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Mr Chris Bartlett,		                30 November 2017   
Planning Dept.,
West Sussex County Council,	
County Hall,	 
Chichester, PO19 1RH	            Sent by e-mail to: planning.applications@westsussex.gov.uk 

Dear Mr. Bartlett,

Application Ref: WSCC/040/17/BA:  Application by Cuadrilla Resources Ltd for permission to undertake temporary flow testing and other activities at Lower Stumble, Balcombe RH17 6JH
The Sussex Branch of The Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRESx) is a registered charity whose purpose is to promote the beauty, tranquillity of Sussex’s magnificent countryside, the diversity of its rural character and the sustainable use of the county’s land and natural resources.  CPRESx asks you to take into account the concerns we express in this letter in respect of Cuadrilla’s application.
We appreciate that this is not an application to extract and exploit any hydrocarbons that may exist in commercial quantities beneath this part of the High Weald, and that the relevant implications of any such commercial exploitation proposal would need to be addressed at a later date.  Were exploitation permission to be sought we anticipate that CPRESx would submit detailed representations as to why any such application should be refused. 
We have chosen to cross-reference our comments to the NPPF.  We do this because, pending the Inspector’s recommendations on the examined draft of your proposed new Plan, it is uncertain how much weight should be given to its draft policies (though nothing we say below is inconsistent with them), and because the policies in the 2003 Minerals Plan have either not been saved or, where they have, must be consistent with the NPPF in order to be considered up to date.
In the Planning Statement accompanying its current application Cuadrilla makes considerable play at section 1.3 of alleged Government support in a 2014 “Energy Strategy” document for onshore oil exploitation (https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/annual-energy-statement-2014).  Its relevance to a flow testing application is unclear to us – you may regard Cuadrilla’s reference to this document as special pleading.  But, insofar as it is relevant, we would like to point out that, in fact the document styles itself as no more than a “Government Statement” on its actions up to that date to move the country towards a low carbon, energy secure, economy. Its focus is much more on the Government’s climate change agenda and gas security.  It does not set out a future national energy strategy at all. It makes no commitment to support onshore oil exploitation, which has no place in a low carbon economy.  Local availability of hydrocarbon reserves (if there are any) has little to do with the country’s energy security which is not dependant on oil for power generation. And the Government is moving us away from oil as a fuel not only because combusted hydrocarbons overheat our atmosphere, but also because they are a killer.   
As far as we are aware no strategy has been published by the Government under section 9A of the Petroleum Act 1998 or attempted to reconcile its economic objectives for hydrocarbons with its already existing climate change strategy and commitments.
The most up to date energy strategy published by the Government is in fact its “Clean Growth Strategy” published this October: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/clean-growth-strategy.  This strategy emphasises the commitment of Government to ensure that at both national and local levels, greenhouse gas emissions and our dependence on fossil fuels are reduced.  As the Prime Minister says in her introduction to the Government’s strategy paper: “Clean growth is not an option, but a duty we owe to the next generation, and economic growth has to go hand-in-hand with greater protection for our forests and beaches, clean air and places of outstanding natural beauty.”
Your Council will doubtless be conscious of its own responsibility as a minerals planning authority to “secure that the development and use of land in the local planning authority's area contribute to the mitigation of, and adaptation to, climate change” (Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004, section 19(1A)) and of NPPF paras 93 – 94 dealing with the vital role of LPAs in mitigating the impacts of climate change and securing radical reductions in greenhouse gas emissions.  This section provides a clear statutory framework within which your Council is empowered to implement the Government’s clean growth and greenhouse gas reduction commitments.  
We fail to see how even preliminary flow testing activities preparatory to the extraction of oil at Balcombe is compatible with contributing to decarbonising the atmosphere or with achieving national goals set via the current 5 year carbon budget targets, the Clean Growth Strategy or through the Government’s international commitments under the 2016 Paris Climate Change Accord – obligations that did not exist when Cuadrilla’s previous flow testing application was considered by your Council in 2014.  Your Council has a relevant responsibility within the legal/planning structure underlying the Climate Change Act and Paris Accord to ensure that its planning policies and decisions assist in mitigating climate change and in facilitating the new climate change obligations assumed subsequent to 2014.  WSCC has also committed itself in its Sustainable Communities Strategy to reducing the county’s carbon footprint.  Your current decision should be taken in that context.
The fact that the well site is located within the High Weald AONB – indeed in a very rural part of  it - should be a major consideration.  NPPF para 147 directs you to “address constraints on production and processing within areas that are licensed for oil and gas exploration or production”.  This is a prime example of a very important environmental constraint that you are expected to take into account in your decision making process.
We note the advice that you have received from the High Weald AONB Unit and Natural England in that regard, and the views of the former on the implications of this proposal for your High Weald Management Plan.  This may only involve shortish term activities. However, in the wider picture, there is no sufficient public interest imperative that would justify the need for large scale high-carbon oil (or gas) extraction to take place within the High Weald given its heavy carbon content and the ready offshore UK and global availability of ample other reserves.  The public interest in safeguarding and enhancing the High Weald AONB can in no way be treated as a secondary consideration:  its unique preciousness and irreplaceability is acknowledged by its statutory designation.  The High Weald is no more capable of moving than any (undesignated) hydrocarbon reserve beneath it.  
We turn now to the detail of Cuadrilla’s flow testing proposal.  We note the paucity of information provided within its Planning Statement (paras 3.2.2 – 3.2.4) as to the process for stimulating and then gauging the hydrocarbon flow, but that it involves the injection into the well of fluid that involves a 10% hydrochloric acid concentration, and a nitrogen lift.  No information on test drilling depths is provided.  We note also that Cuadrilla has offered no risk assessment of its own as part of its application, and has not offered restoration of the site to its former agricultural status in the event of their deciding that it does not provide an exploitation opportunity, even though restoration and aftercare are necessary requirements under NPPF para 144.
We have a number of concerns re your screening assessment of the proposal: 
· it only addresses the likelihood of an adverse event, not the seriousness of the event if it occurs.  The risk of a serious, albeit unlikely, event requires more careful evaluation than it receives;
· its findings are not correlated to your current or draft Minerals Plan policies or the NPPF to enable effective evaluation to be made of the applicability of those policies;
· is it not therefore wrong within your screening assessment to address the implications of a leakage either above ground or below it as if the injected material were simply water?  For example, in the middle column of para 3 of your assessment you refer to “Operations would result in returned water [our emphasis] from the borehole”;
· it does not mention the potential implications of the HCI content or N2 usage at all, so it does not evaluate the contamination/pollution implications of Cuadrilla’s dependence on acidification within their flow testing process in terms of either likelihood or significance;
· should the degree of risk of a blow-out be assessed on what, after stage 1, could be an unmonitored site and, if there is even a small risk of one, of the contamination risks involved;
· where has the potential for underground acidified water seepage been addressed and ruled out?
There is widespread public concern as to the safety and potential hazards of processes that use acidifying or other stimulation processes which carry environmental risks akin to fracking and, rightly or wrongly, as to the adequacy of its regulation.  There is all the more need for caution where, as here, the site is within an area that has been nationally designated for its beautiful landscape quality and character, and it is close to important public water resources such as Ardingly reservoir.  Given that, it seems to us that it is incumbent on your Authority, working as appropriate with the other involved regulatory agencies, to be especially thorough, vigilant and transparent in your evaluation and monitoring of this (and similar) applications. In this context we are concerned whether the applicant has provided you with all information that you reasonably need to undertake a thorough evaluation of this application.
At the end of the day, the purpose of planning is to achieve sustainable development (NPPF paras 6 - 7).  In considering this application, what matters is not whether the development involves an interim step in a larger enterprise, or how long lasting its effects are, but whether it represents sustainable development within the meaning of those NPPF paragraphs.   Whilst NPPF para 144 requires your Council to “give great weight to the benefits of the mineral extraction, including to the economy” that paragraph does not require you to give it greater weight than the great weight that NPPF para 115 requires you to give to the conservation and enhancement of the natural beauty and landscape of the High Weald AONB which is entitled to the “highest status of protection” from development.  
Nor does para 144 trump the instructions to LPAs in NPPF paras 93 – 94 which – in synchronization with the Clean Energy Strategy - state:
“93. Planning plays a key role in helping shape places to secure radical reductions in greenhouse gas emissions, minimising vulnerability and providing resilience to the impacts of climate change, and supporting the delivery of renewable and low carbon energy and associated infrastructure. This is central to the economic, social and environmental dimensions of sustainable development.
[bookmark: _GoBack]
94. Local planning authorities should adopt proactive strategies to mitigate and adapt to climate change in line with the objectives and provisions of the Climate Change Act 2008 …”

