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Overview
As a group, and under various names, we have been fighting against the opencast mining of Ffos-y-Fran (or Merthyr Common as it should be known) for 5 years now, with several members of the group opposing opencast mining in Merthyr Tydfil for decades before this. 

We have restructured and re-formed with a new identity since the start of mining operations to better meet the new challenges presented by the situation, and we are now the RAFF (Residents Against Ffos-y-Fran) Group.
This opencast mine is a massive scheme that will blight the residents of Merthyr Tydfil for at least the next 17 years, and it's only 37 Metres from the nearest housing estate and the very edge of this densely populated town! 

We have suffered desperately with the noise from the operation (over 60dbA at times, and regularly at the planning limit of 55dbA for extended periods) and - to varying degrees, governed by the topography, weather conditions, and wind direction from dust and dirt fallout.

The Problem

Merthyr Tydfil is surrounded by coal deposits, and has always been an irresistible attraction to speculators who want to make vast profits for minimum outlay. Miller-Argent Mining is just the latest protagonist. 
Our biggest problem is that this time they have the backing of Westminster, the Welsh Assembly Government (WAG), and Merthyr Tydfil Borough Council. This has come about because of the Labour government's lack of a vision in their energy policy, and Wales' continued reliance on the Aberthaw coal fired power station. They want as much coal as they can get, as cheaply as they can source it - and damn the impact on the people of Merthyr Tydfil! 
Ffos-y-Fran is planned to deliver approximately 30-40% of the coal requirements of Aberthaw for the rest of its working life; although, we don’t believe that they’re getting near this figure.
Merthyr Tydfil is densely populated with approximately 60-70,000 50 - 55,000 residents, (unsurprisingly it's a falling population...) all living extremely close to the coal seams. It is also situated in a valley 'bowl', with much of the coal in elevated positions which loom over the populace. You can now appreciate the conflict; money versus the impact on the community. 
Add to this the fact that this is Wales - Britain's dumping ground, and Merthyr Tydfil is Wales's dumping ground, and you can see just how damned we are!
We have residents living up to only 37 Metres (40yds/120ft) from this huge mining operation, with absolutely no protection from the noise or dust and dirt fallout. 
The Welsh Assembly Government will not agree to a buffer zone of any sort, and no compensation or re-location has ever been offered. 
In our opinion, this is primarily because there are large coal deposits running right up to the communities’ edge, and they don’t wish to give up these reserves.

Who is helping us?
Not Merthyr Tydfil Borough Council! - Miller-Argent is a ‘self regulating’ company, so the council believe that they have abrogated responsibility for the impact of the mining operation on the people of Merthyr.
The noise monitoring and dust monitoring is carried out by the company itself! Hard to believe, isn't it? All data is owned by the company themselves and the public has no call on it. Summary reports are produced and supplied to the council once a year. 
No, I'm not making it up. It's like giving the keys of your house to a burglar and then asking them not to rob your house! - and then you don't check whether you’ve been robbed for a whole year, by which time there’s very little that you can do about it!
The working hours are from 07:00 to 23:00 (currently it’s 22:00, but this ‘concession’ could be withdrawn at any time). When we are not managing to pressurise them into not making noise, the droning noise of the machinery is relentless and all-pervading, filling our every waking hour. We are allowed 8 Hrs sleep, as long as it is after 11:00pm (10:00 pm currently) and you’re up before 07:00! 
Not the Secretary for State for Wales, Peter Hain – he has refused to have anything to do with us using the ‘…this is a devolved issue and nothing to do with me’ excuse. Thought he dealt with Welsh issues? My bad…!
Not our MP, Mr Dai Havard – he hasn’t once spoken to us or met with us in the entire five-and-a-half years we have been fighting this injustice. His statement has been that ‘…he doesn’t feel it necessary to meet with the group’ his view is that there is no issue to answer. I’ll let you all form your own opinion on that…
Not our Environment Minister in the Welsh Assembly Government – she refuses point blank to meet or communicate with us and physically avoids us to the extent of running away and barging past us. The last statement from Ms Jane Davidson, AM, was ‘…I don’;t speak to objectors’. So if you don’t agree with her, she won’t speak to you? The democratic process is alive-and-well and working in Wales…not! 

