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Dear Ms Ledsom & Mr Gambles 

We are writing to you in regard to the license that The Forestry Commission has granted for oil 

drilling activities on the Bury Hill site at Leith Hill in Surrey; and also in relation to other such 

activities that might be planned, or a future potential, on Forestry Commission land throughout the 

country. 

The a for these activities is entirely in your gift. You have the power to revoke it and to deny any 

further leasing of FC land for hydrocarbon exploration or extraction. The will is all that is required. 

You could protect this land and the jeopardy such activities put it in, as well as uphold the aims of 

the Paris Accord to which we are signatories. The aims of the Paris Accord include passing the 

“global peaking of greenhouse gas emissions as soon as possible” and “making finance flows 

consistent with a pathway towards low greenhouse gas emissions and climate-resilient 

development”; or in other words: fossil fuel divestment. As a Government entity whose aims are to 

protect, enable, conserve, restore and manage our forests, the type of activity being allowed here 

goes against these Paris statements (and hence our national policy), the FC’s own mission statement 

and the interests of the local community. If we cannot rely on an organisation with the aims stated 

to stand up against the destruction of our world and the damage to our locales, then what hope 

have we? It simply does not make sense what the FC is prepared to allow on its land, and these 

activities entirely contradict its purpose. 

You, in your individual roles, and the FC are stewards of the land. The land is ours, everybody’s. It 

belongs to the people of this nation. It is kept in care and under the commitments highlighted above. 

We are District Councillors for the Holmwoods and neither of us has come across one person in our 

immediate community, nor in the wider area, who is in favour of the activity that has been 

permitted. We, the people, are overwhelmingly against this type of use of FC land.  

House of Commons Hansard 31st Jan 2013 vol 557 states, “England’s public forest estate will remain 

secured in public ownership—for the people who enjoy it, the businesses that depend on it and the 

wildlife that flourishes in it.” And the ‘Government Forestry and Woodlands Policy Statement’ 2013 

indicates over and over the “importance of preserving and maximising the social and environmental 

benefits provided by trees and woodlands, particularly in and around our towns and cities”. Any 

lease of land for industry other than recreation or forestry itself is essentially wrong and a breach of 

the public trust. The risks and damage that could, and will, be unleashed by such actions fly in the 

face of the covenant between the Government, the FC and the people. 



Focusing on the Leith Hill site in particular, not only is this FC land, it is also at the heart of the Surrey 

Hills Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. The primary purpose of the AONB designation is to 

conserve and enhance the natural beauty of the landscape, with two secondary aims: meeting the 

need for quiet enjoyment of the countryside and having regard for the interests of those who live 

and work there. The plans and activities that will follow on this site entirely contradict these 

purposes. They threaten all aspects of the AONB status and designation. The proposal is unwanted 

by the community, it brings no benefits to those who live and work in the area and it will destroy the 

peace and opportunity for quiet enjoyment. It is obvious to see that rather than conserve and 

enhance, it will destroy, pollute and degrade. In short, the application is not suitable for this location 

whatsoever. 

Not only is this site an AONB, it is also Metropolitan Green Belt. Therefore, one might consider it to 

be particularly special and protected by more than one layer of legislation, both of which are 

expressly to preserve the openness and character of the undeveloped landscape. A 35 metre drilling 

tower with aircraft warning lights and gas flares will be installed on the site and thousands of HGV 

movements will travel along Coldharbour Lane, an ancient (and very narrow) sunken lane with 

equally ancient woodland lining its high and delicate sides. How on Earth can this even be 

considered? It is surely inappropriate development in the Green Belt and by definition extremely 

harmful as well as a direct contravention of the purpose of the AONB classification. As I’m sure you 

are aware, AONB classification along with National Park classification are together afforded the 

highest degree of protection under law. 

Europa Oil & Gas have taken proceedings right the way to the top of the Appeals structure, but I am 

inclined to agree with the District Council, the County Council and the first Public Inquiry – all of 

which denied the activity and found no very special circumstances. I cannot understand the rationale 

of the second Public Inquiry in favouring this utterly inappropriate development which threatens to 

destroy not only the site itself, but also the ancient lanes leading to it, which are completely 

unsuitable for a single HGV let alone the thousands of HGV journeys that will be required for the 

activity planned. (Up to 20 a day according to Europa which, at that maximum, equates to around 

2500 over the 18 week window). How a development of any form can be allowed that requires this 

intensity of traffic and uses vehicles far too large for such delicate and picturesque banked lanes in 

such a sensitive area of AONB does not make any sense. Just one of these vehicles on the lane will 

not only cause damage to the banks it will also effectively cut off the residents and stop other 

members of the public from using the road as it will not be passable in either direction. The road use 

alone directly contradicts the AONB status, let alone when we consider what will be done on the site 

itself. 

What are the very special circumstances that allow this inappropriate development in the Green 

Belt? In the 2nd Public Inquiry the Inspector effectively states none. What the Inspector does do is 

state mitigations which are based on the notions that the activity is temporary and completely 

reversible despite being harmful for its duration. Unfortunately this is wishful thinking. The entire 

purpose of this application is to gain a foothold to then develop a long term drilling site. Although 

planning applications are taken as individual considerations it seems incredibly foolish to do so 

knowing what the further plans effectively are. Moreover, as the first Inquiry found, 18 weeks of the 

kind of activity on the site that will be carried out, and by the type of vehicles that have been 

described, are undoubtedly inappropriate and not mitigated by the special circumstances of what? 

