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PROOF OF EVIDENCE 

to be delivered at 10am, 18 September 2007
As it is easy in matters of this kind to be characterised as adopting a NIMBY approach I should set it on the record that I first formed the view that neither Stansted nor any other inland site should be selected for London’s third airport whilst I was Member of Parliament for Middleton & Prestwich in Greater Manchester (1970 – 74). Nothing that has happened since has caused me to change my mind. 

Your predecessor, who last examined in public the proposed development of Stansted in the 1980’s, was sufficiently concerned that he recommended that a limit of 25 million passengers per annum should be observed. At the time it was generally supposed that 25 MPPA was the capacity of a single runway. Graham Eyre believed that to go above this number by building a second runway would be “an environmental catastrophe”. To use Stansted’s single runway to handle what would be another 10-15 MPPA would proportionately not be without its catastrophic effects.

The changing use of numbers has bedevilled the argument for many years. When BAA in the 1980’s sought permission to build the present passenger terminal on the south side of the runway the inquiry proceeded on the basis that the capacity involved would be 15 MPPA. Passenger throughput was also the measure used by the Secretary of State in 1985 when he approved the application. Furthermore as a gesture to local opinion he specified that the development should be in two phases. At first the terminal should have a limit of 8 MPPA capacity before formal approval of the second stage bringing the capacity to 15 MPPA. The means chosen to control this was a power to set a limit on passenger air transport movements. This was soon shown to be imperfect, because it was impossible to predict with total accuracy the size of the aircraft and the load factor they would achieve. Before BAA moved to expand the terminal beyond its nominal 8 MPPA limit the passenger throughput had already reached 13 MPPA. BAA has still not used up the permissions it holds relating to terminal capacity and throughput has nevertheless climbed to a level in excess of 24 MPPA. That is why it is necessary to treat with some caution the notion that the permission presently being sought is only modest in nature. 
Looking back at the post-war history of airport development in the London area one can only conclude that it has been conducted if not by deceit then by stealth. Almost every tranche of expansion which has taken place has followed strenuous denial that any such step was intended. Those who have sat in judgement at previous inquires have been able to conclude, doubtless in entirely good faith, that a line would be drawn under any development they were minded to recommend. That most certainly does not apply in the present case. There can be no possible excuse for believing that what is sought in the current application is a modest add-on, a mere footnote to what was originally agreed, and that it represents BAA’s final territorial claim in Essex. Whilst the rules of engagement may confine the scope of inquiry no-one can be unaware of the monster which overshadows it. This must surely highlight the risk of underestimating the consequences, both environmental and practical, of the degree of expansion now being sought.

A deep running fault of the planning system in this country is the extraordinary inability, demonstrated time and again, to ensure that planning approvals are accompanied by adequate supporting infrastructure and, I might add, compensation. It is bad enough that housing developments fail to see timely construction of roads and amenities. When it comes to large-scale public works projects the negative effects are huge. The starkest of all examples in the context of airports is the fifty year time lag between designation of Heathrow as London’s principal airport and the provision of a surface rail link to it. But the history of Stansted’s development provides its own examples. Dedicated slip roads into the airport from the M11 were postponed until well beyond several notorious incidents of gridlock at Junction 8. An eastern approach to the airport had to wait even longer. No extra capacity to this day has been accorded to the West Anglia Railway line. Commuters have had to endure longer journeys on increasingly overcrowded trains whilst even the Stansted Express has become steadily less express over the years. The single bore rail tunnel into the airport is already at capacity denying the Central Trains operator the opportunity to run two trains per hour into the airport whilst at the same time north-facing slip roads at the M11 junction have been refused and widening of the motorway between Junction 8 and 9 postponed for ten years.
The lack of capacity limits the number of train services which can be aimed specifically at bringing recruits to the workforce from East and North East London since the local pool of labour has by now been drained. Employees are obliged to travel increasing distances by road to take up job opportunities. Failure to enhance the road network makes this a worsening experience.

What lies behind this failure to adopt a joined up, comprehensive approach is usually a stand-off between the government of the day and the developers. If the developer is charged with responsibility for providing supporting infrastructure, the developer’s response is to deny the need for it. I was present on the occasion ten years ago when the then Secretary of State tried to persuade BAA to pay for the slip roads from the M11. He was repulsed. It took a few more years before the company complied. BAA have denied in print the need for a second rail tunnel ahead of a 35 MPPA airport throughput. BAA’s answer to the lack of rail capacity is 12 car trains without saying from where the extra units are to be found. Who suffers? Of course it is the public including increasingly airport passengers themselves. Without it being clearly demonstrated that road and rail improvements can be put in place as a matter of the highest priority there are major downside risks to allowing airport passenger numbers to rise above 25 MPPA. The need is now and not at some unspecified time in the future.

When confronted by the decision of Uttlesford District Council to withhold planning permission the retort of BAA was to the effect that this was an impertinence because it challenged Government policy. The same argument has been deployed in the course of this inquiry. If Government policy is to be held so sacrosanct that it cannot be questioned, there would be no point in the inquiry, indeed no point in the mechanism of a planning application. The minister’s enunciation of policy of itself would have sufficed. But that is patently not the process which is being followed and that is why this inquiry can be independent, objective and searching.
With spare runway capacity available around the country there is no national need for the type of air services which predominate at Stansted to be concentrated there. This contributes to over-crowding in the South East and re-enforces the imbalance of economic activity in the country. In its original consultation the Government foresaw Stansted as a hub airport. That idea was dropped by the time of the White Paper. Rightly so. For good or ill only Heathrow can play that role.

The continued expansion of Stansted is not essential to the health of the aviation industry. However, it does have a devastating effect on a beautiful tract of rural England. It is a creeping effect which encompasses communities which do not necessarily anticipate it. In the early 1980’s  when I warned my constituents what to expect there were those seemingly far away in Stambourne, the Bumpsteads and the Stour Valley who thought that they saw a balance of advantage in having a major airport at Stansted. Then the 8 MPPA mark was passed and the Abbot stack introduced. Public opinion dramatically altered. Even now there are communities as yet unaware that following a review of flight paths and stacking patterns they could be overflown as more aircraft fill our skies.

In the beginning we were told that Stansted would be an airport in the countryside, but that vision is becoming harder to sustain. It is no longer hidden and unobtrusive. It is becoming the dominant feature of the local environment. The landscaping and open spaces which softened the airport’s impact in the 1980’s and 1990’s are gradually being encroached and obliterated with new warehouses, hotels, office buildings, car parks and all the other paraphernalia which an airport apparently requires. Above all there is the noise day and, unfortunately, night. Quieter aircraft remain intrinsically noisy and in the countryside especially disturbing.

It defies credulity that increasing Stansted’s capacity by 40% and possibly more can be passed off as having no more than a minor impact on the nature of this area. Noise disturbance will be continuous as extra flights fill the gaps between existing peaks. The physical effects of Stansted’s growth will spread beyond its boundaries. It is idle to pretend that urbanisation can be held at bay. The attractive rural villages and small market towns in my constituency and beyond will lose their character and their tranquillity. Even schools in close proximity to the airport are at risk.
And for what advantage? The nature of the traffic at Stansted does not bring the same national economic benefit as is claimed for Heathrow. Nor are there, as I have sought to show, any likely countervailing pluses to outweigh the many minuses. The impact of the quality of life on the people I represent and over a wider area is too great to justify another tranche of expansion on the present terms.

