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“FILE ON 4” 
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rd
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th 

July 2013 

 

Producer:  Nicola Dowling 

Reporter:  Julian O’Halloran 

Editor:  David Ross 

 

ACTUALITY AT DAW MILL COLLIERY  

 

MEUSE: You’re looking at the remnants of Daw Mill Colliery 

which was the last deep mine in Warwickshire. Four years ago it was the most productive pit in 

Europe, and due to a catastrophic fire on February 22
nd

, as you can see the wheels are not going 

round and it’s doubtful whether they will ever go round again.     

 

O’HALLORAN: When a massive fire destroyed the Daw Mill coal mine 

earlier this year, its operators, UK Coal, were plunged into financial crisis. Ministers in  

Whitehall mounted a big effort to save coal mining jobs and production in England. The fire 

had looked like bad luck. But File on 4 has learned that safety inspectors had been warning 

over fire risks at the mine for many months. And before that lay a string of fatal accidents in 

UK coal mines which the HSE alleges were largely preventable.  

 

DENTON: We’d taken loads of enforcement action, used every 

regulatory tool in our toolbox.  Unfortunately it didn't drive the right behaviours in senior 

management, they didn’t take proper heed of their major hazard risks and they didn’t have in 

place the right measures to control them. 
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O’HALLORAN: So have the efforts to save UK Coal been justified? And 

does the help it has had from Whitehall fit in with the rest of the Government’s energy policy?    

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY WITH PHOTOGRAPHS  

 

GIBSON: This photograph here, Celtic played Porto in the UEFA 

Cup Final.  We’re all Celtic fans.  He used to travel up to Scotland to see a few games.  He was 

really outgoing, he was always smiling, whistling, singing. 

 

O’HALLORAN: 22 year old Sean Gibson with warm memories of his 

father, Gerry. They are all he has now. Gerry Gibson died at the age of 49 in a mining accident 

less than two years ago. He was working deep underground at Kellingley Colliery in 

Yorkshire, a mine operated by UK Coal.  

 

GIBSON: He was working in the tailgate of the 502 face with a 

couple of his colleagues that he’s worked with for quite some time. It was just a normal day, 

they were working on the face. Somebody saw the roof move and then all of a sudden it just 

came down. 

           

O’HALLORAN: As men rushed to help their colleagues, they could see 

that one of Gerry Gibson’s friends, Phil, was trapped by rocks and debris. Then the men 

realised Gerry was missing.  

            

GIBSON: Phil was pointing in front of him saying, ‘He’s in there,’ 

but they didn’t know exactly where they was because there was just a big pile of rubble ... 

 

O’HALLORAN: So the whole roof had collapsed? 

 

GIBSON: The whole roof had collapsed.  So they started trying to 

remove Phil, but obviously the guys were working under an unsupported roof so they had to 

make the area safe for themselves to start removing, because there was still debris falling.  So 

Phil told them roughly where my dad was. They started moving the rubble and that and they 
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GIBSON cont: just seen his lamp. They uncovered his face and just said 

there was no sign of life. 

 

O’HALLORAN: No sign of life? 

The roof collapse that killed Gerry Gibson wasn’t the only rock fall in that area of the mine 

around that time. An inquest in April this year highlighted a very similar incident only a few 

days earlier, in which luckily there were no casualties. In a narrative verdict, the inquest jury 

criticised failures by the company, UK Coal, in relation to the earlier roof collapse.    

 

READER IN STUDIO: The investigation was inadequate.  Relevant information 

regarding the incident was not cascaded appropriately and effectively.  

 

O’HALLORAN: The Health and Safety Executive say they are still 

investigating the death of Gerry Gibson. But the HSE’s Chief Inspector of Mines,  

Steve Denton, says that event was one of a series of fatal accidents at mines operated by UK 

Coal.   

 

DENTON: Well, from the summer of 2006 through to September 

2011, when Gerry Gibson died, eight people in total died in UK coal mines. During that time 

there were probably no more than three, three and a half thousand employees below ground in 

UK coal mines, so for eight people to die is just unacceptable in anybody’s terms, and that’s 

quite right it should be unacceptable. It's much higher than the average rate of fatal accidents 

across industry and it’s not excused by the fact that mining is quite a hazardous industry. It’s 

still too high, much too high. 