So it comes down to your judgement on the respective significance of the economic and environmental arguments and your evaluation of whether Cuadrilla’s proposal involves sustainable development.  In our view it does not:
-	the economic security case for onshore oil exploration and exploitation is weak to non-existent (and has not been made by Cuadrilla). National energy security is not at risk: oil is not a fuel necessary for national power generation, and the Oil & Gas Authority report that the UK already has at least 20 year exploitable reserves of oil (see: https://www.ogauthority.co.uk/news-publications/publications/2017/uk-oil-and-gas-reserves-and-resources-as-at-end-2016/).  Moreover, both the Government and your Council are in any event committed to reducing our dependence on oil; 
· it fails the environmental component of a sustainable development for three reasons: firstly because it is inconsistent with the Government’s announced Clean Energy Strategy introduced as the basis for the reduction in our dependence on fossil fuels on account of their adverse climate change and health implications; secondly because it is inconsistent with WSCC’s own Sustainable Communities Strategy to reduce the county’s carbon footprint; and thirdly because any economic case there may be for onshore oil exploitation is outweighed by the public interest in conserving and enhancing a specially designated AONB location that (as the Prime Minister has acknowledged in the above quote from the Government’s new Clean Energy Strategy) is wholly unsuited to any future hydrocarbon exploitation and that your Council is legally obliged to protect;

· this application offers no material job or other social benefits and is strongly opposed by the local parish council and the majority of local people; so it also fails the social aspect of development sustainability.    
Things have changed since your 2014 decision to allow flow testing at Lower Stumble.  The Government has entered into new commitments, and has set new goals, to reduce national dependence on fossil fuels.  It has also re-emphasised the sacrosanct status of AONBs within its strategy of moving to cleaner sources of energy.  The economic case for allowing Cuadrilla to move to a next stage towards potential exploitation of this site is now weaker, and the environmental case against it is now much stronger.  Your Minerals Plans (current and draft) give your Council the power to say no.  We encourage you to exercise that power.  To say no would be compatible with your Minerals Plans and would be entirely consistent with the NPPF.
Yours sincerely,
Michael A. Brown
On behalf of the Campaign to Protect Rural England, Sussex Branch CIO
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