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The whole of East Anglia – according to the Environment Agency’s website only yesterday – is 34% drier, 6% hotter and 6% sunnier than England and Wales as a whole, with Essex being the driest county in the country.   For this reason it is classified as ‘semi arid’ by the United Nations.  Indeed, in the water business it is described as ‘being drier than Jerusalem.’

More than 20 years ago it was recognised that this area of the country had a water problem. It was then decided that the best solution was to build a new reservoir on the Norfolk Suffolk border, but because of cost, complexity and the time scale – approximately 25 years – this solution was shelved.  

In March 2001 the Environment Agency produced a report entitled “Water Resources for the Future.”  In a summary of the strategy for the Anglian Region it talks about a prediction by government planners for an 800,000 population increase by 2025 for the whole of the region.   The report states that with careful management water demands for that increase might be met.

This report was written when passengers numbers at Stansted were comparatively small, before the Government White Paper on Aviation had been produced or the possibility of vast expansion at Stansted and along the M11 corridor were considerations.  

An increase to 35,000,000 or 40,000,000 million passengers per annum  – or potentially many more if permission for unlimited passenger numbers is approved – would swallow that 800,000 increase many times over.  We are not only looking at the sheer volume of people passing through the airport daily, but the number of airport workers required to service them.

That 800,000 population increase incidentally was for the whole of the region – Lincolnshire, Northamptonshire, Cambridgeshire, Suffolk, Norfolk and Bedfordshire – apart from Essex.  So, clearly with the proposed expansion of Stansted Airport alone we have a completely untenable situation as far as water supplies are concerned.  Add into this insoluble problem, the Government’s desire to build tens of thousands of new homes around the region – and you have a catastrophe in the making.

I wrote to both Margaret Beckett and Alistair Darling in 2003 on this issue, with copies to my MP, Simon Burns.  He was concerned enough to forward the letter to the relevant Ministers to ensure they read the correspondence, rather than civil servants.

Mr Burns sent me copies of replies received by him from David Jamieson (Department of Transport) and Tony McNulty, also from the Department of Transport, who answered my letter to Defra.  Defra, under Margaret Beckett, declined to reply and just forwarded the letter to Transport).

I quote from David Jamieson’s letter:

“The Seras study found that all of the options at Stansted present a potential impact on water resources as High or High Adverse.’ ‘………It may be difficult to meet this demand, even assuming that appropriate supply and demand management techniques are put into place……’

Tony McNulty’s letter says very much the same thing, including “All options at Stansted put forward in the consultation would require engineering, diverting or culverting work to several rivers.  The Environment Agency is generally opposed to culverting and such works are seen as a significant impact.”

Following these two letters I finally had a reply from the Water Supply and Regulation Division of Defra.  It admits that the water strategy for the Anglian Region highlights that Essex has (I quote) the ‘most pressing challenges in terms of water resource availability.’  It also confirms and again I quote ‘The strategy did not explicitly cover the potential Stansted development or the recent Sustainable Communities proposals from the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister. ‘ 

I wonder why the strategy has not been revised to do just that?  Perhaps a case of the government burying its head in the sand when it has no realistic answers?  

Politicians are renowned for making short term decisions without thought for the long term consequences, which in this particular case would be an everlasting blight – and drought – in this part of the country.  Indeed, it beggars belief that anyone would seriously contemplate such large scale development in an area 34% drier than any other area of the country.

So we have the Environment Agency – a government agency - effectively damming any expansion (it obviously does not mention Stansted by name as it was not an issue in 2001) and two Government ministers admitting that an increased demand for water by expanding passenger numbers would be difficult to meet.  Given that those ministers are members of a government promoting airport expansion the admission is totally extraordinary and very alarming.

And finally we have the Water Supply and Regulation Division of Defra admitting that Essex has the most pressing challenges in terms of water resource availability - even before the problems of possible Stansted expansion and tens of thousands of new homes are factored in.

BAA has only one concern and one remit – to make money.  It has no interest in the water problem because it is not an issue that will hit the company’s financial pockets.  Indeed it has no sincere interest in any environmental or community issue.  I would argue that anyone concerned with aviation cannot be environmentally concerned – the two are incompatible.  

I understand that the Environmental Impact Assessment provided by BAA has not fully answered approximately 48 of the questions put by Uttlesford District Council.  That speaks for itself.  The company is clearly fudging any issue that will weaken its case.  On that basis alone Uttlesford should reject the proposal as it will be impossible to reach a decision without being in full possession of the facts.  Indeed, it would be totally irresponsible.

I fully acknowledge that the water issue is only one of many many reasons why Uttlesford should reject BAA’s application.  But even if it was the only one it would be more than sufficient.  
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