 

O’HALLORAN: The current Chief Executive of UK Coal is  

Kevin McCullough. He started at the company only at the beginning of this year. But what’s 

his response over the earlier record of eight fatal accidents, including the death of  

Gerry Gibson? 

        

MCCULLOUGH: Firstly, you know, the thing to say about Gerry’s death is 

that any death that happens in a workplace is deeply regrettable and I think there are, from my 

knowledge of the case coming into the business after the event, there are things that the 

management team and indeed the miners themselves have already taken on board as a result of 
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MCCULLOUGH cont: that learning incident and there are no doubt further 

things that we can do to, you know, eliminate such an event ever happening again.  

                 

O’HALLORAN: So do you accept what the Chief Inspector of Mines has 

told us, that these accidents shouldn’t have happened, they were very often preventable? 

 

MCCULLOUGH: I can’t comment on the individual accidents prior to my 

time here.  They were accidents that happened in the past that are clearly regrettable, I can’t 

comment on the detail of those, they were investigated thoroughly at the time, but by the 

directors then responsible. What I can say is that I think an on-going track record of health and 

safety performance of that level is not acceptable to me and we’re doing everything we can to 

improve on that and we’re already seeing that improvement. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So you agree completely really with the Chief Inspector 

of Mines on that?  That’s the exact words that he’s used to us – ‘that is just not acceptable.’ 

 

MCCULLOUGH: I agree that level of safety performance is unacceptable. 

 

O’HALLORAN: And it’s not excused by the fact that mining is a 

hazardous industry? 

 

MCCULLOUGH: Irrespective of whatever type of industry you’re 

operating in, there is no excuse for not taking health and safety safely and certainly that’s 

something that I have at the absolute highest level on my agenda.  There is room for 

improvement, we are already taking it and hopefully we won't see that level of tragedy again. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Another of the eight fatal accidents complained of by the 

HSE took place in 2009 at UK Coal’s Thoresby Colliery in Nottinghamshire. Miner  

John Harbron was crushed when heavy pipes fell on him from an underground rail car as it was 

being unloaded, and UK Coal were taken to court by the HSE. Steve Denton is its Chief 

Inspector of Mines.     

                                                                                                         

DENTON: We prosecuted that case because during the course of 

our investigation we identified a number of instances where locomotive drivers had reported 

problems of instability with packs of steel pipes that they were transporting into the mine. We 
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DENTON cont: felt that the mine operator didn't react as it should have 

done and take action to make sure the pipes were stable before going in the mine, and 

ultimately, whilst unloading a pipe pack, it collapsed and fell and crushed John Harbron. 

 

O’HALLORAN: And is it right that there were four warnings at least by 

staff or contractors before that incident that weren’t acted on by the management or not acted 

on effectively? 

 

DENTON: There were four warnings and none of them provoked 

the sort of management reaction that we felt it should, hence we decided to prosecute. 

 

O’HALLORAN: The UK Coal group has been through two lots of 

corporate structure changes in the last year due to financial problems.  It was a company called 

UK Coal Mining Ltd that pleaded guilty in the magistrates’ court late last year to breaching the 

Health and Safety at Work Act over the death of John Harbron.  But in December,  

as part of a restructuring designed to separate loss-making coal operations from profitable 

property interests, UK Coal Mining Ltd effectively ceased to exist. Nevertheless, it was the 

company named at Nottingham Crown Court in April, when a fine of £125,000 was imposed 

and costs were awarded against it of £175,000.  

 

DENTON: Unfortunately, the prosecution was against UK Coal 

Mining Ltd who were the company that owned and controlled the mine at the time of the  

John Harbron death and they restructured in December 2012, not to evade a fine, but because it 

became financially necessary for the future of the company. What that meant is that the 

previous legal entity, UK Coal Mining Ltd, was left with no assets and therefore neither fine 

nor costs could be recovered against it.  To put so much time and effort into investigating and 

taking it to court and getting a successful outcome in terms of a prosecution, for the fine and 

costs not to be paid is a source of personal irritation to me and my team. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So will the taxpayer in the end have to foot the bill for 

the whole HSE prosecution? 

