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Deadline 7 – Battery Storage and Kent Fire & Rescue 
 
 
 
 
Dear Hefin, 
 
On behalf of GREAT I am submitting our concerns about the safety management plans for 
the battery storage element of this development, and the applicant’s engagement with Kent 
Fire & Rescue.  Our concerns are: 
 

1. We made a Freedom of Information request to Kent Fire & Rescue (KFR) which 
details the interactions between the applicant and KFR (Appendix A).  It is evident 
that the applicant had not engaged KFR at any time during the consultation period 
and, instead, left it to KF&R to learn about the application themselves and reach out 
to the applicant.  The email from KFR to the applicant on 4 July 2019 proves this, 
which we find completely unacceptable when the application includes such a high 
risk battery storage element.  It is therefore not surprising that KFR have been on the 
back foot from this point, whereas they should have been involved right from the 
very outset.  
  

2. In view of the above, we feel it was unacceptable that KFR were not allowed to 
register as an interested party once they had learned about this application.  As a 
result, they have not been able to contribute to the examination in a way that we 
would expect them to have been, particularly as they will be responsible for dealing 
with any incidents at the site should it proceed. 

 
3. We are also surprised that, in an email to KFR on 15 August 2019, the applicant 

appears to direct them on what their involvement should be.  Again, we do not feel 
this is appropriate for a development which has nothing of a similar scale in the 
world to compare to. 



 
4. Furthermore, we cannot see that the feedback provided by KFR to the applicant in 

an email on 20 September 2019 (Appendix B), on their Outline Safety Management 
Plan, has been incorporated into the version submitted at Deadline 6 (4 October 
2019).  We have been unable to find this annotated version and would request this is 
shared with the ExA so we can see their comments. 

 
5. We have also been unable to find the HSE’s review of the Outline Safety 

Management Plan, referred to in an email from the applicant to KFR on 29 August, 
and would again request that this is shared with the ExA so we can see their 
comments. 

 
6. The Graveney & Goodnestone Parish Council requested some information from KFR 

as they were also concerned about the lack of engagement.  KFR sent a letter 
(Appendices C & D) which raised further concerns, particularly reference to allowing 
the fire to burn itself out if there was no immediate threat to life from the fire, as 
this did not consider the potential toxic pollution created by the fire.  A follow up 
email was sent in response (Appendix E) and we contacted the Operational Centre of 
KFR to discuss our concerns.  Additionally, two representatives from KFR attended 
the Parish Meeting on 11 November.  During those discussions KFR made it clear 
that they are unable to comment at this stage as insufficient detail has been included 
in the application documentation.  As a result, we have agreed with KFR that a public 
meeting will be held, should the application be approved, to enable assurance to be 
provided to the local communities on how they will respond to any incidents. 

 
7. As we are aware, the Cleve Hill battery storage installation will be c.7 times larger 

than the current largest battery installation in the world 
(https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/world-australia-45648303/world-s-biggest-
battery-a-look-around-tesla-project).  This Tesla installation is in a remote part of 
Australia with nothing around it for miles, very different to the Cleve Hill scenario 
with residential properties less than 1 km away.  We do not understand how such a 
large installation, with emerging and hugely dangerous technology, can even be 
considered in such a built up area with over 100,000 people potentially at risk 
(Faversham, Whitstable and Canterbury populations).   

 
8. There have been a significant number of fires at battery installations across the 

world and the causes are unclear.  As a result, it is not possible to mitigate against 
something that is unknown.  Just this year, following an inquiry into fires at a battery 
installation in Arizona, Arizona energy regulator, Commissioner Sandra D. Kennedy, 
concluded that lithium ion batteries – specifically those that release hydrogen 
fluoride – “are not prudent and create unacceptable risks”.  https://pv-magazine-
usa.com/2019/08/08/lithium-ion-not-prudent-and-create-unacceptable-risks/  
(Appendix F) 

 
9. The Korean government’s findings on battery facility fires, released in June this year, 

blamed four factors: poor grounding causing electrical shocks, bad contractor 
installation, a lack of integrated control and protection systems, and ‘insufficient 
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management of the operation environment’. https://liiontamer.com/south-korea-
identifies-top-4-causes-that-led-to-ess-fires/  It found that fires were more likely in 
certain environments, notably coastal sites, which caused humidity and salt damage 
to equipment. Of the 23 installations that caught fire, 18 were in coastal or mountain 
areas. In view of the location of the Cleve Hill development site, and the High Court 
case identified against Wirsol, we have grave concerns for the health and safety of 
the residents and visitors to the local area. 