Cardiff University have helped us – Yay team! - A Health Impact Study was commissioned and produced (against great opposition I may add) by a highly qualified team from Cardiff University. It was headed up by Dr Goldby, a respected authority in this field, and the conclusions were pretty damning. As you can imagine, the work was carried out under the intense scrutiny of the interested parties, so it was performed ‘to the book’.
Merthyr Tydfil already has the second highest occurrence of chest complaints in Britain, so you can imagine what the additional dust, dirt, noise and diesel fumes will do for these figures. 
Merthyr Tydfil Council, The Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) and the mining company (Miller-Argent) all refuse to acknowledge or accept the validity of this report...(even though it was originally funded by the WAG! …But they quickly distanced themselves from it when they could see it wasn't going their way!). Miller-Argent were asked to take part in the study, but refused. So, guess why they said that they would not accept the study? Err…because they didn’t have any input to it. Yep – you couldn’t write this stuff, could you?
No help from the Welsh Assembly Government (WAG), and certainly none from Westminster! - The WAG and The Council acted on the dictat of Westminster on this one, The Labour whip came straight down from the top and they all fell into line. We had, and still have no support from government at any level. Requests for help to the Welsh Secretary were dismissed because it was a ‘devolved issue’, but we have evidence showing that Westminster have been involved from the start. We have copies of letters from the then (and recently) energy minister Mr Mike O’Brien, Labour MP for North Warwickshire, wrote to the First Minister of the WAG, Mr Rhodri Morgan, urging him to ensure that the opencast mining of Ffos-y-Fran went ahead. This is the man who has taken an active part in opposing opencast mining in his own constituency, and is currently fighting off another application. Not in my back yard says Mr Mike O’Brien, but it’s good enough for Merthyr Tydfil though!
You can see now why we’ve had such a difficult battle on our hands. We have felt at times that it was very much us against the world.
A rag-tag army supports us, fortunately; we have received unwavering support from some members of the Welsh Assembly, (outside of the WAG), and after the last local elections from a small number of Liberal Democrat and Independent councillors.
Unwavering support from Friends of the Earth Cymru.

Then, of course, we’ve had fantastic support from…you lot! Environmental campaigners and activists, switched on residents and members of the public at large. 
We can’t thank you all too much! You’ve expanded our horizons, inspired us, educated us, given us friendship and very importantly, given us hope when all we had was despair.
Facts and Figures
The operation was initially planned to last 17 years, but we have been told that there are plans to take this to 25 and 40 years if necessary. 
The size of the mine is just shy of 1000 Acres, and is projected to produce about 11 Million Tons of coal. 

The coal from Ffos-y-Fran is planned to supply approximately 30-40% of the needs of the 'dirty dinosaur' that is Aberthaw Coal Fired Power Station. The working life of this power station has recently been extended to 2025 and this now closely matches the proposed lifespan of Ffos-y-Fran.
Aberthaw is the biggest polluter in Wales (The Industrial Pollution league table 2006: In 2006 the power station pumped out more than 7.4million tonnes of CO2 (carbon dioxide)), and in the top 5 largest polluters in Britain. The most damaging pollutant of these is CO2, a 'greenhouse gas' responsible, along with methane, for having the greatest impact on climate change in the world today
Despite one heck of a lot of rhetoric, there are no plans whatsoever to implement Carbon Capture and Storage (CCS) at Aberthaw power station. So, Aberthaw will continue to burn coal from the South Wales coalfields completely unfettered for the rest of it's working life. This gives approximately 7.5 mega (million!) tonnes x 17 = 127,500,000 tonnes of CO2 into our atmosphere.
History
The planning consent for the opencast mining of Ffos-y-Fran (or Merthyr Common as it is better known – the name changed to project a better image) has been turned down many occasions across the last 40 years or so because of its impact on the residents of Merthyr. 
There has been much and continued house building near to Ffos-y-Fran since then, but planning consent for the mine was still granted, very much against the will of the people of Merthyr. 
It went to a public enquiry, but Miller-Argent and the council reeled out barristers, solicitors, scientists, and lecturers – whereas due to the cost we had to fight alone. We could get no financial support to pay for legal representation, but Miller-Argent paid for their costs out of the ‘Community’ fund, and the councils costs came out of the public purse. An inequality of arms – we had little chance of winning.