Profit? Temporariness? These are no mitigations at all, temporariness can hardly be descried as a 

very special circumstance; especially considering that the activity is not completely reversible as 



claimed and there will be scarring, damage and loss of trees that will take hundreds of years to fully 

repair – if at all. 

There has been some debate on whether this plan constitutes ‘major development’ and the 

implication that this factor would have on the possibility of it going forward in an AONB. The 

Inspector on the 2nd Public Inquiry deemed that it did not, basing his opinion on an instance of case 

law and Schedule 2 of the EIA regulations. The Inspector nevertheless concludes, “Having said this, 

there is case law which clearly divines that the 2010 Act cannot be transposed into general planning 

assessments and that there should be no universal definition of ‘major development’. The general 

thrust is that it falls to the decision maker, having regard to the local circumstances and the 

particular factors of the case.” It would seem to us that the Inspector has ignored his own 

conclusions and from the details we have already submitted in this letter you can see how in this 

case and in these local circumstances that this is indeed major development and contravenes the 

AONB classification in both its primary and secondary purposes. If we consider that this 

development is to be so prominent that it will require lights to warn aircraft, then by that criterion 

alone it should constitute major development in such a location. It is no small thing, rather it will be 

a landmark – a thing that by its nature is major.  

The other argument put forward by the Inspector to circumvent the AONB classification is that, 

despite all parties being in agreement that this is a place of tranquillity, as the tranquillity is 

somewhat disturbed by planes going to and from Gatwick (albeit on temporary flight paths) then the 

weight of a further disturbance is already mitigated. This is a nonsense argument. Would we say that 

because one barrel of oil has been poured into a beautiful river that it means it’s OK to throw a 

further one in? Again he goes on to say this is all temporary; however, 18 weeks is a long duration 

for those in the vicinity and those who wish to use the area for recreation; as well as for the habitats 

being disturbed by floodlights, drilling, a rig with flaring and aircraft warning lights etc. And we all 

know the end aim is to take this way, way beyond an 18 week window. After all, Europa has spent 10 

years and God only knows how much money fighting for this borehole. Would they really do that on 

an uncertainty? Plus, the Nutech Wider Weald ‘oil in place’ study indicates the Kimmeridge section 

to be favourably developed and with significant oil in place underlying the proposed H-1 well 

location and PEDL143. Nutech identified further significant tight oil potential in the Oxford Clay and 

Lias Formation sections underlying PEDL143.  (H-1 being the proposed well, PEDL143 the license). 

This is not to be an 18 week enterprise. The picture is much bigger and we have to be honest about 

that. 

Sutton & East Surrey Water have warned that the water supply of 180,000 homes will be put at risk 

by this project. They have been accused of scaremongering by Europa – how flippant that is. Why on 

Earth would a water-board engage in scaremongering of this nature? The source of Pipp Brook is 

mere metres from the site. Now even less of a distance with the new larger design. This carries into 

the Mole and into the Thames. Below is also our groundwater supply, where almost all of the 

drinking water comes from in Surrey. I am aware that groundwater monitoring has been increased 

and improved, but one accident and it’s too late. That’s too big a risk with technology where a 

significant proportion of boreholes’ concrete walls fail within 3 years and the ground is pumped with 

acid reactants. Is this a worthwhile risk? 

And what will they be doing to the sands and sandstone below our feet pumping in a stimulation 

fluid of reactive acid? Well, it’s not quite at fracture pressure, so on a technicality it’s not fracking. It 

does however bear remarkable similarities. Europa claim it is conventional drilling, but only by their 

industry’s warped definition. Conventional drilling is mechanical and uses suction to draw oil from 

the well. In the system to be used at Bury Hill the acid pumped in will dissolve material in the 



sandstone to widen the pores in the rock and allow enhanced production. We think the process and 

its dangers speak for themselves… Dangerous, destabilising and polluting are words that come to 

mind. 

The local community are dead set against these operations. There is no benefit to the locality. The 

only benefit is to those taking the profit. For the rest of us there is only destruction, pollution, threat 

and ignorance. 

Ignorance of our commitment to halt hydrocarbon extraction and use, ignorance of the need to be 

innovative and look to new technologies instead, ignorance of the duty to protect the AONB & 

Green Belt, ignorance of the dangers inherent, ignorance of the FC’s purpose and commitments, 

ignorance of the local community and their needs. Pure ignorance. A slumber we must wake from, 

and which you as the land owner (or rather, steward for the owners) have the power to rise from 

and instead apply an enlightened sense of your duty and what is right for us as a country, for the 

locale, for Nature herself.  

Please be a leader instead of cow towing to this outdated and destructive industry, ever more 

desperate to bleed our land dry. Please stand up for your core principles as the FC and as Secretary 

for the Environment. Please stand up for our international pledges and show they mean something. 

And above all, please do what is right and proper, uphold the public trust and safeguard our land as 

promised. We are relying on you to protect, conserve and enhance our property right now - and for 

the generations to come. 

Yours Sincerely, 

 

 

Cllr Clayton Wellman & Cllr Claire Malcomson (Holmwoods Ward, Mole Valley District Council) 

 

Cc: Alan Smith (the Bishop of St Albans), Lord Clark of Windermere, Lord Greaves, Baroness Royall, 

Mike Goodman, David Harmer, Stephen Cooksey, Michelle Watson, Duncan Irvine, Vivienne Michael, 

the Surrey Mirror, national newspapers 


