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Briefing 
Whitehaven Coal Mine: A threat to COP26 
and the UK’s Global Climate Leadership 
West Cumbria Mining Ltd (WCM) wants to build a new coal mine just south of Whitehaven. This 
would be the UK’s first new deep coal mine for 30 years and will produce 2.78 million tonnes of 
coal per year until 2049. This coal will be used exclusively to provide coking coal for the steel 
industry until 2049, however less than 10% is expected to be used by the UK steel industry, with 
the rest exported abroad. 

Friends of the Earth believes the mine must not be built: 

• The coal produced will increase global carbon emissions at a time when scientists have 
just delivered the starkest warning yet about the climate crisis.  

• The steel industry is looking to decarbonise and is moving away from coal. 
• There are better ways to provide the jobs that are needed in west Cumbria. 

 

Once the planning inquiry has concluded, the government should refuse permission for the mine 
to go ahead. 

 

How have we got here? 

WCM first published proposals for the mine in 2016. Cumbria County Council provisionally 
granted planning permission in October 2020. The government initially refused to intervene but 
following domestic and international concern about the mine’s impact on both climate change 
and the UK’s climate diplomacy, as well as a direct intervention by the chair of the Climate 
Change Committee, then-Communities Secretary Robert Jenrick decided in March 2021 to “call 
in” the proposal, triggering a public inquiry.  This inquiry will start on 7 September 2021 and 
will last around four weeks.  

Friends of the Earth is a main party in the inquiry, alongside local group South Lakes Action on 
Climate Change, West Cumbria Mining, and Cumbria County Council – who are now taking a 
neutral position on whether the mine should go ahead. The inquiry will hear evidence from a 
range of expert witnesses working on issues from local ecology to the future of the steel 
industry, with the inquiry inspector making a recommendation to the new Communities 
Secretary Michael Gove in late 2021, and a final decision expected from Gove by spring 2022. 
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Coal and Steel 

Globally, around 70% of steel is currently produced using coal. The steel industry produces 7-
9% of total global carbon emissions, so it is a vital sector to decarbonise. We need steel to 
produce wind turbines, trains, buses etc – but it must be green steel. 

WCM want to extract up to 2.78 million tonnes of coal a year until 2049. The emissions from the 
end use of all the coking coal that the mine will produce over its lifetime is estimated at 220 
million tonnes of CO2 equivalent, and the construction will disrupt two areas of ancient 
woodland. It has previously said it plans to sell 360,000 tonnes (13%) a year to British Steel in 
Scunthorpe and Tata Steel in Port Talbot, but British Steel has said the sulphur content of 
WCM coal may be too high for it to use. The vast majority of the coal (2.42 million tonnes, or 
87% of production) would be sold abroad, with the main target markets being mainland Europe 
and Turkey – the only country in the G20 that is yet to ratify the Paris Agreement - as well as 
countries even further afield such as India and Japan. 

WCM say its coal will replace coal imported from the US, cutting carbon emissions as the coal 
will not need to be shipped to Europe and the US mines will close down. But the emissions gains 
from not shipping coal from the US are marginal – just 1.8% of the emissions from burning 
the coal. Also, it seems unlikely that US mines will close as US exports of coking coal to China 
are increasing rapidly. Thus, the Whitehaven mine will increase global coal supply. Indeed, 
WCM’s expert witness for the public inquiry says that “development of the mine would increase 
supply of low-cost HVA coal into the European market”. Furthermore, the carbon offsetting 
organisation that WCM had planned on using (the Gold Standard Foundation) to become “the 
world’s first net-zero coal mine”, has said that it opposes the mine and that offsets should not 
be used as a reason for the mine to go ahead. 

It is not clear that there will even be a market for WCM’s coal in mainland Europe. Steel 
producers in WCM’s target markets are looking to move away from using coal to produce 
steel. Most of them favour hydrogen as an alternative and several pilot projects are already up 
and running, with these projects attracting billions in investment. Studies have shown that 
hydrogen-based steelmaking reduces greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by over 90% in 
comparison to the traditional route. For example, ArcelorMittal, one of the world’s largest steel 
producers, has said that by 2025 its Sestao plant in Spain will operate completely using 
hydrogen generated from renewable energy to produce 1.6 million tonnes of steel (equivalent 
to 23% of UK steel production in 2019). And such coal-free steel is already being delivered – on 
22 August 2021 Swedish steelmaker SSAB delivered its first batch of hydrogen-produced steel 
to the truck-maker AB Vovlo, and SSAB plan to be producing this on an industrial scale by 2026. 