 

DENTON: We are a public body so in effect, yes, the taxpayer 

ultimately pays a significant proportion of our costs. 
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O’HALLORAN: The main mining firm under the UK Coal banner now is 

UK Coal Production Ltd. And Kevin McCullough is its Chief Executive.   

So how much embarrassment is there at the successor company over the lack of any corporate 

entity to pay the fine and costs in the case of John Harbron?   

 

MCCULLOUGH: I think the most important thing for me as a director - 

and all my board share this - is that what matters frankly more is that the individuals involved 

and the families involved get an appropriate level of compensation - and that happened. 

                

O’HALLORAN: But the Health and Safety Executive, the Chief Inspector 

of Mines say that it will essentially be the taxpayer footing the bill, certainly for the £175,000 

of costs. 

 

MCCULLOUGH: Well, I think you’ll find that the taxpayer foots the bill 

for a hell of a lot in the UK and whilst it’s unfortunate that the company was restructured and 

might not be able to actually meet that fine, there are things of far greater consequence that 

they have to pay beyond that. 

               

O’HALLORAN: But it was a safety threat at another of UK Coal’s deep 

mines earlier this year which was to pose the company’s biggest challenge, to threaten its  

very existence, and ultimately to leave an even bigger bill for the taxpayer.   

 

ACTUALITY IN WARWICKSHIRE 

 

O’HALLORAN: I’m on a country lane in North Warwickshire, looking 

through the gates of the Daw Mill Colliery – a coal mine that’s been here for nearly half a 

century.  But today the winding gear is at a standstill. The life of this pit came to a sudden and 

dramatic end on February 22
nd

 this year.  

 

ACTUALITY WITH GREG STEVENS 

 

STEVENS: I’ll just draw you a little diagram.  I’m drawing the main 

shafts.  Those are roadways connected like that .... 
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O’HALLORAN: 34 year old Greg Stevens, a miner for seventeen years, 

sketches out an underground plan of the Daw Mill mine, just as it was on the last day he went 

to work there in February. 

 

STEVENS: We used to walk down so far then we got on a 

locomotive, basically like a train that you get on, on the surface.  That took you four thousand, 

well, four and a half thousand metres. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Well, that sounds like about three miles, nearly three 

miles. 

 

STEVENS: Yes, somewhere around there. 

 

O’HALLORAN: On the so-called 32s face, about five miles from the lift 

shafts, things were normal until mid-afternoon. Then he learned that a fire had broken out 

nearby. As about ninety other workers were evacuated to safety, Greg Stevens was in a group 

of fourteen men tasked with putting out the blaze.   

 

STEVENS: After a while I went back up to the opposite end of the 

face, where the fire were, and once I’d seen it, I was dumbstruck, I couldn’t believe how big it 

were, what it were like.  We’d had fires at Daw Mill previously many many times and never 

seen one as big as that. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So what were you doing when you were confronting the 

fire? 

 

STEVENS: Spraying water on it from fire hoses.  I thought I were 

going to die.  I honestly thought that were it.  I said to my mates, ‘What are we doing still 

here?’  They said, ‘Why?’  I said, ‘Look at this, we’re just getting worse all the time round us.’  

I thought I were going to die. 

 

O’HALLORAN: They fought the fire for several hours, but when fears 

grew about a build-up of deadly gases, the men were told at about 7.30 to return to the surface. 

Greg Stevens says since then he has suffered nightmares and flashbacks and has had therapy 
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O’HALLORAN cont: for post-traumatic stress disorder. The blaze continued 

for weeks, but UK Coal soon decided the mine must close.  The Union of Democratic Miners, 

the UDM, says there had been a history of fires at the mine long before February. It had 

expressed fears to management over a UK Coal decision to drive the so-called 32s coalface 

through a massive 17 metre high geological fault. UDM chief, Tom Gay, claims that in his long 

experience, going through such a large fault was unprecedented, because of safety and fire 

risks.  

