AIRPORT EXPANSION PLANS 'A DECLARATION OF WAR'

By Mark Bulstrode, PA

Plans to double the size of the UK's third busiest airport were described by campaigners today as "tantamount to a declaration of war".

BAA wants to build a second terminal and runway at Stansted Airport in Essex.

If approved, the #2.5 billion development would open in 2015 and serve 68 million passengers a year by around 2030.

Unveiling its planning application, BAA said the project would create more than 13,000 jobs by 2030 and boost the UK economy by #9 billion a year.

But the proposals have met fierce opposition from environmental groups and local residents.

Carol Barbone, of the Stop Stansted Expansion (SSE) campaign group, said: "BAA's planning application for a second runway goes beyond environmental vandalism and is tantamount to a declaration of war on the local community and global environment.

"We pledge to use every means at its disposal to defeat these plans."
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Lord Hanningfield, leader of Essex County Council, added: "This is not what the people of Essex want and it is not what the people of Britain need.

"If it goes ahead, it will have a severe impact on the quality of life of hundreds of thousands of Essex residents, with more pollution, traffic and noise."

But BAA said efforts would be made to limit the impact on the environment.

Alastair McDermid, BAA director of Stansted Generation 2 (G2), said: "This is not growth at any cost. The global issue of climate change is one which we take very seriously and is recognised as requiring international action."

He said 70 sustainability targets would be linked to the scheme, including a pledge to minimise energy used by the airport's buildings, reduce the amount of refuse sent to landfill and create a nature conservation area next to the site.

The initial amount of land required for the scheme had been reduced from 700 hectares to 442 hectares and the number of listed buildings set to be lost cut from 29 to 13, with 10 due to be dismantled and rebuilt, he added.
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Mr McDermid said he expected the plans, which include the first new runway in south east England for 50 years, to be decided by a public inquiry.

This is likely to begin by the end of this year and take a further year to complete, he said.

Sir Nigel Rudd, BAA chairman, said: "BAA is proud to reach the significant milestone in the future development of Stansted. We remain fully committed to building a second runway, a project that is central to Government policy in delivering additional runway capacity in the South East.

"This important project will bring huge benefits to the East of England and UK economy and will increase choice and opportunity for millions of business and leisure travellers."

At a press conference at the airport today, BAA said rail and road links would be improved, including new junctions on the M11 and A120.

New hotels, offices and a control tower would also be built, with the new runway running parallel to existing one.
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The application met with support from the business community.

David Frost, director general of the British Chambers of Commerce, said: "With the UK economy now facing a slowdown, it could not be more crucial that the country's third busiest airport is permitted to expand.

"We cannot simply shut up shop and allow our European competitors to benefit. It is critical that major infrastructure projects like Stansted are delivered swiftly."

Matthew Knowles, spokesman for the Society of British Aerospace Companies, said "New aircraft are cleaner and quieter than ever before.

"The expansion of Stansted can therefore go ahead in the knowledge that, when the second runway has gone through the planning process and construction, the aircraft that land on it will be much cleaner and quieter."

But Anna Jones, Greenpeace Aviation campaigner, said: "Whatever their executives might say, BAA's dangerous expansion plans smack of growth at any cost. Doubling the number of flights from Stansted and Heathrow at a time when the scientists are telling us we need to urgently slash our emissions is madness. The company will find a passionate majority of people who are ready to fight this runway, for the sake of the local area and their children's future."

Peter Sanders, of SSE, added: "The application must serve as a rallying call - not just for local people who seek to safeguard this unspoilt area of countryside but for all those who care about our legacy to future generations."
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BAA is waiting to hear if it can increase the number of passengers using Stansted from 25 million to 35 million a year.

The plans are being considered by a planning inspector following a public inquiry last year.
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Liberal Democrat transport spokesman Norman Baker said: "As more airport expansion plans are unveiled it's clear that the Government's climate change policy is full of hot air.

"Air travel is the fastest growing source of greenhouse gas emissions in the UK, yet BAA and the Government continue with an outdated aviation policy.

"The Government's air travel strategy needs to be determined by the needs of the environment, passengers and affected local communities, not the needs of BAA's shareholders.

"Aviation needs to live within its means."
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Shadow transport secretary Theresa Villiers said: "While all eyes are turned towards Heathrow expansion, the Government and BAA are trying to slip through a commitment to a new runway at Stansted as well.

"The Government's 'predict and provide' approach to expansion at Stansted is wholly discredited. There is no credible economic case for a second runway at the airport.

"Today's swingeing increase in landing charges at Heathrow and Gatwick confirm Conservative predictions that expansion of Stansted could only be funded through cross-subsidy within this monopolistic organisation.

"Ruth Kelly should open her eyes and look at the local and environmental impact of a new runway at Stansted and drop her support for BAA's flawed proposals."
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'WHY SHOULD WE MOVE - JUST FOR A FEW BUDGET AIRLINES?'

By Mark Bulstrode, PA

Rosemary and John Welch's 400-year-old thatched house is one of 13 listed properties that would be swallowed up by an expanded Stansted Airport.

The couple, who are both in their 70s, have lived at the same address in Takeley, Essex, for more than 35 years.

But now they are faced with an uncertain future, not knowing what will happen to the four-bedroom home where they brought up their two children.

Mr Welch, a retired mechanic, said: "We don't want to move. Why should we - just for a few budget airlines?

"I don't see why we should have to sacrifice what we've got for that. If this plan went ahead, the whole area would be desecrated."

BAA today said most of the listed properties affected by the development would be dismantled and rebuilt elsewhere, with only three of the 13 demolished.

But Mr and Mrs Welch said they have yet to be told what would happen to their home.

Retired post office worker Mrs Welch said: "I'm absolutely devastated at the thought of moving. We've been here so long and have got so many friends here.

"We brought up our children here and feel part of the community. If we had to move, we'd move somewhere else in Takeley but we haven't had any contact from BAA about what would happen to our home.

"It's so uncertain. You think 'shall we do anything to the house? Or shall we just go along and see what's going to happen?'."

Mr Welch said the airport resembled a "war time shelter" when they first moved into their house and claimed they had no idea it would grow to such an extent.

Mrs Welch added: "There was a public inquiry in 1983 about expanding Stansted. That didn't happen and we thought that was the end of it.

"We didn't foresee that more than 20 years later it would be back again. I think it would be very bad for the environment and the community if this plan went ahead."
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