New coal mines are not needed. The International Energy Agency, an intergovernmental body, 
has said that there is enough coking coal in mines already operating to meet global demand 
until 2050. Its director Fatih Birol has said “If governments are serious about the climate crisis, 
there can be no new investments in oil, gas and coal, from now – from this year.” The Climate 
Change Committee (CCC) has said that coking coal use in steelmaking could be displaced 
completely by 2035, only halfway through the mine’s proposed lifetime. 
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Jobs for West Cumbria 

Job creation is the main reason that local people support the mine. WCM says the mine will 
create 504 jobs and has pledged that 80% of these will go to local people where possible, but 
there is no way to guarantee this. WCM says that relevant experience is needed for 81% of the 
jobs. It could be expected that some mining experience would be needed for the underground 
production teams, which make up 71% of the total jobs. However, the last coal mine in the area 
closed in 1986, so the number of locals with mining experience may be limited, especially among 
young people.  

WCM claims that the mine will operate until 2049, and in doing so will provide long term 
employment, but this is far from certain, given that steel manufacturers are already moving 
away from coal and the CCC has said that all steel could be made without coal by 2035. 
Furthermore, the finances of WCM have recently been called into question, with the support of 
the project’s principal backer at risk due to the uncertainty of the public inquiry, raising further 
questions about whether the mine really is economically viable and if WCM will be able to deliver 
those long term, local jobs. 

There is clearly a need for jobs in Cumbria, and many other areas of the UK. But they must be 
long-term, sustainable jobs – preferably contributing to the green recovery. Jobs at the 
Whitehaven coal mine cannot be guaranteed to last, but the damage to the local environment 
and our climate from digging out the coal and burning it could be with us forever. Alternatively, 
Cumbria Action for Sustainability has calculated that 9,000 green jobs could be created in 
Cumbria in the next 15 years, including 4,500 in West Cumbria. These would be in renewable 
energy, waste management, industry, retrofitting buildings and green transport. And further 
jobs could be created in sectors that we have come to value in the last 18 months, such as health 
and social care. Friends of the Earth recently commissioned Transition Economics to look into 
green jobs for young people – you can read the report here. 

 

The Politics of the Whitehaven Coal Mine 

Boris Johnson has identified coal as one of his priorities for the COP26 global climate talks in 
Glasgow in November, saying “we want the developed world to kick the coal habit entirely by 
2030”. The UK-led Powering Past Coal Alliance has also been a major piece of COP26 President 
Alok Sharma’s diplomatic efforts, with the alliance aiming to phase out unabated coal power 
generation, introduce a moratorium on new coal power stations, and support clean power 
generation. The focus is on coal use for power generation, but Friends of the Earth believes that 
coal use for industry must also be ended. 

The UK’s credibility as COP hosts is being damaged by the government’s refusal to rule out a 
new coal mine. Lord Deben in January 2021 stated that the Whitehaven mine “will increase 
global emissions and have an appreciable impact on the UK’s legally binding carbon budgets”, 
and that a decision to allow the mine to go ahead will “give a negative impression of the UK’s 
climate priorities in the year of COP26”. Former Head of the Bank of England Mark Carney said 
in March 2021 that “I can’t reconcile [opening the coal mine] with the overall objective [of 
reaching net zero]”, and several ambassadors warned that the mine is “damaging our 
reputation”. In May 2021 "John Kerry, Special Envoy for the USA on climate change, said that 

https://www.independent.co.uk/climate-change/news/uk-coal-mine-cumbria-climate-b1900862.html
https://policy.friendsoftheearth.uk/sites/default/files/documents/2021-03/EMERGENCY_PLAN_GREEN_JOBS_FEB_2021.pdf
https://www.energynewsline.co.uk/energy-live-news/boris-johnson-we-are-going-to-be-extremely-bold-at-cop26/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/740899/powering-past-coal-declaration.pdf
https://www.cityam.com/mark-carney-comes-out-against-proposed-coal-mine-in-cumbria/?utm_source=dlvr.it&utm_medium=twitter
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-56223327
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with regard to the coal mine, the “the marketplace has made a decision that coal is not for the 
future”.  International interest in the mine continues to grow, with the start of the Public Inquiry 
covered by the Washington Post and the New York Times, alongside critical pieces at home in 
The Telegraph and the New Statesman. 

Prominent scientists have also stated their opposition to the mine. Professor Sir Robert Watson 
stated that the failure to block the mine is “absolutely ridiculous”, Sir David King said that to 
convince the USA we’re serious on climate change we must “simply forget” about the mine, and 
James Hansen – known as the “godfather of climate change” – said that allowing the mine would 
lead to “ignominy and humiliation” for the UK. 