 

GAY: When you start going through a fault, you get roof 

pressures, you get changes in the nature of the strata, it becomes very difficult to support the 

roof, it becomes difficult to grade the conveyors and the roof supports and keep the roof 

supports on the right angles, it creates all sorts of problems and becomes very dangerous for 

men to work in.  I mean, any mine worker, anybody that’s worked down a coal mine and 

worked on a coal face would tell you, if you suggested to them that they were going to work a 

face through a 51 feet fault, they would think you’re mad, they wouldn’t do it, they wouldn’t 

even contemplate it. Just mining experience tells you it’s not the thing to do.  As a union we 

expressed our concerns at national safety meetings and consultative meetings and we expressed 

our concern on a regular basis. 

 

O’HALLORAN: And what was the reaction of management? 

 

GAY: Their reaction was, well we’ve listened to what you’ve 

got to say but ultimately we own the mine, it’s not a nationalised industry anymore and we’re 

going to take that face up through that fault and we’re convinced we can do it safely, we’ll risk 

assess it and we’ll work it through safely and we’ll get through the fault. 

 

O’HALLORAN: The UDM’s fears were echoed by safety inspectors. 

Chief Inspector of Mines, Steve Denton, says his staff had been warning the company over 

major fire risks at Daw Mill for much of the previous year. They too believed that going 

through such a large fault increased the risk of a serious blaze.    

 

DENTON: The coal seam at Daw Mill is known to have a very high 

risk of what's called spontaneous combustion, which means if air gets into the coal behind the 

coal face, it can in effect set fire to itself, and working through a fault increases the chances, the 

opportunity, the likelihood of air flow through what’s known as the waste area behind the 



-  9 - 

DENTON cont: powered supports, and increasing the airflow like that 

vastly increases the risk of spontaneous heating and then spontaneous fire.  Our advice to UK 

Coal at the time was perhaps they should consider stopping that particular face sooner rather 

than later, because they were heading for quite a substantial geological fault. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Did you try to persuade them really not to go through 

that fault? 

 

DENTON: We advised them that it looked very difficult and that 

maybe an alternative strategy would have been to put the coal face into salvage and recover the 

equipment. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Get out of there altogether? 

 

DENTON: Yes. 

 

O’HALLORAN: And did you ever say that to them – ‘Look, we think 

you’ve just got to not do this.  In fact, we demand that you don’t.’ 

 

DENTON: That was pretty much our message. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Well, they didn’t heed your message apparently. 

 

DENTON: Whether or not they heeded it is irrelevant.  Could we do 

anything about it, you know?  Had we got sufficient evidence of risk to formally stop them 

from doing it and at that time we didn’t. 

 

O’HALLORAN: File on 4 has seen correspondence showing a growing 

level of frustration and exasperation among the HSE inspectors over UK Coal’s approach to 

safety at Daw Mill going back long before the February fire.  In a letter to the company in 

March 2012, an HSE inspector addressed risks on the 32s face - the same one where the fire 

broke out this year, suggesting that further mining of coal there should be terminated.  
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READER IN STUDIO: I remain convinced that early salvage of this face is 

essential to minimise risk of serious injury to the workforce.  I made it clear I do not consider 

the continued operation of this face beyond this point a safe alternative.  

 

O’HALLORAN: But four months later, the apparent disagreement over 

this face was still going on and another HSE inspector wrote to the company. 

 

READER 2 IN STUDIO: You are again requested to provide a suitable and 

sufficient assessment of all the risks associated with 32s face in order for you to demonstrate 

that risk will be controlled as low as reasonably practicable.  

 

O’HALLORAN: Yet another HSE letter suggested the mine had had a 

very close shave with fire risk in May last year, a point confirmed to File on 4 by Steve 

Denton.  

Is it right that in May of last year, the company was said by one of your inspectors or by the 

HSE to have been very close to losing the mine? 

 

DENTON: That is right. They were probably hours from losing the 

mine again because of an underground fire on 32s and it was really at the eleventh hour that 

they managed to pull it back from the brink. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So it was very very dangerous, that incident, as recently 

as May last year? 