The fight was taken to the High Court in London by one of our supporters, and the case was won. This overturned their planning permission – but unfortunately this was overturned on appeal in the Welsh appeal court.
Miller-Argent won this permission to mine by mitigating the major concerns and saying that modern mining methods would ensure that there would be no significant impact on the local community, and (very influentially) that all coal would be moved by rail. 
This ‘promise’ or ‘commitment’ was made by Miller-Argent Mining to the planning inspectorate, the inspector at the Public Enquiry, and several judges at subsequent legal challenges.
The promises have been broken! The modern mining methods have never transpired, and we have suffered significant noise and dust nuisance for the last 2 years…and now they are also trying to get the planning permission amended to move coal by road! 
In our opinion, their modern mining methods appear to be; buy the biggest, noisiest diggers on the market; place them on a hillside in direct line of sight of a large proportion of the Merthyr community, then crank them up and dig flat-out for as long as they can get away with it. 
Well, this approach has served them well for the last 2 years; but we’re determined that they aren’t going to get away with it for too much longer!
We, and other supporters of our cause, are now looking at further legal avenues to challenge this injustice. Both in this country, and in Europe.
The Current Situation

It’s very quiet at the moment where we live; actually it’s idyllic compared to what we’ve had to put up with! Now you could say that the mining company have realised that they are causing the residents a lot of grief and have looked to their conscience and decided to work sensitively. (Well, it could be true…!).
The more cynical amongst you though may say that it could be down to the fact that there is threatened legal action, or that the company is being scrutinised by an ‘independent’ review of it’s operation and it’s impact on the local community, or that there is a lot of media interest in the mine at the moment…
Either could be true – I’ll let you to decide which.
Dust fallout is still a major issue, with clouds of dust rising from the mine continuously – even quite soon after a rainfall. 
The first rain after a dry spell rains black. Not nice!

Our major concern is that the dust you can see is ‘nuisance’ dust, large particulate sizes (PM10), and to a certain extent your body can cope with it. What you can’t see is the fine particulates that accompany it, PM2.5 and PM1 (2.5 µm and smaller) that pose a significant health risk. 

