RESPONSE TO THE NATS TERMINAL CONTROL NORTH CONSULTATION

FROM RESIDENTS OF SHUDY CAMPS, CASTLE CAMPS, HADSTOCK AND ASHDON, South Cambridgeshire and North Essex

18th June 2008

We are making this response to the NATS proposals on airspace changes as residents of a small group of villages in South Cambridgeshire or North Essex, namely Shudy Camps, Castle Camps, Hadstock and Ashdon, some 6 miles away from Saffron Walden.  Whilst we suffer from the noise of intermittent air traffic currently, the NATS proposals show our villages at the southerly end of the new northerly Stansted stack and almost directly under the proposed flight path for easterly arrivals to the airport.

Perhaps I could take a moment to introduce you to the village of Shudy Camps as representative of the villages above, given that the NATS proposals are about real people and real lives, easier though it is to view them simply as points on a map.

Shudy Camps is a rural village of fewer than 500 residents, not untypical of many other, predominantly agricultural, communities which have made up this area for hundreds of years.  The medieval farms mark out the passage of Main Street as it leads up to the church: Lower Farm, Street Farm, Carters Farm, Lordship Farm, largely unspoiled by urban in-fill.

It is early morning - the sounds are those which the residents of our house, some 500 years old in parts, would have been entirely familiar with through the ages: birdsong, wind in the trees.  A low background hum of the A1307, audible on a quiet morning in the garden is a modern intrusion, but too distant to be a blight and not significant enough to disrupt the sense of tranquillity – room to breathe, space to think.  This sound is as special to me as a view may be to others.  It is equally representative of the passage of time and its capacity to leave things un-touched as an unspoiled view.

It is this essential peacefulness which brought many of us to live up here over the last ten years.  And it is into this tranquillity that the NATS proposals would interpose a second Stansted stack, from Newmarket to Saffron Walden, blighting the peacefulness of life of all those living within and under its compass.

Although a car has not passed on Main Street yet this morning, it takes no more than 15 seconds for an engine noise to intrude on the stillness and to leave it again.  An aircraft, however, of which in the last two hours there have been two, takes fully two minutes to register and to pass.  The noise, even of a plane at ca 4,000ft is massively intrusive over what, I emphasise, is a background of rural sounds.
But this is the premise on which NATS’s proposals are based: put noise where there is none.  Re-distribute noise to the complete dis-benefit of those who notice it, away from those who do not.  Our key response to the NATS proposal is that this premise is un-justified and non-sensical.

This response covers a range of other points:

· We do not see a need for stacking, particularly given environmental sensitivities

· If there is to be stacking, let it be off-shore

· We believe that the consultation has been flawed in a number of areas:

· No alternatives to NATS’s proposals have been presented

· Proposals were presented as  having local council backing and as having local support – neither of which is true

· There has been a lack of NATS representation at local meetings to discuss the proposals

· The delay to the response date has had the negative impact of stalling public momentum towards responding to NATS consultation.

1. The need for stacking

Given current technology and the capability to sequence planes properly, there can be little or no justification for the need for stacks in modern aviation.  The principle of flying planes point to point as rapidly as possible, only to queue in a stack on arrival is environmentally and economically inefficient.  More fuel is consumed both in flying the plane quicker between points and then in the stack than would be expended by flying at a slower average speed in the first place.  

The high price of oil has already had a profound impact on the economics of aviation: the three transatlantic carriers from Stansted have stopped their service and Ryanair has announced the grounding of 10% of its fleet.  The straight-line demand growth extrapolated as the basis of the 2001/2002 White Paper on air transport has been shown as, at best, naïve and BAA has been bailed out by the regulator for its funding costs as the carriers have demonstrated their unwillingness to pay higher landing charges.

