10 July 2004
Neil Greig

Head of Planning Policy & Economic Development

Babergh District Council

Corks Lane

Hadleigh

Ipswich IP7 6SJ

Your ref: 2/07/30

Dear Mr Greig,
Air Pollution Issues in Sudbury
Thank you very much for your reply of 24 May 2004 to my comments made at the Chilton Masterplan Exhibition.

I do find the comments made by staff in Environmental Services a little complacent: the runway now selected as the one to be built as part of the Stansted expansion plan is the one nearest to Sudbury and I understand that Clare is directly in the flight path. Moreover, the selection of runway 4 (numbering from West to East) makes it obvious that the long term plan is to use all four proposed runways. So, while it may be true for the time being that “there will be very little contribution from aircraft pollutants at this distance from Stansted”, the picture changes dramatically from the time the new runway comes into use. Ideally, any research to measure the impact of the expansion should start well before the new runway comes into play.

The current air monitoring system used by your Environmental Services staff is clearly not up to the job of measuring aircraft pollution. It measures (as it was no doubt set up to do) the levels of a small number of pollutants, all heavily associated with motor traffic. In contrast, there are more than 70 airborne chemicals associated with air traffic (for a full list, visit www.areco.org), prolonged exposure to which can lead to a range of symptoms/ illnesses ranging from wheezing to Cancer.

Air quality monitoring in the Stansted area is conducted not, as you would expect, by Uttlesford Council, but by BAA. This situation is nothing short of outrageous: BAA has, as I suggested in my comments form, a massive conflict of interest (it is directly in BAA’s interest to play down any harmful environmental effects of increased traffic volume, since this is the main driver of BAA’s profit.) I do not know how this situation was allowed to develop in Uttlesford, but I am sure that you would agree it cannot be allowed to happen here. If you are to fulfil the Council’s aim to improve health in the area, nothing short of independent monitoring will do. 

May I suggest that, in the new context of Stansted expansion, epidemiological studies, probably in conjunction with neighbouring Councils, far from not being “appropriate” are essential. The epidemiological evidence from the U.S.A. is sufficient to support this, but would have been even better had the data collection started much earlier.  

Given the difficulties involved in working jointly with other Councils, may I suggest that it is by no means too early to start thinking seriously about the matter now.

Imagine a successor, possibly your grandson, sitting in your seat in 40 to 50 years’ time. The Chief Executive is in the room clutching a hard copy printout of an article from the Sunday Times. It has produced incontrovertible epidemiological evidence of  harmful health effects in an area extending miles around the enlarged airport, now the biggest in the world, and calculates that the premature death toll runs into tens of thousands. The effects spread well into the Babergh area.

“Why didn’t we know sooner, Neil Junior, why didn’t we know?” 

“Well my reading is that: 

1. at the beginning, the public’s negative perceptions had been managed in the direction of aircraft noise rather than air pollution, so the issue wasn’t even on the horizon

2. The local authorities involved baulked at the cost of setting up a comprehensive air quality monitoring system and jumped down the throat of BAA, who kindly offered to do it for them free of charge: the news-flow was invariably positive thereafter

3. the local authorities took until twenty years ago to hear about the research on O’Hare airport in Chicago, until ten years ago to agree how to monitor the health aspect and until two years ago to agree how to pay for it.”

“And what did your grandfather do when he was in your job, Neil Junior, and might have done something in time. Didn’t he forsee any of this?”

“Well, strangely enough, I’ve looked through the files. He did have one letter....”

Yours sincerely, 

Peter Hoyes

Cc Councillor M Booth