These are being monitored by…yes, you guessed it, the self regulating Miller-Argent mining company. The data belongs to them and we have no access to it! Summary reports are passed to the council once a year. (We don’t believe that the PM2.5 data is being reported though).
Miller-Argent 
a Self Regulating Company
Miller-Argent are supposed to be a self regulating company, but have in fact no effective method of monitoring the noise levels at the locations that they impact the most with their noise pollution (those of us who are in direct line of sight of the heavy machinery).
The mining company have installed two monitoring stations, (to meet the planning regulations), and both of them are in positions that don’t give a representative view of the noise profile, or provide coverage for the vast majority of the affected populace. One is in a house up the side of the mine on the Bogey Road in a dip behind large earthworks and hence shielded from the bulk of the noise output, and the second is in a dip at the edge of Mount View housing estate next to a dual carriageway, again low down behind a large earthworks. 
The first monitoring station is in a scantily populated area (less than 6 houses) and measures a significantly reduced noise output than is being directed at the town when the diggers are on the town facing hillside (currently where the bulk of the digging is being carried out). The second is recording road noise only. In a town with a population of approximately 55,000 people, this dismal attempt at noise monitoring provides monitor coverage for only about 50 people!
The upshot of this is that the mining company can comply with the letter of the planning consent, but at no risk to themselves of ever identifying any noise nuisance or breach of sound level constraints.
Despite many requests by us, Miller-Argent is refusing to relocate either monitoring station, or provide a supplementary station in direct line of sight of their work. They are denying that they are producing a noise nuisance, or exceeding the planning constraints, both statements being made with little, or no supporting empirical evidence. 
We currently only have an ‘amateur’ noise meter, but we believe that this is quite accurate enough to give us a good indication of the sound levels, and we regularly take readings well in excess of the levels prescribed in the planning constraints, especially when the wind is from the East (blowing off the site). Of course, our readings carry no weight whatsoever in the legal world; they would have to be monitored professionally. 
They are permitted to produce noise up to a maximum of 55dbA in the ‘daytime’, in this case 07:00 – 19:00, and 42dbA maximum between 19:00 and 23:00. Believe me, these noise levels are far from acceptable and noise at 55dbA will permeate the house, but at the moment, it’s all we have and aligning with these levels would benefit us greatly. 
Also, these sound levels are supposed to be the maxima, not the norm, and levels lower than this should be what we are most regularly subjected to. In reality, and when we are unfortunate enough to be in line of sight of the diggers, they tend to work at the maximum figures and, in our opinion, sometimes well beyond. 
The type of noise that they produce is not like road noise which rises and falls, has different frequencies and sound levels, and with wide variations throughout the day. This variety would make the noise more tolerable (a relative statement, I know). At its worst it sounds like aircraft taxiing up and down the playing fields at the side of our estate! 
The noise from the massive Komatsu 3000 diggers is a constant drone; the engines get up to optimal working speed, say 2500-3000 RPM, at 7am then stay at this level until they shut the things down at the end of the day – currently 10pm, (but planning permission allows them to work until 11pm). It is a constant low frequency drone which penetrates throughout the house; and this is with our doors and windows shut! They have 4 of these diggers!
Obviously, it’s much worse in the quieter rooms, bedrooms and bathrooms. Outside the house, or with the windows open, when the noise is at its worst, it is intolerable. It’s like having a diesel van parked outside the front of your house with the engine running on fast tick-over, all day long; we wake up to it and go to bed when it stops. We liken it to the Chinese water torture, by the end of the day the noise is drilling into your brain, it’s very difficult to ignore. 
This can’t go on any longer; it is morally and socially irresponsible. This is a typical example of placing productivity and profits above social responsibility. 
We have experienced a protracted quite period recently, but this, we believe, is down to the pressure that Miller-Argent are under at the moment, with legal pressure, keeping them in the public eye, and they are also now being monitored by an ‘independent’ company.
We have called on Miller-Argent to look to their conscience on several occasions to demonstrate corporate responsibility by reducing the noise output from the Ffos-y-Fran mining operation to a level that gives back an acceptable quality of life to the local residents of Merthyr Tydfil. But to no avail as they deny that they are causing any nuisance despite the protestation of the local residents.
Their response is to attack those residents that are striving to effect change by saying that they are troublemakers and that they have their own agendas. They accuse us of threatening the jobs of the workers on the site, and we would be held directly responsible for any redundancies.
The company quite often work at levels that are virtually inaudible to us, (admittedly this is when there is any media interest, or a political dignitary is on site, or if they believe what they are doing will aid, or result in, some sort of legal prosecution…), but for whatever reason, they can work quietly if they so desire to. 
They appear to achieve this by using lots of smaller diggers when working in noise sensitive positions and by moving the Komatsu 3000s behind earthworks, or down in ‘the hole’.
The planning consent for opencast mining at Ffos-y-Fran (or Merthyr Common as it is better known) has been turned down many occasions and across several decades because of its impact on the residents of Merthyr. There has been much and continued house building near to Ffos-y-Fran since then, but planning consent was still given against the will of the people of Merthyr. Miller-Argent won this by mitigating the major concerns by saying that modern mining methods would ensure that there would be no significant impact on the local community, and that all coal would be moved by rail. The modern mining methods have never transpired, and they are now looking to move coal by road. Their modern mining methods appear to be; buy the biggest, noisiest diggers on the market; place them on a hillside in direct line of sight of a large section of the Merthyr community, then crank them up and dig flat-out for as long as they can get away with it. 
In the absence of Miller-Argent becoming a socially responsible company, we asked for Merthyr Tydfil Borough Council to put effective monitoring in place. Also, to direct Miller-Argent to comply with the spirit of their planning consent, as it is now becoming obvious, even to those who originally supported this opencast mine, that Miller-Argent can not be relied upon to regulate themselves and they need to be externally moderated. They just closed ranks and said that as far as they are concerned the mining operation is not causing a nuisance!
There has been an injustice committed here in Merthyr Tydfil, and we will continue to work to bring it to the attention of the world. (I’d like to say tirelessly, but we are knackered, 5 years is a long time…). If we are stuck with the Ffos-y-Fran opencast mine then we will ensure that the operation is carried out with the best interests of the local residents in mind. That’s their quality of life, their health and their well being, not some pie-in-the-sky financial benefits. 
This injustice is being repeated at many opencast mining sites across South Wales and we are starting to network with other opencast mining communities in an attempt to share common issues, aims, and solutions. 
We have also been made aware of many opencast coal mining applications, in Merthyr and surrounding area, in the pipeline and awaiting the right time for consideration. So Ffos-y-Fran may just be the tip of the iceberg.
MTAN 2 for Coal - 500M Buffer Zone – Protection for whom?
The WAG have recently implemented a technical advice note (MTAN2) for coal, which contains what it describes as the ‘safeguards’ for residents living close to opencast operations.

