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Dear Sir or Madam

NATS TCN Consultation/Cambridgeshire, Suffolk and North East Essex

SOSAG, supported by South Suffolk Air Traffic Action Group (SSATAG) organised a public meeting in Lavenham Village Hall on 9 April. It was chaired by Jeremy Pembroke, Leader of Suffolk County Council and Tim Yeo, MP was on the platform. We invited NATS, but you refused to attend. The meeting was attended by over 300 people from the area affected by the proposed Stansted Eastern Hold. There was a wide-ranging discussion of the issues and great concern was expressed over the proposed changes to Airspace TCN.  This response is based on the issues raised at that meeting and subsequently by a wide range of people who live, work and visit the area affected by the proposed Stansted Eastern Hold.

We wish to OBJECT strongly to the proposals contained in the TCN Consultation Document and particularly the proposal for a new Eastern Holding area for Stansted for the following reasons:

1. Need for change

The document does not clearly make the case for change now. In fact it acknowledges that the current arrangements are adequate at present. It suggests that the growth in air traffic would require the need for an additional hold, but no evidence is provided to support this assertion.  

The proposals are dependent on forecast growth rates of 3.5% pa in air traffic movements (ATMs), which are based on historical figures. Since September 2007 the Rolling 12 Month ATM increase for Stansted has been less than 3.5% and since January 2008 there has actually been a fall in ATMs (www.baa.com,11.6.08). With the increase in oil prices, likely to be sustained long-term, it will be highly likely that the previous level of growth in air traffic will not be maintained and therefore the case for a new hold considerably weakened.

Aircraft numbers for the peak hours, indicated at Figure E9 and E11, do not change from 2006 to 2014 and during other hours of the average day only increase by 4.7 aircraft (from 14.9 to 19.6).  If the current stack can accommodate 33 aircraft per hour during peak times it is difficult to understand why it cannot cope with an increase of around only 5 aircraft an hour, to 20, at other times.  There is therefore no justification on projected numbers of aircraft based on NATS own predicted numbers for a second hold for Stansted or indeed a change from that currently operated. (The same argument applies to the Luton arrivals, which also show no change in peak arrivals.)

2. Only one option

The Document refers to the fact that a number of options have been examined but that only one option has been presented despite CAA guidance (CAP 725 Appendix B para 29).  We believe this is a serious flaw in the Document.

3. Basis for evaluating options
The Document refers to various factors that have been taken into account in formulating and evaluating options, eg ‘TCN design primarily seeks to assure future safety whilst also seeking to demonstrate significant efficiency gains and an overall environmental benefit.’ While we fully understand the primary importance of safety, it is not clear how the other factors have been taken into account to arrive at the final solution presented. For example how the efficiency gains for the airlines have been weighed up against the noise pollution for people on the ground.  How have the factors been weighted?  What is the basis for the weightings? Without clear statements on these issues, we cannot have confidence that the option presented properly takes into account the impact on all the stakeholders affected and in particular those stakeholders whose quality of life will be significantly diminished by the proposals. This is particularly important give point 4 below.

4. Lack of independent scrutiny

NATS is owned by the Airline Group, a consortium of seven airlines, with a 42% share, NATS staff with a 5% share, BAA plc with a 4% share, and the government with a 49% share. We consider that NATS should have declared these interests in the consultation document. 

We support the Campaign to Protect Rural England’s (CPRE) position and their comments: 

‘that airspace is a national resource which should be managed to the nation’s overall benefit, entirely independently of the aviation industry. The proposed changes to airspace are the first in the TCN area in thirty years; they have far-reaching effects on established land use, and on areas where over 12 million people live, work and rest. For this reason, they are by definition socially divisive. We call for the suspension of changes to airspace in this area until an independent regulatory body such as a Commercial Aviation Regulatory Organisation, equivalent to the water utility regulatory body (OFWAT), for example, is in place to scrutinise proposed change.’      (CPRE response to NATS, May 08)

We believe it is vital that there is genuine independent scrutiny of the methodology used to formulate and evaluate the proposals. 

5. Inadequate methodology 

(i) measurement of noise effects in our area is flawed

The methodology for assessing the impact of noise pollution is significantly flawed for the following reasons:

· The proposals have NOT taken into account the relative noise impact of having the hold over a very quiet area. The proposed hold is over an area identified by the CPRE Tranquillity map as one of the quietest in Suffolk. People in the area will be affected much worse than in areas where there is currently more noise, such as in the built-up areas, around major roads, etc. This is despite direction given it by the Department for Transport, as set out in Appendix C, paragraph 8.1, of the TCN consultation:

“The Department for Transport, in its guidance to the CAA on environmental issues relating to airspace, requires the CAA to ‘pursue policies that will help to preserve the tranquillity where this does not increase significantly the environmental burdens on congested areas’.”

