NOTES FOR SSE PUBLIC MEETING, SAFFRON WALDEN 17 MARCH 2004

REMARKS BY COUNCILLOR ALAN DEAN, LEADER OF UTTLESFORD DISTRICT COUNCIL

I would like to address three main points on the big external threats to our local quality of life here in Uttlesford. These are:

· Firstly – why the White Paper is flawed.

· Secondly – why we are going to court; a legal challenge.

· Thirdly – why this battle will be won through bottom up resistance. 

The campaign to prevent a second or more runways at Stansted comes jointly first on my agenda as leader of Uttlesford. 

The other major external preoccupation is government plans for ill thought through urbanisation proposals for the so-called M11 corridor. The housing numbers game.

All councillors read the White Paper in December with dismay. We seemed to have fought off runways three and four. That’s good news. We seemed to be destined to get runway number two. I hope not. I think not!

Most of the arguments why Stansted is bad had been ignored by the Government. Growth at Stansted to more than one runway is worse than bad; it would be catastrophic.

The White Paper said that pollution at Heathrow has to be controlled or there can be no more runways there. At Stansted they seem happy for much greater environmental damage to take place. They only want best endeavours to minimise pollution and everything else that would be so damaging as part of BAA’s massive land grab.

Don’t expect consistency from central government. Don’t rely on joined up thinking. It’s an unknown concept at Whitehall and Westminster.

The White Paper completely ignores in reality demand management and the global climate change impact of escalating aviation growth. There is no sign of joined up thinking by Government in this White Paper. I will return to the subject of what we must do to force joined up thinking at the centre of government.

BAA and the government admit that Stansted doesn’t stack up commercially and without illegal cross-subsidy from Heathrow. The CAA confirmed only last week that cross-subsidy would be illegal. Yet they seem quite content to subject thousands of people to housing and social blight; to turning Takeley into a ghost village, on the basis of a dodgy financial deal.

According to official land registry figures quoted in the London Evening Standard, the 28,000 householders in Uttlesford have lost around £600 million from the value of their homes as a result of airport blight. That equates to over £20,000 each! Yet BAA is offering to compensate only 500 of us!

Despite these major flaws, the Government’s White Paper has circumvented part of the statutory planning process by deciding precisely where a second runway should go. They haven’t even bothered to carry out an Environmental Impact Assessment to see whether or not this important test of acceptability can be passed. 

Never was there such blatant and socially damaging central interference in what is still a local planning process by a government that appears to listen to no one but the chairman and directors of BAA.

So there will be a legal challenge. It is for the reasons I have mentioned that Uttlesford District Council has joined with East and North Herts district councils and the two county councils of Essex and Hertfordshire in challenging the government at law. 

The White Paper consultation was a sham. When our democratic processes let us down, the courts have to be the next step. I have no hesitation whatsoever in advocating legal action in the present circumstances. I am pleased that SSE is doing the same in a parallel legal challenge.

Will the legal challenge cost local taxpayers’ money? It will, if we lose. If we win, the government and the national taxpayer will have to pick up the bill. We are talking about a pound or two per resident. We have deliberately gone in with several other councils to share the costs. 

So is it worth spending about £2 each to try to save £20,000 each? I think the odds are better than the Lottery. 

Just in case anyone has forgotten the referendum conducted by your district council - 89% of voters across this district said no to any extra runways. The turnout for the referendum was exceptionally high; higher than any election in recent memory. You gave us a mandate to fight any extra runways at Stansted. Your district council has certainly not given up the fight.

Many of you will have read a misleading headline in one local paper last week about giving up the fight.

I would not be standing on this platform tonight if I thought that Uttlesford District Council was even thinking of throwing in the towel. I would be in the audience and on the streets.

This campaign has a long way to run. I continue to admire the professionalism and resolve of SSE and its supporters. Your work will continue to have the support of Uttlesford District Council – Conservatives, Independents and Liberal Democrats.

Our campaign has recently attracted the attention of leading Conservative politicians, with a visit from Caroline Spelman. A few days ago Charles Kennedy proposed on behalf of the Liberal Democrats that nearly empty planes flying out of Stansted should pay the same departure tax as a full plane. Empty planes produce almost as much pollution as ones full of passengers. The same goes for freight flights. The polluters must be made to pay. Or they must become more efficient.

This campaign has always been as much about saving the planet as it has been about sustaining the local quality of life. I have no doubt that the government doesn’t care when it comes down to a choice between the environmentalist and the economist. BAA, despite its rhetoric, is only interested in more planes and profits.

So I would also like to mention a Labour politician – Lord Haskins - whom I met today in Chelmsford. We were at a conference on climate change and its effect on Essex. Chris Haskins is the government’s rural advisor and chairs a Lords investigation into climate change.

He referred to my earlier concern about the lack of joined up government. He said:

“Don’t trust the centre – neither politicians nor mandarins – to solve problems where there are contradictions. They won’t! It’s got to be by bottom up resistance.”

That just about sums it up for me. The campaign to stop Stansted destroying our quality of life will only be won by bottom up resistance. By local people doing what is necessary to stop it.

We must fight them in the courts, in the council chambers, in the media, in the streets and must never give up until we have won.

If we don’t, in 20 years’ time this area which we all love will have been transformed into an urban wasteland. 

Our children and grandchildren would be asking us how we let such a disaster happen.  

We will be able to look them in the eye and say, “We tried…………………and we won!”
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