 
10. The decommissioning plans for these batteries are still unclear but what is clear is 

that the danger does not only extend during operation.  Dumped household lithium 
ion batteries were blamed for setting 300 tonnes of refuse on fire in Scotland earlier 
this year.  https://www.viridor.co.uk/who-we-are/latest-news/2019-news/lithium-
ion-battery-warning-issued-after-landfill-site-fire/  Forty firefighters and six fire 
trucks were needed to fight the two-day fire at a waste site in Dunbar in January. 
Afterwards recycling company Viridor warned a damaged lithium ion battery can 
project a shaft of flame for several minutes and can ignite surrounding waste 
material’. According to UK waste management trade body, the Environmental 
Services Association (ESA), a quarter of the 510 fires reported by ESA members 
across the UK in 2017-18 were attributed to discarded lithium-ion batteries. 

 
11. The risks are not confined to battery installations either.  Charging batteries are 

suspected of triggering the recent blaze which sank the Californian dive boat 
Conception, claiming 34 lives. https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2019-09-
05/what-caused-fire-aboard-the-conception 

 
12. As recently as July this year, a Virgin Atlantic Airbus with 217 passengers on board 

was forced to make an emergency landing during a New York to London flight after a 
passenger’s battery pack caught fire.  
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2019/07/05/virgin-atlantic-london-flight-makes-
emergency-landing-phone/ 

 
In view of this and other extensive evidence, we ask the ExA to refuse the application for 
such a large, and potentially devastating, battery installation in such an unsuitable location.  
Graveney is not the right place to test large scale battery storage installations, the Australian 
desert is. 
 
Kind regards, 
 
 
Marie King 
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THE CONTINUING STORY
The world’s biggest battery – and 
the danger to Faversham – just 
doubled in size. 

In the last issue, we reported on the 
threat to life posed by plans to install 
the largest battery plant ever built on 
the proposed solar power station on 
Graveney marshes. 

We can now reveal it will be TWICE 
the size. With its capacity ballooning 
from 350 to 700 MWH, the Cleve Hill 
mega-battery is now more than fi ve 
times the size of the current world 
record holder in Australia. 

The developer’s ambitions fl y in the 
face of safety warnings from around 
the world. The lithium ion battery 
will be housed in 120 metal shipping 
containers – each one a ‘bomb’, 
according to a respected physics 
professor. 

Based on industry experience 
both in the US and South Korea, the 
odds are that at least one of these 
containers will catch fi re. And as our 
investigation in the last issue of the 
Faversham Eye showed, li ion battery 
fi res can spread in a catastrophic 
chain reaction called thermal 
runaway, creating clouds of highly 
toxic hydrogen fl uoride (HF) gas. 

Cleve Hill Solar Park Ltd, the 
company behind the project, is 
doubling down just months before 
the planning inspectors’ 30 November 
deadline. The fate of Graveney 
marshes and surrounding areas then 
lies with the Secretary of State for 
Business (Andrea Leadsom, at the 
time of writing). 

CHSP quietly announced the 
dramatic news in September, at a 
planning hearing in Teynham to 
discuss the battery. Despite being 
completely untested at this vast scale, 
the controversial technology was not 
initially on the inspectors’ agenda. 
The hearing was scheduled only at the 
request of the Faversham Society. 

“It’s only as a result of us battering 
away, saying this has to be raised. 
It hadn’t been dealt with,” says the 
Faversham Society’s vice chairman Sir 
David Melville. 

CHSP sent 15 people, twice the 
number at any previous hearing, even 

jetting in staff from its Swiss battery 
supplier Leclanché from Geneva for 
half a day. 

Physics professor Sir David was not 
impressed. “Who would you bring 
along to vouch for the safety of one 
of your operations?” he says. “The 
manufacturer of that equipment? 
It’s risible. They should have had 
someone from the Health and Safety 
Executive.” 

