Crowded skies 'will not allow fourth airport'

Government plans for a fourth London airport, on the north Kent coast, are a "non-starter", the head of Britain's air traffic control system has warned. 

Richard Everitt, chief executive of National Air Traffic Services, said the £ 11.5billion project could not be built because of the complexity of moving aircraft around the South-East's congested skies. 

The Cliffe proposal, which would see a two-runway airport built by 2011 and handling 77million passengers, with room for two extra runways as demand increased, is a key part of the Government's proposals to keep up with air travel demand. 

The airport, which would have a dedicated high-speed rail link to London and a new road crossing over the Thames at Benfleet to reach it, would serve 113million passengers a year by 2030, according to projections. 

It is one of three options put forward to deal with soaring demand - the others being a third runway at Heathrow or three new runways at Stansted, which would become Britain's biggest airport. 

But Mr Everitt, in a speech to the UK Aviation Club, said it would be impossible to open a fourth airport without closing or severely limiting flights from one of the existing airports. 

Air space would "simply not support the introduction of arrival and departure routes for a major new airport without serious implications", he said. 

Medway council, whose area includes Cliffe, on the environmentally-sensitive Hoo peninsula, is already considering legal action to block the consultation exercise on the airport proposals which ends in November. 

It believes it has a case because Transport Secretary Alistair Darling ruled out expansion of Gatwick before launching the proposals. 

A local planning agreement means no new runways could be built there until 2019. The Government would have to override European directives. 
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