 

O’HALLORAN: It was, it's been an on-going situation and it just 

demonstrates that, you know, when a company takes its eye off major hazard risk, it not only 

can put the lives of people at risk, it also is about the biggest business risk that it had got. 

 

O’HALLORAN: UK Coal Chief Executive, Kevin McCullough started 

work at the company in January this year, only two months before the Daw Mill fire broke out. 

He insists that although there were risks, UK Coal took all possible steps to manage and control 

them. 

But do you agree that the force of the Health and Safety advice in the months leading up to the 

Daw Mill was that you would do much better to put that face into salvage and recover the 

equipment, it was just too risky to go on? 
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MCCULLOUGH: No, I don’t agree. I don’t agree that, you know, it’s one 

thing for, the Health and Safety’s role in life is to actually advise and work with organisations 

to make sure that they have adequate precautions in place and are compliant with the various 

aspects of legislation pertaining to health and safety. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Weren’t the worst fears really of the trade union, the 

UDM and the HSE fully realised when that awful fire broke out? 

 

MCCULLOUGH: Let me put it to you another way.  Go and ask the UDM 

would they actually sooner me shut every mine down and actually lose all of their members’ 

jobs or would they rather me manage an actual business well, improve its safety record and 

actually work with bodies like the HSE to responsibly find a way to do this safely, which is 

what we did at Daw Mill. 

 

O’HALLORAN: But didn’t the HSE say in May last year that actually UK 

Coal had been very close to losing the mine at that time in another of a whole series of fires? 

 

MCCULLOUGH: The face that was being worked in that particular seam 

has had several incidents of spontaneous combustion.  The HSE had inspected that face just the 

week before that fire took place. If the HSE had been sufficiently worried, they could have and 

perhaps should have issued a prohibition notice on us not to actually work that face if they’d 

been worried.  They didn’t do that, they were down there with us, inspecting the methods of 

work, inspecting how we were mining, literally two or three days before that fire broke out. So 

I was personally satisfied that we were doing all that was reasonable in our risk assessment and 

approach to mining that face. 

 

O’HALLORAN: The Daw Mill fire effectively destroyed the mine and 

cost the jobs of hundreds of people. For the UDM union leader, Tom Gay, the worst aspect of it 

has been the impact on the lives of so many miners who haven’t been able to find work 

elsewhere in the group.  

 

GAY: You know, I’ve been representing men at Daw Mill in 

one capacity or another for forty years now and to see the mine being closed in the way that it 

has done, to see men being denied the contracted redundancy payments that they were entitled 

to have, they’re going to lose part of their money for their wages in lieu of notice of 
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GAY cont: redundancy and then lose 10%, at least 10% of their 

pension.  Now that’s a big hit for anybody financially.  I don’t really have an issue with mines 

closing when they’re exhausted, you know, when you run out of reserves, I don't have an issue 

with that, because that’s a natural thing, but when it’s brought about in the manner that Daw 

Mill has ….  I’ve worked with these men, representing them for so long and to see so many of 

them being cast on the scrap heap, it gets to you. 

 

O’HALLORAN: You are very emotional as you say those words. 

 

GAY: I am, yes. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So who do you blame for them being cast on the scrap 

heap? 

 

GAY: UK Coal management. 

 

O’HALLORAN: The loss of the Daw Mill mine in February suddenly cut 

off a key part of UK Coal’s income stream. The company had already been struggling, making 

losses of over £100 million per annum in most recent years. But the fire made things very 

much worse, says Chief Executive Kevin McCullough.   

 

MCCULLOUGH: At the beginning of 2013, UK Coal entered a period of 

restructured business, having spent the majority of 2012 splitting its assets into property and 

coal mining. Unfortunately at the beginning of the year, the mining business started the year 

with very little cash and absolutely no lines of credit in an industry that requires several 

opportunities to flex on both cash and production. And we had three weeks into my arrival, so I 

arrived at the end of January as Chief Executive of that business, three weeks into that we had a 

fire the likes of which the UK has not seen in mining history in the last forty years, and that had 

a devastating hit on the fortunes of that newly restructured business. To put some numbers 

around that, we lost about £160 million worth of lost coal revenue from coal that remains un-

mined underground, a similar figure for the amount of equipment lost underground and then, of 

course, the physical cost of making safe and closing the mine. 