Leclanché told inspectors its 
Graveney BESS (Battery Energy 
Storage System) would comprise 
120 steel containers, each packed 
with 6 MWH of lithium ion batteries, 
claiming: “If each unit is made safe, 
it doesn’t matter how big the overall 
plant is”. 

CHSP calls the project ‘pioneering’; 
PR-speak for an experiment. No 
battery installation of this scale has 
ever been attempted anywhere in 
the world before, let alone operated 
safely. Yet despite frequent, well-
documented fi res and explosions 
associated with li ion batteries 
globally, CHSP insists its scheme is 
risk-free. 

Leclanché vice-president Daniel 
Foehr admitted to inspectors: “The 
size of this project would be larger 
than anyone has experienced.” But, he 
said: “We don’t see this as one large 
installation. It’s a scaling up of an 
installation. For us it doesn’t make a 
big difference if we are dealing with 
20 enclosures or 100 enclosures as we 
apply the same safety standards on 
each enclosure.” 

Is it really possible to scale up this 
fl awed technology without scaling up 
the risks? Sir David Melville certainly 
doesn’t think so. “It’s a fatuous 
argument, that it’s no more risky to 
have a hundred batteries than one,” he 
says. 

Sir David, a distinguished academic 
(whose CV includes working for 
NASA on the Apollo 11 moon 
landings early in his career) believes 
each 40ft metal container is a 
potential bomb. “Bombs work by 
containing the pressures resulting 
from rapid combustion,” he 
explains.“That’s what a bomb is, when 
the metal casing gives way, which is 

very likely.” 
At the hearing, Leclanché’s Daniel 

Foehr stated: “The fi re suppression 
system inside container will close 
down fi re and not propagate to the 
whole enclosure.” 

To be clear, absolutely no evidence 
exists to support this claim. Currently 
there is no publicly available data 
proving that suppression systems 
such as sprinklers and extinguishers 
– so called ‘active fi re protection’ – 
can completely prevent or control 
thermal runaway. Suppression 
doesn’t penetrate a battery’s cells, so 
the heat inside cannot be absorbed 
or dissipated. It can easily appear 
that the fi re is out, but the heat is 
actually trapped inside a cell, which 
can produce enough heat to ignites 
neighbouring cells, triggering thermal 
runaway. 

Leclanché spokesman Foehr further 
claimed that spacing containers 
three metres apart will prevent fi re 
spreading between them. “With these 
safety distances, it can not propagate 
to the neighbouring one,” he said. 
“From 1 MWH to 1 GWH you can 
scale up according to safety rules and 
guarantee there is no fi re risk.” 

Nonsense, says Sir David. “Look at 
the Great Fire of London,’ he argues. 
“Once you have a decent sized fi re, 
then it will spread over distances of 
tens of metres.” 

At the hearing he asked: “There 
have been runaway fi res. Did these 
precautions not exist?” 

BESS fi res continue to fl are up 
around the world with alarming 
frequency. Fires linked to lithium-
ion batteries have struck Europe, 
the US, Australia and Asia. In South 
Korea alone, fi res have struck 23 
of the country’s 1,490 battery 
storage installations since 2017. 
That’s three fi res per 200 sites. In 
response, the Korean government 
suspended operations at 522 facilities 
and launched a fi ve month offi cial 
investigation which concluded in June 
this year. But more about that later. 

Leclanché’s Daniel Foehr 
answered: “These incidents have 
been a paradigm shift in lithium ion 
industry. The Korean government 

Richard Belfi eld is an 
investigative journalist, 
bestselling author and 

award winning fi lm 
maker. He has written 
for the Sunday Times
and Private Eye and 

made documentaries 
for every major UK 

TV channel as well as 
Discovery, National 
Geographic and Al 

Jazeera. He lives just 
outside Faversham•

Faversham-based 
Richard Fleury has 

been a journalist for 
30 years, writing for 

national newspapers 
and magazines 

including BBC Top 
Gear, Arena, GQ, Wired, 
the Times and Sunday 

Times and the Guardian

Words by: Richard Fleury



to keep the batteries at a safe 
temperature. 

