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CONFIDENTIAL
GAS METHANE TERMINAL AT CANVEY ISLAND
SH
pRITI
comittee considered a Note by the Secretaries (E(81) 29) covering minutes
0 . . p
The oo gecretaries of State for the Envlronment, Employment and Energy on the
m
e rnmeﬂ"’ response to the Planning Inspector's report, which was to be
(2 o P
mzl‘shed shortly, on the risks from the British Gas Corporation's (BGC)
gobtt

sethane terminal at Canvey Island.
1 SECRETARY OF STATE FOR THE ENVIRONMENT said that in 1979 he had instituted
an inquiry into the case for revoking the planning permission given in 1975 to
Tnited 0il Refineries Limited (UR.L) for an oil refinery on Canvey Island, The
Inspector, General Ward, had now concluded that URL's oil refinery was
acceptable but he had gone beyond his terms of reference to recommend that BGC
should either take action to nullify the high risk from their methane terminal
or move it elsewhere. The Inspector had stated in his report that "any other
alternative which continues to allow the people of Canvey and others to be
exposed to what could be an accident of major proportions would be to my mind
both foolhardy and irresponsible". He (the Secretary of State) was bound to
publish the Inspector's report shortly and the local Member of Parliament,
Sir Bernard Braine, and other local interests would undoubtedly seize upon it
as confirming their own long-held views on the dangers from the methane terminal.
In his view it would be insufficient merely to dismiss the Inspector's
tonclusions, and he recommended that, in order to give the public adequate
Teassurance, he should consult the Castle Point District Council with a view to
Arranging, jointly with the Secretary of State for Energy, another o
efpl"“‘"'y public inquiry into whether he should initiate proceedings for the
:::::t;uanc? of the methane terminal. Both the BGC and the Health and .
i thiec“t“e (HSE) disagreed with the Inspector's assessment of the risks;
Batgl o: }.nrucedure they and others would have the opportunity to put their
(VAR Dy, proceeding by way of exploratory inquiry, rather than
0 a discontinuance order which would itself involve a public
d be possible to avoid creating a preconception that
s clearly justified. It had to be recognised, however, that
very difficult for the Government to refuse to accept any
ndation to take discontinuance action, and this in turn, could
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[ CONFIDENTIAL

THE SECRETARY OF STATE FOR ENERGY said that the Canvey methape T ‘

t they coulq
statutory obligation to supply. There was, therefore, no

essential part of BGC's operations and without i B . 1 w,
questjgy, of t:"' |
s at the terming) ang 4, ten
as a result of di""ntinua&%
procedures they estimated that, in the unlikely event of their being Ity
planning permission on a suitable site elsewhere, it could cogt a ity
million to provide equivalent facilities and take

ung £15
to do ,
Since the Inspector had acted outside his terms of

€, and hj, congy, |
S View wag that j 3

willingly agreeing to run down their activitie

them elsewhere. If they were forced to move

five to ten Years
referenc
appeared to be technically and statistically unsound, hi.
be sufficient to publish the report and to allow the HSE
as being significantly less than when they had first con
argue their case against the Inspector.

could undermine the credibility of the HS
now and in the future,

s Who noy assesgeg i
sidered them ip 19,
To set up a further public inquiry
E and have costly conseqnences,

bott
for other major energy and industrial developments

THE ATTORNEY GENERAL said that he was satisfied that
it should be under the powers conferred by the Town

legislation, In dealing with this and similar cases
the Environment had a quasi-judical role and, unless
were no doubts which required further ex
an inquiry. It woulq be acceptable,

discontinuance Proceedings if there y,

» if action were to be ti
and Country Planning

» the Secretary of Stat!
he was satisfied that ti
amination, he was obliged to arrang!
however, to delay any move to

ere to be an exploratory inquiry first.

In discussion the following were the main pPoints made -

2. Although the Inspector!
would not be satisfacto.
The fact was

® technical competence was open to question
TY to leave it to the HSE to contest his findisg*
t08% their juigement, and thet of the BGC, had been publi?!
challenged in strong terms by an inspector appointed by the Govem"en“».
the public vould be reassured only by ap independent assessment of &

conflicting vieys of the different

. invol?ed
Public sector authorities mow inv

1ssessment should be
further
The

started urgently and completed as soon
be

2 st,;ible.

If its conclusions were to carry conviction, it would be

id any short which experience at other inquiries,

E e for
pecessary the Mossmorran petro-chemical complex, had shown could

example g "n uiry rather than the reverse. It would also be preferable
prolong the :‘:'!’”" procedures available to the Secretary of State for the
+o use the 8 ;”‘M than to set up an ad hoc inguiry which might later be
mvirﬂn’:e;‘: :nmiw”!i"" by those disagreeing with its conclusion, The
critised as f

for the Envir

nment should, however, ensure that the

s headed fxd +
loratory inquiry which he had proposed was by an independent
explo <

gecretary of State

of national standing and authority and supported by technically

Srman

" tent assessors. Mr Justice Parker had successfully conducted the
eten L s 3

comz le Nuclear Fuel Reprocessing Inquiry and consideration should be

Windsca 1

given to the appointment of a judge.

TEE PRIME MINISTER, summing up the discussion, said that, while it was
msatisfactory that the Inspector should have reported in strong tem.? on
mtters byond his terms of reference and his own competence, the Committee
agreed that the report must be published soon. They also agreed that,.at the
same time, the Secretary of State for the Envrionment should announce in
neutral terms the setting up of an urgent exploratory public inquiry on the
lines he had proposed. He should arrange for the appointment to the inquiry
of an independent chairman of high standing supported by technically qualified
ssessors.  The chairman himself might be scientifically qualified but,

 an alternative, the Secretary of State for the Environment should consult

the Lorq Chancellor on the possibility of appointing a suitable judge,
Supporteqd by technical assessors,

The Committee -

Tviteq the Secretary of State for the Environment -

L+ %o consult Castle Poimt District Council with a ;i:;dtci:n Arcasy
anothey €Xploratory public inquiry into whe(:.h?r he s ;o i
proceedings for. the discontinuance of the British Gas Corpo:
Bethane terminal on Canvey Island;
. i i endent
u-_to ensure the appointment to the inquiry of A: u:.::pl’riu 1
‘i::a[l,mm of high standing on the lines indicated by Mini.

er

SUmming up of their discussion;

[conFenTiAL | 58




@ '

CONFIDENT

$ of the iuquiry and, j
i announce the setting up oz it s 1f g4
i;x.n:;e of the chairman, at the same time as the p“bliCat:n Iy
;n:pector's report on installations at Canvey Islang; Onngi
is statement with membep,
i clear the draft of his s v 5 of tn
1v:i t:ubject to the agreement of the Lhuncellgr of the D“cﬁwamE
Ii‘:n;aster and the Paymaster General, to make it orally; bl
3 is di i i Castle Point District :
5 ior to his dlscussloqwlth § 3 4 Ouncj)
;;s S:&tement, to inform Sir Bernard Braine MP of the GnvEnme:P

proposals, ]

Cabinet Office
16 March 1981