 

O’HALLORAN: And do you accept that the loss of the mine was caused 

by bad management and not by bad luck? 
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MCCULLOUGH: No, I don’t.  I do not accept that the loss of the mine was 

caused by bad management at all.  I think we had a very real bad luck event and the fact that 

we had the processes in place and we evacuated safely, despite our efforts to actually fight it, 

indicates that we’d got, you know, the processes as right as could be. 

 

O’HALLORAN: By April, UK Coal’s financial plight was so desperate 

that it went cap in hand to the Government for a loan to tide it over. That was rejected, but 

ministers were willing to mount a joint effort across several Whitehall departments to prevent 

all of UK Coal going under. Eventually, after months of talks and negotiations, earlier this 

month the Government endorsed a restructure.  Two companies in the group went into 

administration.  A UK Coal statement said: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: As a result of the problems that the Daw Mill fire created 

for UK Coal, both UK Coal Mines Holdings Ltd and UK Coal Operations Ltd have gone into 

administration. The viable mining operations have been successfully restructured and their 

assets will now be held in companies owned by a new business, which will operate as UK Coal 

Production Ltd.   

 

O’HALLORAN: The irretrievably damaged Daw Mill mine had become a 

huge liability to UK Coal. But in the rescue package, dealing with the expensive business of 

closing Daw Mill down and making it safe became the job of an obscure body called the Coal 

Authority. It’s an arm of the Department of Energy and Climate Change and its main job is 

managing the legacy of coal mining. So how does UK Coal boss Kevin McCullough view the 

taxpayer’s involvement in taking Daw Mill off the company’s hands?  

One estimate to us has been that it could cost £15 to £20 million to abandon that mine, make it 

safe.  Do you think that’s roughly the right figure yourself? 

 

MCCULLOUGH:  Yeah it is. That’s about the right figure. 

 

O’HALLORAN: And will the taxpayer be footing the bill for that then? 

 

MCCULLOUGH: Yes.  The Coal Authority as a department of 

Government has the duty on behalf of every coal mine - the clue’s in the title, the Coal 

Authority.  They grant the licence to actually mine the coal for the benefit of the country. You 

know 30% of everything we're generating today is coal generated. And when the mine has been 
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MCCULLOUGH: economically mined, or in this case when some event has 

taken place that foreshortens its life, ultimately that mine is returned to the Coal Authority and 

they have the obligation to look after it forever and a day and that’s all part of the energy policy 

of this country. 

 

O’HALLORAN: But wouldn’t the company normally pay a substantial 

amount of the closure costs? 

 

MCCULLOUGH: A company that was trading solvently would be expected 

to actually meet a lot of those closure costs, it would be doing it upfront and making sure that 

the burden that it passes to the public purse is the minimum - of course it would. You can’t do 

that when you’re insolvent. 

 

O’HALLORAN: The Coal Authority itself wouldn’t be drawn on the size 

of the bill it may face to make Daw Mill safe. But it did tell us it would try to keep the costs as 

low as possible, perhaps by finding a commercial solution for the Daw Mill site.  

Another part of the rescue of UK Coal was that of its two pension schemes.  They were taken 

under the wing of the Pension Protection Fund. This so-called national “lifeboat” is funded by 

the retirement schemes of thousands of UK businesses. Independent pensions consultant,  

John Ralfe, says the UK Coal pensions schemes had a very large deficit, and they certainly 

needed to be rescued.  

 

RALFE: The two pension schemes have assets of about £500 

million but they have liabilities of at least £1 billion, so that means there's a deficit of about 

£500 million, so in other words they only have about half the assets that they need to pay the 

pensions that have been promised. 

 

O’HALLORAN: But when the Pension Protection Fund comes in to give 

the pensioners something, the UK Coal pensioners, who is actually footing the bill for that? 