Following an inquiry into the 
fi res, Arizona energy regulator, 
Commissioner Sandra D. Kennedy 
concluded in August that lithium 
ion batteries – specifi cally those that 
release hydrogen fl uoride – “are not 
prudent and create unacceptable 
risks”. 

The Arizona Power Service’s 
system supplier Fluence, is among the 
top US energy storage companies, 
with a clean, ten-year track record of 
building and operating 760 MWH of 
large-scale batteries. 

In contrast, Leclanché has installed 
just 150 MWH. It’s largest BESS to 
date is 34 MWH. If it’s approved, 
Cleve Hill represents more than four 
times the total capacity the company 
has ever installed. 

“Everything they’ve built so far 
is a fraction of this,” says Sir David 
Melville. 

Leclanché s project manager for the 
world’s biggest battery installation 
is James Naish. James graduated 
with an engineering degree from 
Northumbria Uni a little over a 
year ago. Before being hired, his 
employment experience was largely 
limited to bar work and helping out 
on his family’s farm. 

But returning to South Korea, let’s 
take a closer look at the ‘paradigm 
shift’ Leclanché claims has occurred 
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THE CONTINUING STORY

investigated those manufacturers. 
Manufacturers redid a lot of their 
design and harsher regulations 
brought in improved design with 
early detection systems within the 
enclosures, monitoring and automatic 
shutdown in the event of a fi re. This 
makes the systems way, way more 
reliable than two years ago.” 

Only this year, an exploding li 
ion battery container at an Arizona 
solar power plant hospitalized 
four fi refi ghters with chemical and 
chemical-inhalation burns. The 
container included a built-in alarm 
and a self-activating fi re-suppression 
system. 

The accident, in April 2019, 
prompted an Arizona state energy 
industry regulator to brand the risks 
‘unacceptable’. It was the second 
fi re suffered at an Arizona battery 
facility. The fi rst, in 2012, was caused 
by a battery cell being overcharged 
due to a failure of the energy storage 
management system. Lightning 
struck for the second time despite the 
li ion batteries with 2 MWH capacity 
(a third of Cleve Hill’s planned 6 
MWH per container) being housed 
in an industry-standard metal 
enclosure. Equipped with the same 
kind of safety systems CHSP proposes 
for its Graveney mega-battery. The 
container was designed to withstand 
signifi cant heat and pressure and 
the interior was climate-controlled 

within the li ion storage industry 
‘over the last two years’. The Korean 
government’s fi ndings on battery 
facility fi res were only released in 
June this year. The report blamed 
four factors: poor grounding causing 
electrical shocks, bad contractor 
installation, a lack of integrated 
control and protection systems and 
‘insuffi cient management of the 
operation environment’. It found 
that fi res were more likely in certain 
environments, notably coastal sites, 
which caused humidity and salt 
damage to equipment. Of the 23 
installations that caught fi re, 18 were 
in coastal or mountain areas. 

The proposed Cleve Hill site is low-
lying marshland, on a fl ood plain just 
metres from the sea. 

“Battery manufacturers, system 
integrator companies and power 
conversion system companies are 
all at fault,” said Kim Jung-hoon, 
the electrical engineering professor 
heading the investigation panel. 

Battery cell defects were found, 
but testing didn’t result in fi res. So 
do li ion batteries explode? In 2017 
battery fi re safety study by Norway-
based DNV GL, a leading independent 
advisor to the renewable industry. 
Despite conducting hundreds of 
‘abuse rests’ on cells, none exploded. 
But researchers found that battery 
cells exposed to heat released 
fl ammable gases. “The explosion 

South Korea ordered a 
nation-wide goverment 
probe following blazes 
at 23 battery storage 
facilities

ENERGY TRADING
Mega-batteries allow 
energy companies to 

make vast profi ts from 
storing and trading 
energy. The world’s 

current biggest battery 
in Australia made £16.5 

million profi t in its 
fi rst year of operation. 