Mention is made within the document of the assessment of Tranquillity.  This appears to be dismissed summarily on the basis of there being no universally accepted measure of assessing Tranquillity.  However as regards noise climate there is an acceptable methodology to compare the noise level generated over a time period, normally one hour during the day, and less during the night, normally five minutes, with the prevailing background noise climate expressed as L90.   This methodology is used in various British Standards and is also commented upon within the World Health Organisations (WHO) document “Guidelines for Community Noise”, referred to in the proposal document.  A wider time limit during a certain period of the year is normally used for the assessment of proposals close to Airports, normally within 25km.  The area in the vicinity of the proposed Stansted Eastern Hold is mostly over very quiet and tranquil countryside such that the background noise climate is also comparatively low.  Daytime readings in the order of 

L90 = 30dBA and L90 = 20 dBA at night have been recorded. Without the presentation of Leq values indicated but not appearing in the report it is not possible to make a reasonable assessment of the effect of the proposals in this area. We would argue strongly that it is unreasonable not to take into account the relative noise impact of the proposals.

· The Lmax  figures presented do not take into account the overall impact of having potentially 8 aircraft circling above us.  This impact could range from having at the worst case 8 aircraft, at 1000ft levels, directly one above each other to having them pass over one after the other. In the former case we are advised that it would add some 8dB, an almost doubling of the perceived noise level of an aircraft at 7000ft. In the latter, assuming a 4 minute circuit, the peak sound of an aircraft would be heard every 30 seconds, with a duration of the same order.  This would result in the sound of circling aircraft being heard continuously.  At this height the sound of the aircraft would vary in frequency and time making it extremely noticeable.

· Placing the greatest noise impact over the quietest areas completely ignores the well known and accepted principle that noise masks noise.

(ii)  Design principles are flawed

The proposals are based on a design principle of directing flights over low population density areas, which by definition are very quiet rural areas.  Within the Document (Part E para 2.16) NATS refers to engagement with Suffolk County Council (SCC) in the development phase which influenced ‘their position as the key requirement for these stakeholders was to reduce the number of people over-flown by aircraft in the hold …’.  We refer to the SCC response to NATS which OBJECTS to the proposals on the basis that they feel that a number of questions have not been addressed including:

‘whether there are practical alternatives to the NATS proposals which give greater weight to the preservation of the tranquillity of the countryside in Suffolk without causing unacceptable consequences for major population centres.’

Without consideration of relative noise impact, this question cannot be answered.  The SCC response indicates that their position now (and it is debatable whether it was different before) is that they are not supporting the simplistic principle of minimising the number of people over-flown.

NATS also in response to questions raised by SOSAG refer to guidance contained in DLTR (2002) Guidance to the CAA on environmental objectives relating to its Air Navigation Functions that ‘Government policy will continue to focus on minimising over-flight of more densely populated areas below 7000ft.’ We question the relevance of this guidance for the positioning of proposed holds which are at some distance from the airport and where, apart from aircraft leaving the hold, aircraft will be at 7000ft or above.  If a hold’s lowest level was 8000ft, as in the current ABBOT hold, then the guidance would not apply at all.  This combined with the guidance on preserving tranquil areas would suggest completely different design criteria than the simplistic minimising of population over-flown should underpin the positioning of the hold. We would argue strongly that the design criteria must be reconsidered.

(iii) Use of population counts is flawed

A key plank of the current design principle rests on the estimates of population overflown.  However, the CAA Guidance CAP725 comments that Population Counts are “…. coarse tools and so caution should be applied.”  It also comments that Population Counts are only suitable for “affected” airspace and “… take no account of usage patterns of particular routes.”  Population Counts are normally applied close to airports, within 25km, for arriving, and in particular departing aircraft which normally have the higher noise signature.  The use of Population Counts for areas in the vicinity of the Stansted Eastern Hold is not a robust assessment method given the recommendations of the CAA document and the low background noise climate experienced in these areas as mentioned in (i) above.  Where there is a higher population count the background noise climate is normally higher and therefore the effect of aircraft noise would be less.

Also, there are no comparison population figures provided taking into account the flight paths into and out of the holds. Given that the new proposals involve obviously longer flight paths (we estimate of the order of 50% greater) than are currently used, this is a serious omission.

