
COLLYWESTON PARISH COUNCIL 

Report from CPRE Planning Roadshow  

Thursday 10th April 2014 at Great Houghton Village Hall, Northampton 

 

Introduction 

Councillor Cowan attended this event on behalf of the Parish Council. The main objective was to 

learn about fracking, because of rumours that there may be interest in exploration for shale gas in 

the Stamford area including Collyweston.  

 

Fracking 

The talk was given by CPRE member David Montagu-Smith whose company Rathlin Energy 

http://www.rathlin-energy.co.uk is currently drilling for shale gas in Northern Ireland and test wells 

in East Yorkshire. “Hydraulic stimulation” is a method of extracting natural gas from deposits of a 

very hard rock, shale, typically about 2 miles underground.  

 Could it happen here? Last summer the British Geological Survey mapped the most likiely 

suitable deposits of shale. Northamptonshire does NOT lie within that area (apart from a little 

bit in the very south of the county). http://www.bgs.ac.uk/shalegas/#ad-image-5 

 What if fracking is proposed? The initial process of 1. Exploratory well 2. Planning approval 

3. Test drilling, takes 1-2 years. They drill down using pure water in stages, each stage of the 

shaft shoring and protecting the one above. When the well itself is properly constructed, 

nothing done underground should affect the ground surface. It’s the depth that protects. Once 

drilled, the well has to be tested, to ensure no contact between what’s inside and the earth 

outside the shaft. Some shale simply can’t be fracked, it’s too impermeable.  

 Is fracking a bad neighbour? Test drilling is a noisy process, operates round the clock, and 

requires lighting. In the UK the regulatory process is so rigorous that any environmental 

damage caused is actually a criminal offence, unlike in other countries such as the USA. Once 

testing is finished, and assuming fracking begins, there are 1-2 extra lorry movements a day, 

for 3-4 days at a time. Water is brought in on lorries, the gas is piped out underground. 

 Legislation: Petroleum Act 1998. Offshore Installations and Wells (Design & Construction) 

Regulations 1996. Borehold Sites & Operations Regulations 1995. Water Resources Act 1991. 

Environmental Permitting Regulations (England & Wales) 2010. 

 Risk to groundwater? There is no reason for groundwater to be affected. Large amounts of 

water needed to be brought in for the process will limit the number of sites where fracking is 

viable. Aquifers are protected behind 3-4 layers of steel casing and cement before any 

complex operations take place in the borehole.  

 Chemicals? (Comment: here I felt a bit patronised, as the speaker listed the household 

materials and foods in which these ‘everyday’ chemicals are found. They’re still nasty as 

individual chemicals!) Sodium chloride. Ethylene glycol. Borate salts. Sodium/potassium 

carbonate. Guar gum. Isopropanol. Operators need an Environment Agency permit. The 

disposal of waste is tightly regulated. (Comment: we certainly about that around here!) 

 Potential benefits? Energy security, reduced import of energy (remember, Russia is 

becoming politically complicated again), revenue, jobs (staff on site, and haulage to bring in 

the water), local services used. The UK OOG Charter requires operators to pay £100,000 to 

the local community and 1% royalty on gross production from the well sites.  

 Gas prices should fall then? The price of gas won’t fall unless the whole of Europe also gets 

fracking. The market is too big and ultimately the world market price is linked to that of oil.  

 What about the earthquakes at the Carillion site up north? The speaker believes it was a 

combination of a) inadequate testing and assessment of the geology leading to the 

http://www.bgs.ac.uk/shalegas/#ad-image-5


disturbance, and b) badly handled communication with the public afterwards which raised 

fears even further. Lessons have been learnt; it won’t happen again. 

 Horror stories from the USA? Poor environmental regulation and some corporate corner-

cutting. Each state has its own regulatory framework, and some are more experienced than 

others. In Canada, by contrast, there is plenty of fracking but no environmental incidents at all.  

 After the gas is all extracted? The well is filled with cement and capped. Even if the 

exploratory wells reveal it’s not worth fracking there, the land has to be put back exactly as 

before, by law. It’s a criminal offence not to. 

 Does removing the gas cause subsidence afterwards? No. The ‘impaction’ of removing 

the gas molecules is so tiny you can’t measure it. 

 Personal response to the talk: I’m slightly reassured that this area is unlikely to attract 

fracking companies, based on the BGS data. However, if a test bore is ever proposed, 

because of our landscapes and proximity to settlements, it should be resisted. 