With more than fi ve 
times the capacity, the 

proposed Graveney 
battery could make 

the best part of  £100 
million annually by 
storing cheap, off -

peak electricity from 
the national grid, for 

CHSP to sell back when 
demand – and prices 
– peak. The company 
will also buy and sell 

energy across the 
English Channel via 

connections to Belgium 
and France.
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“That’s one percent,” says Sir 
David Melville. “So with more than 
50 percent certainty you are going 
to have one fi re. And one fi re could 
cause the runaway! Small scale fi res 
are containable. But if you have got 
hundreds of containers together, it’s a 
different kettle of fi sh.” 

Wood Mackenzie’s energy storage 
research director Ravi Manghani has 
said: “The ratio has to go down at 
least an order of magnitude, if not 
more,” adding: “The industry needs 
to do a better job of manufacturing 
safer cells, designing systems that 

“With more than 
50 percent certainty 

you are going to 
have one fi re. And 

one fi re could cause 
the runaway”

Sir David Melville

hazard is not the battery itself, but 
the gases it may generate,” the report 
concluded. 

Either way, the energy industry is 
being forced to acknowledge that fi res 
linked to lithium-ion batteries occur 
with disturbing regularity. 

“Li ion batteries can burn,” said Ben 
Ditch, a fi re researcher at FM Global, 
an American insurance company 
specializing in loss prevention for 
global corporations. “The fact is the 
hazard exists. It is something a lot of 
us have been worried about for some 
time.” 

The spectre of disaster looms large 
within the battery storage industry. 
Global industrial consultants and 
analysts Wood Mackenzie tracks 
the safety of 200 battery storage 
systems in the US with a capacity of 
10 MWH or more. The two Arizona 
fi res plus another at the S&C Electric 
Company’s testing facility where li 
ion batteries were the suspected cause 
put the ratio of fi res to batteries at two 
or three out of 200 – exactly the same 
as in South Korea. At those odds, it 
is almost inevitable that one of Cleve 
Hill’s 120 containers will catch fi re. 

Whitstable

Seasalter

Canterbury

Graveney

Cleve Hill 
Solar Park

Faversham

Graveney 
School

 60 seconds

Whitstable
15 minutes

Faversham
9 minutes

Canterbury
20 minutesPOSSIBLE WIND DISPERSAL PATTERNS 

OF A TOXIC GAS CLOUD MOVING AT A 
WIND SPEED OF TWENTY THREE MPH

WIND DISPERSAL PATTERNS
In a key experiment in the Nevada desert in 1986, acid 
was released forming a dense, ground-hugging cloud of 
deadly hydrogen fl uoride, the gas produced in lithium 
ion battery fi res. Two miles downwind and depending on 
the wind direction the toxic cloud takes in the edge of 
Faversham. The cloud will have more than twice the lethal 
concentration of gas. As it travels beyond the town it will 
dilute causing blindness and life long injuries.

For a full explanation of the possible risks of a fi re at the 
battery park see Issue 5 at www.favershameye.co.uk
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have suffi cient levels of redundancy, 
and having real-time monitoring that 
engages predictive analytics.” 

UL LLC – formerly Underwriters 
Laboratories – is a 125-year old 
global product safety certifi cation 
company with offi ces in 46 countries. 
Its principal engineer Ken Boyce said 
in an interview: “Li ion battery cells 
fail at a rate of only around one in 
every 12 million. Unfortunately, with 
billions of cells now being installed 
each year, that means something is 
going to happen.” 

Something is going to happen. And the 

odds are it will happen to the what 
is by far the biggest li ion battery the 
planet has ever seen. 

So who, if anyone, will insure an 
experimental, untested power station 
built in one of the UK’s most densely-
populated counties, on a fl ood-prone 
site between two towns of 20,000 and 
32,000 people and a city of 55,000? 

The answer is nobody...yet. At 
the recent planning hearing CHSP 
admitted: “We don’t have an insurer 
on board yet, it’s a bit premature for 
that, but we are in discussion with 
them,” said the company’s lawyer 

 “Unfortunately, 
with billions of cells 
now being installed 

each year, that 
means something is 

going to happen”
Ken Boyce. UL LLC

AREAS AT IMMEDIATE RISK 
FROM A FIRE AT CLEVE HILL

Faversham Herne Hill

Dargate

Seasalter

Whitstable

Goodnestone

SHEPPEY

1 Mile 2 Miles 3 Miles

Oare

Graveney

Gareth Phillips, adding: “It’s a fairly 
obvious point that there’s no way 
we’re going to proceed without 
insurance because it would be a huge 
risk if something goes wrong, so 
insurance would have to be in place 
before construction went ahead 
anyway.” 