(iv) Other issues

There are a number of areas in the Document that are misleading. For example, it is clearly implied that the current ABBOT hold has the same starting level as the proposed Eastern Hold of 7000ft.  It was only after the issue was raised by SSATAG that the Document was amended to clarify this issue. To our knowledge, the only people who have been informed of this amendment were people who had already responded by letter. Certainly, our local Parish Councils have not been made aware of this change.

We believe the combination of concerns over the methodology throws serious doubts on the validity and reliability of the proposals.

6. Alternative option of holding over the sea

We have consistently argued that the option of stacking over the sea must be given serious consideration. In this we have been supported by both Suffolk County Council, the two district councils, Babergh and Mid-Suffolk whose residents/visitors are covered by the proposed Eastern Hold, and our two MPs, Time Yeo and David Ruffley, who all raise this issue as part of their objections to the proposals.  In a direct response to a question on this matter, NATS asserts that an ‘efficient’ hold over the sea would need to operate from 20,000ft and would take up too much airspace and affect established air routes.  No evidence has been provided for:

· why a lower hold height would not be possible

· the assertion that it would take up too much airspace and affect routes. Exactly what would need to be the circuit dimensions at different hold heights?

· whether there could be a compromise between efficiency in terms of the hold height and the affect of noise pollution on people on the ground (see also Pt 3 above)

· the difficulties in routeing existing air routes around a sea stack.

We believe it is vital that this option is seriously considered and detailed evidence for and against the option in terms of transparent criteria presented to stakeholders.

7. Economic effects of the proposals

The proposals take no account of the detrimental effects that there will be on the tourist industry in the area.  It is an area where many people visit to enjoy the beautiful historic villages and small towns and the beautiful and peaceful countryside.  One of the major attractions of the area will be destroyed by these proposals.

8. Preserving our tranquil areas

If these proposals go ahead, it will mean that there is no will to preserve the few remaining tranquil areas that exist in our busy and crowded island.  There will then be nowhere for people to escape the noise and stress of our urban areas. This would be a tragedy.

9. Use of P-RNAV routes

We believe the use of P-RNAV routes will place an unacceptable noise burden on the people who live under them.

10. Consultation process is seriously flawed  

We have a number of serious concerns about the consultation process. They include the following:

· The process has been heavily reliant on people having access to the internet, be sufficiently IT literate to cope with the difficulties of downloading the documents, and cope with some of the problems people have experienced in registering to make a response.

· The alternative was for them to visit the local library and read a reference copy, understand it and formulate a considered response, presumably on their weekly shopping expedition to a nearby market town!  Our area is made up of small rural villages, each several miles from the nearest library.

·  The NATS leaflets were bland to the point of being meaningless. The only point of contact given in the leaflet is the website.  

· The publicity about the proposals has been inadequate. There are still many people in our area who either do not know the proposals affect them or if they do, have no idea of the implications.

· These are complex proposals and there is no easy way to seek answers to the many questions that people have. No telephone number has been provided.  The only way is to write in (once you have discovered an address) and then it can take a very long while to get a response. It took a month to get answers to our questions, which is a disproportionately long time out of a three month, then revised to four month, consultation period.

· It is disgraceful that NATS will not meet with members of the public. Public meetings could and should have been set up by NATS so that they could publicise and explain these complex proposals and be available to answer questions.

· The main thrust of the publicity was directed via the Parish Councils. In our area, Parish Councils did not receive the materials until 3-4 weeks after the consultation period started. Given that Parish Councils have been used as the main conduit for information is not acceptable that NATS have also refused to meet with them.

· The analysis of the consultation responses is not being undertaken by an independent body.

We believe the consultation process does not fulfil the guidance given in CAP725. 

Overall

We would strongly make the point that we are not trying to avoid taking ‘our fair share’ of any noise and other pollution that may result from the consequences of air travel. Hence we SUPPORT the concept of direct routeing as a way of spreading the noise burden.  We are saying that the proposals are fundamentally flawed and should be rejected.  NATS needs to go back to the drawing board taking into the account the points raised in this letter.

Yours sincerely

Frances Bee

On behalf of SOSAG

cc. Tim Yeo, MP

      David Ruffley, MP

      Jeremy Pembroke, Leader of Suffolk County Council

      Sir Roy McNulty, Chairman of the CAA

      Ruth Kelly, MP, Secretary of State for Transport

      Jim Fitzpatrick, MP, Parliamentary Under Secretary of State/Aviation

Hilary Benn, MP, Secretary of State for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs
      Permanent Secretary for the Department of Transport
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