This is one that Jane Davidson is championing and is crowing about it providing protection for communities living close to opencast mines.

We've read through a copy, and although superficially it appears to introduce the protection of a 500m buffer zone, they quickly give themselves the opportunity to refuse it with the ‘exceptional’ circumstances clauses in Section 49. These are in fact in fact the usual circumstances for opencast mines. Section 49 says the following:

“Exceptionally, having considered the evidence put forward with a surface or underground coal working application, coal working may be permitted within 500m of settlements. Factors to be considered include:

• where coal working provides the most effective solution to prevent risks to health and safety arising from previous mineral working;

• to remediate land damaged by shallow coal workings or mine waste, where coal extraction appears to be the most sustainable option;

• where topography, natural features such as woodland, or existing development, would significantly and demonstrably mitigate impacts;

• where major roads or railways lie between the settlement and the proposed operational area and coal working would not result in appreciable cumulative and in-combination effects;

• where the surface expression of underground working does not include the significant handling or storage of the mineral or waste;

• when the proposal is of overriding significance for regeneration, employment and economy in the local area; or

• where extraction would be in advance of other, permanent, development which cannot reasonably be located elsewhere.”

To put this in perspective, if Ffos-y-Fran were to come up for planning permission now, it would fall foul of at least 4 of these exclusions and would be denied the 500m buffer zone even though we are having significant problems with this mine, and the duration of the operation, at 17 years, is as long as any mine around and we would not be afforded the 500m buffer zone protection. 

[n.b. – Miller-Argent themselves have stated this in a BBC Online interview.] 

This all revolves around the fact that if there is any remediation or reclamation work whatsoever involved then the work is immediately reclassified/renamed as ‘Land Reclamation’ not ‘Opencast Mining’. Don’t forget that the work at Ffos-y-Fran is termed ’Land Reclamation by Opencast Mining methods’, even though the reclamation work would have (estimated) taken 2, maybe 3 years, but the coal mining operation will take 17 years at 6 days a week!!! (16 hours a weekday , 8 Hrs on Saturday; Sunday off). It's a complete farce really, isn't it? We don't get protection because the smallest percentage of the work (11.75% if 2 years, 17.5% if 3 years) is termed ‘reclamation’. 