If something goes wrong, or when? 
Much of the research carried out 

into the risks of li ion battery storage 
is done by manufacturers and utility 
companies themselves, with test 
results kept secret. Inevitably, that 
puts local residents researching 

POTENTIAL LETHAL GAS CLOUD ZONES
Insurers are very nervous about open-ended liabilities with 
thousands of diff erent claims which can go on for years. 
If the fi re continues for more than an hour (which these 
fi res often do) the further the cloud travels and the more 
expensive it becomes as life long injuries cost insurance 
companies far more than deaths. Once the gas drops and 
becomes acid, the long term eff ect on local farmland will 
be catastrophic as it will take years to clean the soil. 



A typical lithium ion battery park 
and transformer complex
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Right at the start of the public 
enquiry into the Cleve Hill solar 
farm, Sir David Melville from the 
Faversham Society and Richard 
Knox-Johnston from the Council 
for the Protection of Rural 
England challenged the choice 
of inspector, as they believed 
he has a confl ict of interest and 
should therefore not have been 
appointed. 

 Last June, they wrote to the 
government pointing out that 
David Rose was the examiner of the 
London Array Inquiry in 2006/7 and 
had recommended that the transfer 
station be built. They argued that it 
was only because he cleared this fi rst 
stage that the developers could go 

the risk to their community at an 
impossible disadvantage. 

In our last issue, we reported on 
gas dispersal modelling carried out 
by biochemical engineer Dr Bruno 
Erasin, who lives near the site. In 
response, CSHP commissioned its 
own report from consultants Arcus. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, it concludes 
that a battery fi re in one container 
where suppression equipment has 
failed would not release enough HF 
gas to poison those living nearby. 

“They’re throwing a lot of money 
at this.” says Sir David Melville. “I’ve 
gone through Bruno’s calculations 
really thoroughly and they’re very 
sound, using well-established models. 
And their stuff is a different model, by 
a consultancy working in this area.” 

Since our report in the last issue, 
CHSP has fi nally contacted Kent 
Fire and Rescue Service, outlining 
the company’s plans for managing 
a fi re and is awaiting a response. 
For fi refi ghters, li ion battery fi res 
are hazardous, intense and diffi cult 
to control. Even relatively small 
fi res can take days or even weeks 
to extinguish and can appear fully 
extinguished when they are not. 
Dumped household li ion batteries 
were blamed for setting 300 tonnes 
of refuse on fi re in Scotland earlier 
this year. Forty fi refi ghters and six 

fi re trucks were needed to fi ght the 
two-day fi re at a waste site in Dunbar 
in January. Afterwards recycling 
company Viridor warned a damaged 
li ion battery can ‘project a shaft of 
fl ame for several minutes and can 
ignite surrounding waste material’.

According to UK waste 
management trade body the 
Environmental Services Association 
(ESA), a quarter of the 510 fi res 
reported by ESA members across 
the UK in 2017-18 were attributed to 
discarded li-ion batteries. 

Li ion batteries continue to be 
linked to catastrophic fi res, both 
overseas and here in the UK. 
Charging batteries are suspected of 
triggering the recent blaze which 
sank the Californian dive boat 
Conception, claiming 34 lives. The 
£100 million fi re which destroyed 
Ocado’s automated warehouse in 
Andover earlier this year began when 
a li ion powered robot caught fi re 
while charging. 

Meanwhile, the number of battery 
fi res on aircraft continues to rise. 
In the US, the Federal Aviation 
Administration has said: “FAA 
battery fi re testing has highlighted 
the potential risk of a catastrophic 
aircraft loss due to damage resulting 
from a lithium battery fi re or 
explosion.” Leading US aviation 

safety consultant John Cox describes 
lithium-ion battery fi res as “one 
of the few rising risks in aviation”. 
And as recently as July this year, 
a Virgin Atlantic Airbus with 217 
passengers on board was forced to 
make an emergency landing during 
a New York to London fl ight after a 
passenger’s battery pack caught fi re. 

