. Tom Burke was an advisor to three 

Environment Secretaries and is now a visiting professor at Imperial College, London. He 

claims that, despite the Government’s public enthusiasm for carbon capture, no actual 

funding has yet emerged.   

 

BURKE: The Department didn’t put a bid in for any money to 

do it, so there’s a classic dispute, with the Treasury saying to the Department, ‘Well, you can 

do it if you pay for it,’ and the Department having no money to pay for it. 

 

O’HALLORAN: It’s a strong allegation you’re making.  What evidence 

have you got to support that? 

 

BURKE: There wasn’t actually money in their bid for the 

spending review, so there wasn’t anything in the allocation in the spending review ….  

 

O’HALLORAN: The Department of Business, you mean? 

 

BURKE: Yes, so that’s a matter of record.  You can see that 

they didn’t put a bid in for the next spending round. 

  

O’HALLORAN: And how long does that spending round cover? 

 

BURKE: Three years. 
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O’HALLORAN: Right, so nothing at all earmarked in that time? 

 

BURKE: No.  I think that the Government, which has shown a 

tremendous political lead in climate change, has been rather more reluctant to put its money 

where its month is when comes to taking unpopular expensive decisions that are needed to 

implement its vision of the future. And that’s all we’re running into here – Government’s 

enthusiasm begins to evaporate when it’s time for the rubber to hit the road and you’ve got 

to put up some expenditure, you’ve got to pass some regulations.  

 

O’HALLORAN: So how does Energy Minister Malcolm Wicks answer 

that one? How ready is the Government to dole out hundreds of millions of pounds required 

to find a solution to a problem it portrays as urgent and critical?   

And how much money has been allocated for that in the current spending round? 

 

WICKS: Well… 

 

O’HALLORAN: Has any money been allocated at all?  We’re told it 

hasn’t. 

 

WICKS: Well, its not, it’s not in the current spending round, 

it’s money going forward. And the then Chancellor of the Exchequer, Gordon Brown, the 

current Chancellor of the Exchequer, Alistair Darling, have made clear their commitment to 

this.  This is a commitment to spend public money on this vital project. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So when will the spending start?  In five years’ time?  

Six years’ time? 

 

WICKS: No, we want the demonstration up and running by 

2014.  We’re in a process now, we’re on schedule.  A number of companies, consortia 

applied for the money, we’re going to produce a shortlist quite soon.  We’re moving forward 

very rapidly. 

 

O’HALLORAN: But the timescale of this project could turn out to be 

protracted.  File on 4 has learned from power generators E.on UK and RWE npower that 
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O’HALLORAN cont:  they would expect the demonstration, ready by 2014, 

to be very small, probably disposing of only about one-twentieth of the CO2 output of a big 

coal-fired power station. RWE npower plan to build just such a plant on the Thames Estuary. 

Their Director of Projects, Chris Elston, says it would have carbon capture from the outset, 

but nowhere on the scale of the whole plant.  

  

ELSTON: The earliest that that new power station at Tilbury 

itself would be running would be round about the end of 2014, and the proposed carbon 

capture demonstration plant would come on at about that time. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So that would still be only a small fraction in size and 

capability of the major coal-fired power plant? 

 

ELSTON: Yes, that’s right, but it would demonstrate the 

technology.  If the technology works, that will be a major step forward, but I think your 

implication is right – we must recognise that it is quite a long path to having a full power 

station totally abated as far as carbon dioxide is concerned. 

 

O’HALLORAN: How long? 

 

ELSTON: We’re looking at the latter half of the next decade. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So we’re looking 2018 to 2020 before you get carbon 

capture in storage the size and capability of a whole coal-fired plant? 

 

ELSTON: I think that’s realistic. 

 

O’HALLORAN: And for getting carbon capture and storage for all the 

coal-fired plants in Britain, for instance, how long would that take? 

 

ELSTON: We’d certainly be looking another ten years out from 

that at the least.  It will all depend on Government legislation. 

 

O’HALLORAN: That is a very long time, isn’t it?  It’s a big downside 

in a way for carbon capture and storage. 
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ELSTON: It is, but if we want to burn coal and we want to 

remove the carbon dioxide, we have no choice. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So, on that estimate it could be 2028 or 2030 before 

the technology, if it works, could be up and running across the country. And, on top of that, 

carbon capture will drastically curtail the electricity output of power stations it’s fitted to. 

There is a hefty energy penalty, which in turn has grave cost implications, says Chris Elston.   

 

ELSTON: We need to recognise that about one-third of the 

power that would have been turned into electricity has to be used to drive this carbon capture 

plant. And that’s on top of the fact that having carbon capture actually adds about a third to 

the capital cost in the first place, so there are huge economic downsides, and for a company 

like ours to invest in carbon capture and storage, we really need to understand how those will 

be renumerated. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So how much more could electricity cost with carbon 

capture and storage being fitted in your view, a guesstimate? 

 

ELSTON: Well, there are lots of imponderables, and we are 

talking about a technology that’s not yet properly developed, but it could easily double the 

cost of electricity compared to a non carbon abated plant. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Carbon capture and storage could easily double the 

cost of electricity from coal-powered stations? 