There is also disagreement within the Conservative Party. Stanley Johnson, the Prime Minister’s 
father and International Ambassador of the Conservative Environment Network said that 
allowing the coal mine would be a “massive mistake”. In March 2021, Business, Energy and 
Industrial Strategy Secretary Kwasi Kwarteng said that there are “very compelling reasons” not 
to open the coal mine, and admitted that there is a “tension” between allowing the mine and the 
government’s coal phase out. There were even reports that COP26 President Alok Sharma was 
“apoplectic” that the mine had not already been blocked. 
 
Multiple local MPs are also opposed to the mine. Tim Farron, MP for Westmorland and Lonsdale, 
has said that the mine would be an ‘almighty backwards step in the fight against climate change. 
Neil Hudson, MP for Penrith and the Borders, recently came out against the mine, saying that 
‘with our leadership of the COP26 we have a real opportunity to set an example to the world’  
and that we should instead be investing in creating employment opportunities in the renewable 
energies sector. 

 
 

The government must reject the coal mine 
The government’s previous inaction on the coal mine has meant that the inquiry now stretches 
up to COP26, with the political decision not due to be taken until after the conference has 
concluded. The government’s lack of willingness to intervene has created a huge and entirely 
avoidable hit to the UK's political reputation, the perception of the UK as a global leader on 
climate change, and the chances of COP26 to conclude successfully. However, it is not too late. 
 
We recognise that it is currently difficult for the government to publicly comment on the coal 
mine until the conclusion of the Public Inquiry, and we note the MHCLG guidance on this topic. 
However, once the planning inquiry has concluded, the government and Secretary of State 
Michael Gove should come to the correct decision, based on the evidence, that permission 
should be refused for the mine to go ahead, and in doing so also prevent this decision from 
setting a precedent for other fossil fuel developments in the future 
 
The mine will be creating a product for a market that is already in the process of disappearing, 
and the UK will be left out of the numerous opportunities that being at the forefront of 
steelmaking technology will bring in terms of investment in innovation and R&D. West 
Cumbrians need to be provided with more and better employment opportunities; however the 
mine is unlikely to provide these, and green industries can create a number of jobs many times 
greater. Rejecting the mine following the conclusion of the Public Inquiry will give the UK a huge 
reputational boost on climate change, and give other countries renewed confidence to follow 
us in the transition to renewables and to provide funding for the climate transition. It will allow 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/gdpr-consent/?next_url=https%3a%2f%2fwww.washingtonpost.com%2fbusiness%2fuk-opens-public-inquiry-into-proposed-new-deep-coal-mine%2f2021%2f09%2f07%2f5c03faae-0fdb-11ec-baca-86b144fc8a2d_story.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/08/26/business/coal-mine-england-uk.html
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2021/09/09/cumbrian-coal-mine-careless-diplomacy-economic-idiocy/?utm_campaign=Carbon%20Brief%20Daily%20Briefing&utm_content=20210909&utm_medium=email&utm_source=Revue%20Daily
https://www.newstatesman.com/environment/2021/09/the-cumbria-coal-mine-debacle-underlines-the-incoherence-of-uk-climate-policy
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/feb/20/absolutely-ridiculous-top-scientist-slams-uk-government-over-coalmine
https://twitter.com/ITVNewsPolitics/status/1370435021228666884?s=20
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2021/feb/04/top-climate-scientist-warns-pm-over-contemptuous-cumbria-coalmine-plan
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-55942800
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/mar/17/compelling-reasons-not-to-open-cumbrian-coal-mine-says-kwasi-kwarteng
https://www.edie.net/news/11/Kwasi-Kwarteng-admits--tension--between-UK-s-new-coal-mine-and-climate-ambitions/
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/climate-change-tsar-alok-sharma-seethes-at-robert-jenrick-over-cumbria-coalmine-cqkzvt25b
https://timfarron.co.uk/en/article/2021/1388570/coal-mine-decision-a-complete-disaster-for-our-children-s-future-mp
https://www.neilhudson.org.uk/news/statement-dr-neil-hudson-mp-proposed-west-cumbria-coal-mine
http://chrome-extension/efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/viewer.html?pdfurl=https%3A%2F%2Fassets.publishing.service.gov.uk%2Fgovernment%2Fuploads%2Fsystem%2Fuploads%2Fattachment_data%2Ffile%2F5998%2F2091742.pdf&clen=67669&chunk=true
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the government to leave a legacy of support for the transition to a sustainable steel industry 
and the achievement of the 2050 net zero target, rather than one of climate breakdown. 
 
As UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres stated, in response to the latest report on climate 
change impacts from the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), this is a 
“code red for humanity”, however "if we combine forces now, we can avert climate catastrophe. 
But… there is no time for delay and no room for excuses”. 

 
For further information please contact Adam Barnett (Political Affairs Manager at Friends 
of the Earth) at adam.barnett@foe.co.uk. 

mailto:adam.barnett@foe.co.uk
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