The energy companies behind 
the Cleve Hill venture – Hive Energy 
and German-owned Wirsol – are 
guaranteed to make many tens of 
millions a year trading on the energy 
market with their monster battery. So 
it should be no surprise that they are 
willing to gamble that nothing will go 
disastrously wrong. 

Their assurances may ring 
frighteningly hollow to those of us 
living in its shadow, but we are not the 
people they need to convince; it’s the 
planning inspectors, Andrea Leadsom 
MP and, let’s not forget, the insurance 
industry. 

In the end it may not be the loss 
of a unique and bleakly beautiful 
landscape and its wildlife, the 
prospect of lasting environmental 
damage or even the potential loss of 
human life that pulls the plug on this 
nightmarish industrial experiment 
but simply the reluctance of 
underwriters to take a punt on such 
deeply unpromising odds. 

ahead with the current plans.  
Whilst not questioning his 

integrity, they also pointed out that 
back in 2007 he did not consider 
Graveney Marshes to be “of suffi cient 
importance to warrant protection 
from industrial development.” In 
other words, he had already made 
his mind up and could not now turn 
down the current application, without 
questioning his original decision.

 They added that such a clear 
confl ict of interest questioned the 
credibility of the inquiry and meant 
that his decision could be challenged. 

 In September, the government 
responded to say that all inspectors 
have a code of conduct requiring 
them to be impartial. The Planning 

Inspectorate then added a third 
inspector, each with an equal vote.  
According to the reply, this had 
nothing to do with the confl ict of 
interest, but was “in response to 
the scale of written representations 
received and in recognition of the 
complexity of the issues raised.” 

Sir David Melville told the Faversham 
Eye, “This is a classic bureacratic 
response that misses the point and 
totally fails to address the confl ict of 
interest of the Chief Examiner who 
should have been excluded from the 
whole process. Even if a further ten 
examiners were appointed it would 
still be improper to have Mr Rose in 
charge.”

A POSSIBLE
CONFLICT OF
INTEREST

Words by: 
Richard Belfi eld

WHATELY TRIP

A plan by Faversham 
MP Helen Whately 

to debate the 
proposed solar 

power plant in the 
House of Commons 

on 9 September 
was scuppered by 
Prime Minister (at 

the time of writing) 
Boris Johnson’s 

unlawful proroguing 
of Parliament. Ms 
Whately opposes 

the scheme on 
enviornmental 

grounds but has 
remained silent on the 
battery issue. Instead, 
50 local campaigners 

travelled to 
Westminster to meet 
Environment Minister 

Zac Goldsmith as 
part of a visit by 

the Graveney Rural 
Environment Action 

Team (GREAT).

“FAA battery 
fi re testing has 
highlighted the 
potential risk of 
a catastrophic 

aircraft loss due to 
damage resulting 

from a lithium 
battery fi re or 

explosion.”
US Federal 
Aviation 

Administration
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It may well be impossible to insure the Cleve Hill solar 
farm – that’s the view of insurance industry veterans 
approached by the Faversham Eye.  The immediate 
reaction of one hugely experienced broker was, “well 
no one’s going to insure that!”  

At a recent planning inquiry hearing, the promoters 
admitted that they had not looked at the insurance 
issue in great detail, assuming naively that everything 
would be all right. They did, however, admit that 
unless they can get a policy, the development will not 
go ahead.  

To do this, they will need to convince an already 
sceptical market to issue multi billion pound policies 
covering both major pollution and an open-ended 
health hazard. After sustaining huge losses on oil spills, 
industrial clean up and asbestosis, the industry has 
little appetite for either.

The potential risks of Cleve Hill are huge: multiple 
deaths, life time injury, damage to homes, factories, 
commercial premises, the land, the waterways as 
well as mass evacuation, pollution and clean up. The 
numbers quickly escalate into billions.  

The cost of the insurance premiums will be immense 
and may well make the entire project unprofi table. 
As the plant gets older, the premiums will inevitably 
increase because the batteries degrade, making them 
a greater fi re risk. They will also need to be replaced, 
which means they will have to be dismantled and 
moved, adding to the hazard. 