Virtually all, if not all coal seams have been worked to some extent previously, so the planning department can always say that the area needs remedial work to make it safe. 
The coal authority has already demonstrated that they are quite willing to take this approach when they supported the Heolgerrig/Merthyr Village proposal!

Then if all else fails they have the final catch all:

“when the proposal is of overriding significance for regeneration, employment and economy in the local area“

This card can be played under any circumstance, and there we are again, no 500m buffer zone!

I don't think that Ffos-y-Fran is unique here, and this is the way it will be applied in almost all cases. I'm sure that some of the smaller or most unimportant sites will be rejected or will get a 500m zone as a sop to make it look like the MTAN is being used for the benefit of the community, but it will not make a jot of a difference to those opencast mining proposals that the WAG (and Westminster) wish to go ahead.
The MTAN2 for Coal has been designed to protect the coal reserves at all costs, and will provide little or no protection for local residents!

(Un) Ethical BT Pensions Scheme?
The Argent group, of mining company Miller-Argent fame, has a little secret...they are a wholly owned subsidiary of the BT Pensions Group! Well, a secret well kept by BT Pension fund managers and Argent themselves that is. 

In 1997 Argent was acquired for £240 million by BT Pension Scheme, at that time Argent's principal development partner. BT Pension Scheme is the largest pension fund in the UK. 

The Guardian carried a small article revealing this fact:

Eco Soundings - John Vidal and David Adam - The Guardian, Wednesday April 16 2008. 

Digging an ethical hole:

'The giant Ffos-y-Fran opencast mine outside Merthyr Tydfil will contribute more to climate change emissions than any other mine in Britain over the next few years. But property development group Argent, which is one half of the joint venture, prefers to talk about how green its buildings are. "We are trying to deliver lower energy, greener buildings in the right locations," it says. What Argent does not say, but which has been dug out by Friends of the Earth Swansea, is that Argent is wholly owned by BT Pension fund (managed by Hermes), which was voted Britain's top ethical pension fund last year'. 

You won't find any mention of Ffos-y-Fran on the Argent website or the BT pensions site, or the Hermes site. Don't they want us all to know about their involvement in this prestigious redevelopment scheme?

Take a look at the comment here from the 'Building' website. He doesn't have all the facts about our argument but still presents a very good article.

Building Magazine: 
16 October, 2007

At the coal face:
By Phil Clark 

Guardian columnist George Monbiot is furious about a new coal planned in south Wales. He berates the government for forcing the scheme on the local community. So what do the joint developers have to say for themselves?

Environmental writer and activist George Monbiot doesn't hold any punches (as ever) in his Guardian column last week week, and I can see why. As with much of his writing you can feel his anger welling up as he outlines the latest instance of folly performed by public decision makers. His target on this occasion is a new coal mine planned for the outskirts of Merthyr Tydfil, south Wales, called the Ffos-y-fran land reclamation project. His ire is mainly directed at the current Government for forcing such a scheme through for economic reasons, when it might just be running counter to the Labour administration's pledges on reducing carbon emissions. My questioning and concern would also be aimed at the developer behind the proposals, Miller Argent. 

This is a joint venture between two major privately-owned outfits, construction, housing and development firm the Miller Group and Argent, the firm behind the very successful Brindley Place project in central Birmingham and who are planning the massively ambitious Kings Cross development. These two I had considered to be amongst the most forward-thinking and socially responsible of their peers. And they certainly trumpet themselves as much on their respective websites, which as far as I could find had no mention of the Merthyr coal project on them. "We are trying to deliver lower energy, greener buildings in the right locations," says Argent on its carbon dating page. And Miller released a CSR report this Spring which stressed its attempts to reduce the environmental impacts of its projects. "Corporate social responsibility, whether in terms of staff development... sustainable development or environmental management is at the core of our thinking," says Keith Miller, group chief executive, at the back of the report. 