 

RALFE: The gap between the assets and the liabilities of the 

schemes that the Pension Protection Fund takes on is paid for by a levy and that levy is 

imposed on all other defined benefit pension schemes in the UK, and if you like it is the 

company shareholders that pay for that insurance that pay for that compensation.  The Pension 
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RALFE cont: Protection Fund can increase the levy which it charges to 

schemes and it has done that and I suspect will have to do that over the next few years, so that’s 

the first line of defence.  That only takes it so far.  There is a mechanism in the Pensions Act 

which established the PPF which allows them to reduce the level of compensation in extremis, 

if they do need to balance their books they can say, ‘Right, we’re not giving any inflation 

increases or instead of cutting you back 10%, we’re going to cut you back 20%.’ 

 

O’HALLORAN: In return for the rescue of its pension by the Pension 

Protection Fund, the latest incarnation of the mining company, UK Coal Production Ltd, has 

agreed to make regular payments from its revenues to the PPF. According to Energy Minister 

Michael Fallon, who led the Government moves to get UK Coal back onto its feet, the rescue 

of the pension schemes was an important feature of the overall effort.      

 

FALLON: Pensions were a key part of this. Obviously there are a 

number of, a large number of employees there, there are a large number of former employees, 

and that’s why the Pension Protection Fund really played a central role in helping the 

restructure, and I was very pleased that they did.    

 

O’HALLORAN: Now the estimates are that the Coal Authority could end 

up with a bill of many millions of pounds for the abandonment of the Daw Mill Colliery. That 

would be public money, wouldn’t it?  

 

FALLON: Well, that’s the role of the Coal Authority. I mean, it has 

an abiding responsibility for deep mines that are handed over to it. And there’s no difference 

there between Daw Mill and other collieries in the past that have had to close.  

 

O’HALLORAN: The Coal Authority seem unclear really what the total 

costs to them are going to be. They suggest you could pluck any figure out of the air, you 

know, that is a hit that the taxpayer is going to take, isn’t it?   

 

FALLON: Well, that’s a hit the taxpayer would take with any 

colliery closure of this kind and that’s what the Coal Authority is there for. There was nothing 

particularly special about this case, except of course it was an enormous fire and meant that in 

this particular case production was never going to be resumed. 
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O’HALLORAN: And if UK Coal has been bailed out from several 

different directions, the Pension Protection Fund, the Coal Authority, all sort of creditors, even 

the HSE costs which it didn’t pay, does it make any kind of business sense to rescue UK Coal 

in those circumstances?  

 

FALLON: Well, you have to look at the alternative. Had the 

company collapsed completely, we would have had another two thousand jobs go under, which 

again would have been extremely expensive. But also there would have been even higher costs 

in terms of redundancy payments, additional pension costs and so on, which the various 

agencies would have had to bear. So I think it was in everybody’s interests that UK Coal 

should restructure, and Government encouraged it to do so.  

 

ACTUALITY AT THORESBY COLLIERY 

 

MAN: We’re in the heart of the site now and this is where all of 

the coal comes that comes up from underground.  At the moment it’s got about ... 40% coal 

because the mine’s getting to the end of its life. 

 

O’HALLORAN: UK Coal’s Thoresby Colliery in Nottinghamshire - one 

of just two deep mines left in England. It has just six years of coal left in it. 

 

MAN: So with this drum we actually clean that coal, remove 

the soil and you’ll see a huge earth mound behind the other end of the site, which is where we 

move the earth.  The clean coal, of course, comes through, up these conveyor belts and then we 

process it for going out. 

 

O’HALLORAN: For now, coal production grinds on to fuel a power 

station fifteen miles away. But the challenge facing the company looks tough. Despite a big 

jump last year in the proportion of power generated by coal, the great bulk of this fuel came 

from abroad, says Antony Froggatt, senior research fellow at the think tank, Chatham House.  

 

FROGGATT: Well, what we’ve seen over the last few years is a rapid 

increase in imported volumes of coal, in particular from three countries - from Russia, 

Columbia and the United States.  And in 2012 alone, there was a 38% increase in imported 

coal.  
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O’HALLORAN: And this imported coal is coming in because it’s at a 

competitive price, presumably? 