If the inspectors give the go ahead then the 
secretary of state (whoever it is that week) will issue a 
Development Consent Order. This will have to defi ne 
what sort of insurance policy is required. The terms will 
have to be strict. The insurance policy will need to be 
a standalone, with the premiums guaranteed for the 
lifetime of the project, whoever owns it. Otherwise the 
company will just go bankrupt and the UK taxpayer 
will have to pick up the bill. 

TECHNOLOGY
The technology is still relatively new.  This means that 
any insurer will always look at the worse case scenario: 
what if there is a major fi re, which burns for hours, 
days or even weeks?

The scheme promoters constantly say the 
technology has been “tested”. That’s true. 
Unfortunately for them, the test results show that 
it will always fail at some point. There is an inherent 
fl aw in li ion batteries - they spontaneously burst into 
fl ames, no matter how well they are built or stored.

The proposed Cleve Hill development will have 120 
battery containers. So the issue here is not if there 
is a fi re, but when it will happen. Before they issue a 
policy, insurers will look at the track record. There have 
been hundreds of fi res from li ion batteries - whether 
they are on laptops, boats or even passenger airlines. 
Knowing they will have to pay out at some time in the 
fi rst few years will deter most insurers. 

So far there have been several major fi res but no 

major loss of life. The insurance industry is driven 
by statistics and the numbers suggest there will be 
a major catastrophe soon – and no one wants to be 
holding that insurance policy.

There is a second problem. Insurers are always 
nervous round new technologies, only ever taking 
a small piece of the total risk, limited to what they 
can aff ord to lose. They call it the “gambling line.” The 
premiums are always higher and it means that a very 
large number of insurers will have to sign up and share 
the risk.

THE SIZE OF THE CLAIM
What will terrify any insurer is the size of any potential 
claim. The worse case scenario is a major fi re, which 
leads to catastrophic thermal runaway and burns for 
hours. A strong on shore wind means most people in 
Graveney will die in minutes, with thousands more 
dying in Faversham shortly afterwards. As the gas gets 
diluted, the costs of the claim go up. It sounds callous, 
but insurers prefer death, which is a one off  payment 
to paying for those injuries, like blindness and long 
term illnesses, which require a life time of expensive 
medical care. Open-ended lifetime care is every 
insurer’s nightmare as the courts are quite happy for 
claimants to come back and ask for more. 

It will take millions of gallons of water to put the 
fi re out. This will turn the gas to acid, which will seep 
into the ground. The Faversham sewage works is a 
short distance away and once that is knocked out, 
the town will become uninhabitable and everyone 
will have to move out.  Shepherd Neame takes its 
water from a spring below the brewery. Once this 
becomes polluted the business will close, probably 
permanently. Other major companies, like the Marks & 
Spencer distribution centre will also need to close, at 
least temporarily.

As the acid seeps into the water table it will destroy 
the farmland, causing long term damage to the local 
fruit industry.

Once the fi re is successfully extinguished, the plant 
will need to be replaced at a signifi cant capital cost.  
The evacuation of the town and the subsequent clean 
up, will add hundreds of millions to the bill.

The only close equivalent is nuclear. In the USA, the 
liability insurance for a nuclear reactor is $13 billion 
(£10.2 billion) and the premium for each installation is 
$375 million (£296.8 million).

Even if this was discounted by half, it will question 
the fi nancial viability of the project.

A SMALL 
PROBLEM OF
INSURANCE

Words by: 
Richard Belfi eld

FLOOD RISK
Cleve Hill developer 
CHSP often refers to 
the fl ood risk to its 

project as a ‘one in a 
thousand year’ event. 

But as those living 
nearby will confi rm, 

fl ooding is a frequent 
threat. As recently as 

29 September this 
year, the Environment 
Agency issued a fl ood 

warning aff ecting 
Faversham, Graveney 

and Seasalter. 
Immersion in water, 

particularly salt water, 
is known to trigger 
battery fi re. Adding 

water to burning li ion 
batteries creates highly 
toxic hydrofl uoric acid 

which, if it leaked, 
would mix with with 

spreading fl ood water 
and contaminate the 

surrounding land.

AREA OF SWALE AT POTENTIAL 
RISK OF FLOODING

SOLAR 
PARK
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