So what exactly are they playing at planning to develop one of the largest opencast mines in the UK? Well, having looked through the website produced by the joint venture partners for the project the message is that this project will provide economic benefits, and the means to the end is by resurrecting the coal industry. The only way to cover the cost of regenerating the derelict land is by creating a viable industry there, is the argument. 

	

	


On the frequently answered question page of the project site the developers also try to justify the coal plans in terms of future energy needs: "According to a recent report, we are heading for an energy shortage, with Nuclear Power (now providing less than one third of UK power) scheduled to decline over the next ten years. Renewable sources of energy, such as wind power, will start to play a more significant part, but there is still a key role for coal, which is still needed to provide approximately another third of the UK's power generation." The Q&A section appears to be fixated with wind as the only alternative, or renewable, source of energy: "Onshore and offshore wind generation will play a future role in UK power generation, but it will not be sufficient to replace the need for power from coal. Proposals currently being considered for Wales include a new technology 'clean coal' power station that can capture the carbon dioxide produced. To meet the Government's target by 2010 for generation of power by renewables, reports have claimed that some 10,000 turbines could be needed, which would mean building over 25 per week from now on... Miller Argent does not oppose wind farms; indeed it supports the use of renewable energy, but believes coal is playing a vital part in delivering energy within a balanced energy policy."The line is that Miller Argent is working within the Government's future energy plans, which sees coals as "having an essential role". 

The 'sustainability' of the joint venture's plans are defined in social terms, to improve the lot of the local community by creating new jobs, although Monbiot argues strongly on health terms this is at best questionable. And there clearly is an economic crisis in this part of Wales - MPs were discussing the economic inactivity of Wales in the House of Commons yesterday. But, as Monbiot argues, plumping for this option to regenerate this area is "odd". 

Perhaps Miller Argent would argue they are dealing in the real world here, offering a practical solution to economic blight. Carbon capture could after all make a dramatic entrance once the plant is operational and save the day. But I doubt it. Given the time taken to get these plans approved it's naive to believe a change of heart is imminent. But if the two companies are truly committed to CSR and to tackling their respective environmental impacts I'd suggest they take a fresh view of the Ffos-y-fran and rethink. What price their sustainable statements if the coal mine goes ahead?

Miller-Argent have complained in their latest newsletter that the significance of the fact that they are being funded by the BT Pension Scheme has been hyped up by us and other sources. 

I think that they are really struggling if this is the worst accusation that they can come up with! 

This news has been on our website for well over a year now, and they've not had anything to say about it until now. The 'revelation' at that time was not that they were funded by the oh so ethical BT Pension Scheme/Hermes/Argent chain, but that the only people publically acknowledging the link was Miller-Argent themselves… 

I can find no mention of the funding of the opencast mining of Ffos-y-Fran on the Web sites for BT, BT Pensions, Hermes, no direct reference to the mining operation whatsoever. If there is any at all, then it’s very well hidden. 

Look for yourselves on: 

http://www.hermes.co.uk/ 

http://www.btpensions.net/BTPS/btps_home.htm

 

If you find any direct references, please help me out and let me know !
 

Surely they would be happy to demonstrate their involvement with such a large, prestigious and lucrative project such as Ffos-y-Fran? No? Oh well, it seems that the only people crowing about the arrangement is Miller-Argent themselves. 

Why is this I wonder? 

Surely it can’t be because the financiers don’t want to be publically associated with this controversial environmental disaster in the valleys? Maybe they are happy to take the not so insubstantial profits, but they have far too green and ethical an image to maintain (superficially anyway) to have any public involvement with the opencast coal mining industry, especially in this day and age.  

It sounds like Miller-Argent are being treated as pariahs in these financial circles, and the opencast mine may just be a little bit of an embarrassment to them? As the mining operation at Ffos-y-Fran, coupled with the burning of this coal at Aberthaw contribute to the highest greenhouse gas production in Wales. Then couple this with the negative social impact of the mining operation itself, then just maybe these ethical companies feel a little uncomfortable about coming out of the closet over their relationship?