 

Renewable energy update 

The speaker was CPRE member Brian Skittrall. 

 

Wind : There are no new large scale wind sites coming forward, and only the Watford Gap 

(Daventry) scheme is still going through the planning process. The improved subsidies for smaller 

schemes means there are fewer applications for wind farms than before.  

 Appeals are more likely to be refused than previously. Appeals show mixed results: an appeal 

is less likely to be upheld because it’s rarely proved that lots of energy would be produced. If 

the appeal is called-in to the Secretary of State, it has even better odds of being refused.  

 Policy: There are no local Renewable Energy policies in Northamptonshire, but East 

Northants Council is at least at the drafting stage. There is no national protection for Public 

Rights of Way (PWOL) in the latest government guidance, which means it’s down to local 

authorities to ensure that protection is put into the local policies. In the meantime we have to 

rely on the government’s Planning Practice Guidelines portal.  

 

Solar : Not all solar farms are bad. They can be hidden from view or located where people don’t 

visit. But their impact is often underestimated at the planning decision stage; once built, a solar 

farm brings large scale industrialisation of the landscape.  

 Policy: While there is no local policy (see above) CPRE has just published one. 

http://www.cpre.org.uk/resources/policy-guidance-notes/item/2474-cpres-policy-on-energy 

This should have ‘material weight’ because it’s in line with national policy. The advice is to 

ignore any political statements if looking for ammunition in fighting a scheme: they do not carry 

weight at the planning stage. CPRE believes that the built environment is the best place for 

solar. The good sites restrict their visibility. Valued and sensitive landscapes are protected, 

under national policy, whether or not they have a designation (eg Area of Outstanding Natural 

Beauty or SSSI). Views from PROWs and settlements are protected. There must be minimal 

impact on food production, so while grazing land might be suitable, arable is not. The burden 

of proof that there would be no impact is on the developer, not the objectors or the local 

authority. The scheme must be fully reversible and the funds for decommissioning it identified.  

 What can people do? It’s high time the Joint Planning Units had policies on this. We could 

lobby our MP to get appeals called-in; the Planning Inspectorate is proving more likely to allow 

appeals than the DCLG (Dept for Communities and Local Government).  

http://www.cpre.org.uk/resources/policy-guidance-notes/item/2474-cpres-policy-on-energy


 Environmental impact?  A well designed scheme can increase biodiversity. Access for 

wildlife must be designed in. The shade cast by the panels limits plant growth underneath; this 

means poor grazing, even if the panels are on stilts.  

 

The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) – 2 years on 

 Neil Sinden from CPRE’s national office reported that, although both the Tories’ and LibDems’ 

manifestos spoke of the Community Right To Appeal (currently only the applicant can appeal 

against a planning decision), nothing appeared in the Localism Act. However, the LibDems 

recently renewed their support for it at their Party Conference.  

 85% of the Northants countryside has no national designation, so it’s at risk from 

development, more so than in most other counties.  

 Garden cities: CPRE questions the rationale behind these. They are to be built on greenfield 

sites and will be low density – so, by definition, unsustainable. 

 Local Plan: new draft is due June 2014, public examination September, in which case 

adopted should be February 2015. But it’s been held up by the government because of the 

major application at Rushden Lakes, so those dates are highly improbable now. 

 Planning Practice Guidance is online, and is intended to replace the many PPSs (Planning 

Policy Statements) we used to quote when objecting to planning applications. It’s in a Q&A 

format, so as long as their Questions match your questions it’s very good! There is more 

scope to refuse planning permission on the grounds of ‘prematurity’ – so, if a large scheme 

would conflict with a draft Local Plan that’s not quite adopted yet but clearly would have not 

allowed for that scheme, it can be refused. There is support for the re-use of brownfield, 

although the old ‘brownfield first’ policy has not been reinstated. It addresses the financial 

viability of developing on brownfield. There is guidance on tackling light pollution.      

http://planningguidance.planningportal.gov.uk 

 Other recent changes: greater ‘flexibilities’ over changes of use came in in March 2014., 

such as offices to housing, and barn conversions.  

 Neighbourhood Plans: technical and direct support is available from 

www.planninghelp.org.uk and www.communityrights.org.uk. There are 9 Neighbourhood Plans 

in progress in the county. Only 13 NPs have passed referendum stage in the whole of England 

– but they have overwhelming support from the communities when they do reach that stage.  
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