 

FROGGATT: It’s cheaper, so what we’ve seen actually over the last 

couple of years is a large increase in coal imports from the United States, and the reason behind 

this is in part because in the United States there has been an increase in the production of gas 

and in particular non-conventional gas or shale gas, and that has squeezed out coal from the 

electricity market in the United States. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Because gas prices had fallen with all shale gas around 

on the market in America? 

 

FROGGATT: Yes.  So the gas price has fallen, leading to a pushing out 

of the coal in the electricity sector and therefore coal is much more profitable for them to 

export coal, so in the early 2000s you had around 20 million tons of coal being exported from 

the United States, and in 2012 it’s over 120 million, so it’s a huge increase in export and the 

UK is one recipient of that. 

 

O’HALLORAN: And that influx of American coal is one reason to 

question how much of a future coal mining in Britain has, according to Professor Paul Ekins,  

Director of the Institute of Sustainable Resources at University College, London.      

 

EKINS: The price prospects for UK Coal are not good and I 

certainly think there is no case for long term public subsidy for coal in this country. The 

industry is relatively high cost and all our energy policy is moving away from coal.  

 

O’HALLORAN: How does the policy that the Government has adopted 

towards UK Coal fit with the rest of Government energy policy? 

  

EKINS: Well, it doesn’t really fit at all in the sense that obviously 

one important strand of Government energy policy is move towards low carbon sources of 

power generation and coal is the highest carbon source of power generation. Second strand of 

Government policy is energy security, but there’s very little prospect of there being any 

problem with importing coal. The world is awash with coal and we can get it from many  

different, much cheaper sources than we can mine it in the UK.  And the third strand 
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EKINS cont: is affordability, and if UK coal is going to stay more 

expensive than foreign coal, which seems highly likely, then actually we’ll be going for a high 

cost power source instead of for a low cost one.  

 

O’HALLORAN: But despite the continuing threat from cheap foreign 

imports, Energy Minister Michael Fallon still believes the Government had little choice but to  

help save what coal mining it could.   

Would you accept in general that coal mined in this country tends to be more expensive than 

imported coal, and that is why so much imported coal has been flooding into the country?  

 

FALLON: Yes, I think we’ve learnt with coal and gas and oil and 

all that, we have to contend with the volatility of international prices, and internationally traded 

coal now has become very cheap. So obviously it’s a much tougher competitive market for our 

domestic coal producers and they have to adjust to that.  

 

O’HALLORAN: But if you can get coal cheaper from abroad, does it 

really fit in with your Government philosophy to go to such lengths to ensure that you can get a 

bit of it from England? 

 

FALLON: Well, we didn’t provide direct financial support to the 

company.  All that happened was that we provided quite a lot of resource to help the company 

deal with a whole range of different Government departments and agencies, and all we did was 

to hold the rein and provide support where they needed it. 

 

O’HALLORAN: All I’m asking is really, is it worth the candle, all this 

effort, to save what appears to be a dying industry? 

 

FALLON: Well, what would your assessment have been if we had 

simply let two thousand jobs just disappear without lifting a finger to help them? I think, you 

know, there would have been some pretty sharp criticism, that a Conservative minister hadn’t 

done anything to save two thousand jobs and I’m very very relieved that in the end they were 

able to put a scheme together to restructure the company and guarantee a future, which may not 

be a very long term future, but to guarantee some future for the two thousand jobs in the other 

two collieries.  
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O’HALLORAN: UK Coal has put its hands up to a poor safety record in 

the past, but insists it’s improving rapidly. It claims the Daw Mill fire, which brought it close to 

ruin, was sheer bad luck, not bad management. However, a series of safety warnings last year 

paints a rather different picture. On the restructuring and the Whitehall-led survival plan, it 

appears that other businesses, pension schemes and the taxpayer are taking some of the risk. 

And it still remains to be seen whether coal can be mined at any profit in Britain in the next 

few years in the face of brutally cheap imports.  
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