BT Pensions Scheme – Statement of Investment Principles (14/05/2008)
[image: image1.emf]
Hermes Principles:

 

Social, ethical and environmental:

 
Principle 9 ‘Companies should manage effectively

relationships with their employees, suppliers and

customers and with others who have a legitimate

interest in the company’s activities. Companies

should behave ethically and have regard for the

environment and society as a whole.’

 

Principle 10 ‘Companies should support voluntary and

statutory measures which minimise the externalisation

of costs to the detriment of society at large.’  
A statement and poem by Merthyr poet Mike Jenkins
At times I feel the exact opposite to 'Famous' Seamus's dictum that all poetry proceeds from a received tradition. Sometimes I'm totally with the Beats and the notion that poetry's like be-bop jazz : you begin with an image , but have no idea where you're going to or when it will end. Like Kerouac's prose, it can blow hot or cold, but I'm excited by this because a poem can take over like that music and carry you away to places you never imagined journeying to. 

   The closest I've come to it musically is jamming on the blues harp, all brought back by last weekend's annual visit to my beloved Aberystwyth and the great cameraderie of old Uni. mates ( who weren't the jammers, but knew them). Inspired by a purpley haze we'd jam on the grass by the castle ; but, above all, there was our drunken return to my digs where myself ( blues harp, key of E ), Scouse Pete ( boogie piano and darts ) and Red Mal ( acoustic guitar and occasional vomit) would extemporize into the early hours. Luckily, there was no audience!

   Poetry, however, requires a degree of sobriety and with an idea based on observing the filming of 'Dagenham Girls' in the now derelict Hoover factory in Merthyr, I had the rough outline of a poem in my head, which would switch from location to location in Merthyr examining the possibilities. I never expected it to work out as apocalyptic and, retrospectively, I attribute that to Ffos-y-fran.

   I'm plagued by this huge opencast site overlooming the town like the numerous coal and lime tips of old. It seems to demonstrate how little we've advanced, how we're still exploited for the 'black stuff' despite all the cosmetic greening. They would not allow such a site ( due to last at least 13 years ) in the leafy lanes of Radyr and Creigiau.

   In the 80's, I led a campaign against opencasting and my most distinct memory is of a large public meeting at Merthyr College addressed by representatives of Celtic Energy, who were ready to opencast south of where I live. One man stood up and spoke most eloquently and emotionally - ' We've paid our price for coal at Aberfan. Surely, we should pay no more!'

   Opencast is full of dirt, noise, dust and diesel fumes : it's an environmental catastrophe. Moreover, it reinforces our reliance on power-station coal at a time when we must look to sustainable alternatives. It puts off other, cleaner industries from investing in communities.

   I cannot escape Ffos-y-fran. Over a year ago, I wrote a poem about the writer George Monbiot and other campaigners who dressed as polar bears and chained themselves to the machinery there. The land at the back of my house, know as the Waun, is under constant threat of opencasting. Both our AM Huw Lewis and MP Dai Havard have consistently failed to oppose its scourge. Hopefully, the Climate Camp, soon to be set up, will be a symbol of resistance.
 
MERTHYR FILM SETS

What about Ffos-y-fran
as a new planet for 'Doctor Who',
one called Devastation
with mutant creatures
trying to take over the Earth
with their poisonous dust?

What about all the empty shops
like Woolies being scenes
of an Apocalypse, after
the poison has spread
and many people are dead?

What about our politicians
suddenly appearing from Penarth and Afghanistan
like aliens in the town
baffled at the emptiness ?

What about the heroin addicts
with starved and young-old faces,
with craters in their eyes
full of that dust
and unable to cry?

What about those with metal sticks
as extra limbs prodding the pavements
and others hauling their own flesh  
like bags of frozen food stitched
beneath elastic waists ; all searching
for a place not contaminated?

What about the cameras above the streets
recording ,unedited, as the rats and pigeons
scavenge on all the droppings
of the last people to leave
before the roller-blinds come down
and everything's sucked into a black hole above town?