 

ELSTON: Quite easily. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So whatever promise carbon capture and storage may 

hold, it’s right, isn’t it, that it’s going to be very expensive, take a very long time and is still 

really to some extent in doubt about whether it could actually work? 

 

ELSTON: That’s absolutely right, but we have to recognise there 

are great uncertainties with all forms of generation. 
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O’HALLORAN: Despite these drawbacks, Energy Minister Malcolm 

Wicks insists the Government will invest heavily in carbon capture and storage because, he 

says, there is no way coal can be wished away.     

There’s no such thing as clean coal, is there, at the moment?  In climate terms. 

 

WICKS: Not at the moment no, but … 

 

O’HALLORAN: And won’t be for another probably twenty years. 

 

WICKS: Well, I’m not sure I can verify that estimate, I don’t 

think any of us know actually.   

 

O’HALLORAN: I said that because industry gives us the idea that it’s 

ages away, it’s hugely expensive – possibly doubling plant costs – and it has a very high 

energy penalty. 

 

WICKS: Can I say, to bring some reality into this discussion, 

we have to accept that whatever some environmentalists might wish, and they might wish 

that the future of energy could all be about energy efficiency and renewables, the fact of the 

matter is that the world will be relying for its energy on fossil fuels for a century or more to 

come.  About 80% of the world’s energy comes from fossil fuels.  In countries like China 

there’s a heavy dependence on coal, so to work on a hypothesis that somehow because coal 

is dirty we can realistically rid the world of coal is a total nonsense. 

 

O’HALLORAN: What Whitehall watchers and companies in energy are 

trying to work out is where coal sits alongside other fuels and renewables in the 

Government’s long term strategy. For against a background of rocketing oil and gas prices, 

and anger from motorists and truckers over pump prices, the Government has been 

producing energy initiatives and appearing to alter course with dizzying frequency. Only a 

couple of weeks ago the Prime Minister, Gordon Brown, appeared to unveil a new policy 

shift while attending an oil conference in Scotland.  

 

EXTRACT FROM SPEECH BY GORDON BROWN 
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BROWN: We want to do more to diversify our supply of energy 

and that's why I think we’re pretty clear that we'll have to do more than simply replace 

existing nuclear capability in Britain. We'll be more ambitious in our plans for nuclear for 

the future.  

 

O’HALLORAN: But that message from the top has left some policy 

analysts scratching their heads.  In a report for the right-of-centre thinktank, Policy 

Exchange, Tara Singh has surveyed alterations in energy policy since Labour came to power 

in 1997.  She’s found it hard to discern a clear and consistent line. 

 

SINGH: Prior to last year, the Government said in the last 

energy review but one, ‘We are going to probably rule out nuclear on cost grounds.’  

Suddenly last year it’s, ‘Actually we quite like nuclear.’  Then, this year it’s, ‘Actually we 

have a 15% renewable energy goal set by Europe and we’re happy to meet that,’ and then 

it’s, ‘Oh we quite like carbon capturing coal and gas stations as well.’  None of these are bad 

in themselves, but you’ve got to send a clear signal to industry about what you want. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So had the Government been sending clear signals to 

industry? 

 

SINGH: Absolutely not. We’ve had seven energy White Papers 

in the past ten years. How can any industry plan when you’re given seven huge changes of 

policy?    

 

O’HALLORAN: And how significant have been the changes from one 

energy White Paper to the next in very recent years? 

 

SINGH: Well, I think very very big indeed. We are technology- 

neutral, as long as it cuts emissions I don’t care, but the Government should stop dithering 

and actually say what they want to happen.  

 

O’HALLORAN: But Energy Minister Malcolm Wicks claims that 

major changes in policy have largely been driven by events in the outside world.   

With all these different announcements, does it not look as though you are making policy on 

the hoof? 
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WICKS: Nonsense.  We had a very clear Energy Review, 

which I led for the Prime Minister, Tony Blair. We published a White Paper, we got our 

Energy Bill, we have a very very clear strategy. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Wasn’t that about the seventh new energy strategy 

since 1997 when Labour came into power? 

 

WICKS: I don’t recognise that number, but Tony Blair …  

 

O’HALLORAN: There’s been a very large number of changes. 

 

WICKS: Look, I mean, climate change is something that’s 

grown in huge significance in recent years, yes; not unreasonable that Government focuses 

on that.  I think these issues of energy security have grown in importance in a world where 

the geopolitics of energy insecurity will be one of the big issues in the 21st century; I think 

we have a clear strategy to react to those two important challenges. 

 

O’HALLORAN: The Government’s been accused of dithering and 

muddle on other scores.  Isn’t it guilty of dithering and muddle on energy as well? 

 

WICKS: No, we have a very very clear strategy that we’ve 

developed over the last three years.  We have an Energy Bill before Parliament and we need 

to proceed on a number of fronts, and that development is going very well, it’s very clear. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So ministers say their various plans and policies are 

perfectly coherent and all joined up.  However it’s not easy to find experts in industry or 

non-governmental groups who share that view. And at the heart of the web of different 

initiatives, targets and goals there seems to be one unmistakable and fundamental clash. The 

objective of creating energy security through the substantial use of coal over the next twenty 

years seems to be in direct conflict with the ever higher and more ambitious climate targets 

the Government has pledged itself to aim for. As yet there is no clear evidence that the 

Government is close to squaring that circle.  
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