The arguments for behavioural change in carriers which may entail slower journey times in return for greater fuel economy are clear.  Introducing a greater volume of stacks to accommodate an out-moded, uneconomical model of point-to-point travel is a backward step and inconsistent with the behavioural change which needs to be driven from carriers.  Far from increasing the availability of stacking space, NATS should be acting responsibly and shrinking it.
2. Off-shore stacking

It has been suggested that if stacking is to be maintained in principle, then it should be off-shore.  We agree with this, notwithstanding the impact this may have on routing, particularly for inland domestic flights.  For too long, the aviation industry has been allowed to function without accounting for the full cost of the externalities it incurs.  There is no mechanism, for example, for compensating those whose properties may now lie under NATS’s proposed flight paths, the value of which may have been severely affected.

The national arguments for a flourishing aviation industry as the back-bone of a successful and high-technology business economy are redundant, encouraging a supremacism which sees London competing with Frankfurt and Schiphol for the largest route hubs.  This supremacism takes no account of the environmental and life-impacting damage that aviation incurs, as the subsuming of externalities requires all who are touched by them to pay a subsidy towards the health of the industry.  This ‘costless’ and unrecognised subsidy is not accounted for as a creditor on aviation’s balance sheet, in light of which we continue to see a national mis-allocation of capital, of which NATS’s proposals and inland stacks form a part.

If externalities such as these were properly accounted for, it would be clear that offshore airports and offshore stacking (such as might be required) are the only ways to proceed.  More than doubling the capacity for stacking at Stansted clears the way for the uneconomic expansion of the airport which is neither in the interests of business nor of those the carriers purport to serve.

3. Flawed consultation – no alternative proposals

We believe NATS consultation has been flawed in a number of serious respects.  Firstly, there has been no presentation of any of the alternative options considered by NATS before arriving at its proposals.  Was offshore stacking suggested and dispensed with?  Were stacks of a smaller size proposed, or in different locations?  What was the strength of support for the faulty premise discussed at the front of this document, to locate noise where there is none?
It is typical for consultations of this nature to offer options for those interested to consider.  The denial of oxygen to these options reinforces the sense of a fait accompli which NATS has done nothing to dispel.

4. Flawed consultation – claims of local support

When NATS’s plans were announced in the Press, it was written that the proposals had local council backing and had received local support.  Some surprise, therefore, to find from our local councillor that no such consultation had taken place and that no such support had been given.  We believe that this is a deliberate mis-portrayal of the situation by NATS, designed to mis-lead those affected into a sense of resignation and impotence at the proposals.  
The most significant factor weighing on those attempting to drum up support against NATS’s proposals locally has been a strong feeling that ‘it’s going to happen anyway’.  Portraying the proposals as having been consulted on, and receiving support, is a cynical manipulation of the public’s sense of a right to reply.

5. Flawed consultation – no NATS representation

Whilst public meetings have been arranged to allow for the questioning of the implications of NATS’s proposals, we think it is significant that no NATS representatives have been in attendance to answer a basic array of questions.  A meeting local to us in Saffron Walden was organised and addressed by representatives of Stop Stansted Expansion, for whom airspace stacks is not an area of prime concern.  That members of SSE staff should be put in a position of answering for an absent NATS is ridiculous.

6. Flawed consultation – delay to responses

Far from giving more time for respondents to collect their thoughts and responses, this delay has had the effect of stalling whatever momentum there might have been in the organisation of local protests.  It has not been to the benefit of respondents and, we believe, will dilute the quality of replies and the perceived strength of their support.
Conclusion
We believe that NATS’s proposals are unasked for and unwarranted.  They hark back to an out-moded model of aviation and air traffic control and fail to respond to the requirements of a modern, cost-sensitive, environmentally-conscious industry.  We believe that a failure to take account of the externalities involved in aviation will perpetuate the mis-allocation of capital towards air transport at a national level.  The biggest ‘costless’ externality is that of noise – and the fatal flaw at the heart of NATS’s proposals is the attempt to re-distribute noise away from urban areas into those which are quiet.

We urge NATS to re-think its mis-guided proposals and take a step to lead the aviation industry in the UK into a more environmentally sensitive future.
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