23 September 2004

Dear 

'Night Flying Restrictions at Heathrow, Gatwick & Stansted: Stage 1 Consultation'

Briefing Paper prepared by Stop Stansted Expansion (SSE)
Further to our letter of 20 August, we are enclosing a briefing paper on the Department for Transport (DfT) Consultation on night flying restrictions.  This paper comprises:  

(i) a one page summary dealing with the specific questions posed in the Consultation Document – for those with limited time to respond; 

(ii) a fuller explanation of the issues – for those who wish to respond in more detail; 

(iii) Appendices containing technical explanatory information.

Both (i) and (ii) also contain suggested responses to the DfT Consultation.  If you have not had the opportunity to study the Consultation Document and intend to use our one page summary version as the basis of your reply, you may find it helpful to refer to our fuller version for more explanation. We would however recommend individually worded responses as these will have greater impact.  We also believe there are advantages in councils focusing their responses on the issues which directly concern local people and not getting too deeply drawn into the technical minutiae of the Consultation Document.  Many of the key issues are highlighted in this letter.

If you do not yet have a copy of the Consultation Document, you can obtain this by telephoning DfT on 020 7944 5796.  This is an important consultation and we do encourage you to respond.  When you do so, you should preface your response with a brief summary of the nature of your organisation and who you represent.  The deadline for responses is 29 October 2004 and these should be sent to:

Department for Transport

Aviation Environmental Division 2

Zone 1/34

Great Minster House

76 Marsham Street

LONDON, SW1P 4DR

Background to the Consultation

Night flying restrictions are reviewed by the Government every five or six years and such a review is currently taking place.  The new regime is intended to apply from October 2005 until October 2011.

This is the first stage of a two-stage consultation.  It is concerned mainly with methods rather than the detailed content of Government proposals, which will come in stage two.  However, SSE urges councils to register their views on night flights by responding to this first stage.  A large number of local responses at the outset of this Consultation will demonstrate to the Government that night flights are an important issue for the people of this area and could help to influence the Stage 2 proposals. 

The question of a second runway is not directly relevant to this Consultation.  SSE is firmly of the view that a second runway at Stansted will not materialise and, whether or not you agree with this assessment, the next set of night flying restrictions will not run beyond October 2011; even BAA accepts that a second runway will not happen within that timeframe.   

Nevertheless, there is still the potential for significant expansion of Stansted by 2011.  Last year, Stansted handled 18.7m passengers and BAA projects this will increase to about 32m by 2011.  Historically, BAA's forecasts have tended to underestimate Stansted's growth and we believe that Stansted could be handling 35m-40m by 2011 if unconstrained growth in passenger traffic continues.  SSE is striving to constrain the pace of expansion and the associated environmental impacts, including, of course, the impact of night flights.

It is more than likely that any expansion based on maximising use of the existing runway would see a disproportionately large increase in the demand for night flights.  Freight flights and long haul flights, both of which are target growth areas for BAA, have a greater tendency to require night-time landing and take-off slots. 

The policy context for this Consultation can be derived from the Government White Paper ('The Future of Air Transport') which was published in December 2003 and stated the following: 

“Noise from aircraft at night is widely regarded as the least acceptable aspect of aircraft operations. We will bear down on night noise accordingly, but we must strike a fair balance between local disturbance and the economic benefits of night flights. This should be done on a case-by-case basis.”
Definitions and Controls

The Government defines "night" as the 8 hour period between 2300 hours and 0700 hours and the noisiest aircraft are banned from taking off and landing during this period (except emergencies).  

However, with regard to limiting the number of night-time aircraft movements and the resultant noise impact, restrictions only apply between 2330 hours and 0600 hours.  This 6½ hour period is known as the 'night quota period'.  An annual cap applies to the number of night-time movements permitted during the night quota period and there is also an annual noise quota which is based on the noisiness of individual aircraft.  (This is explained more fully in Appendix 1.)   

Current Situation
The actual number of night flights at Stansted in 2003 was as follows:

	Period
	Number of  aircraft movements
	Statutory cap

	2330 – 0600 hours
	 9,046
	12,000

	2300 – 0700 hours
	21,332
	none


Based on the above, the average number of nightly aircraft movements at Stansted last year was 58.4 but less than half of these (24.8) were within the controlled 6½ hour period and so the cap was not exceeded.  Clearly, the Stansted 'cap' of 12,000 was set too high in the last round, such that it is not really a limit at all, if only applied to a 6½ hour period.  In our own response to the DfT, we will be arguing forcefully for the night quota period to be extended from 6½ hours to at least 8 hours and for a progressive reduction in the annual movements cap and noise quota.  

As part of a legal agreement reached with Uttlesford District Council last year, BAA has a legal obligation:

"not to seek any relaxation of the night flight restrictions currently in force for the night period of 23.00 – 06.59 or for the night quota period of 23.30 – 05.59"

This commitment from BAA provides some comfort but airline users of Stansted are not bound by it and, as we have seen, the current cap contains headroom for a considerable increase in the number of night flights.  Stansted already has the second highest number of permitted night flights in the country and, by way of comparison, the annual Stansted cap of 12,000 compares to 5,800 for Heathrow.  

Ban all Night Flights?

Many people take the view that there should simply be a total ban on all night flights and such bans already exist elsewhere in the UK and around the world.  The Consultation does not invite views on a total ban but it would be perfectly legitimate for a respondent to call for this in straightforward terms.  Indeed, faced with the prospect of an approximate doubling of daytime flights at Stansted by 2011, there is a strong case to be made for respite for local people at night.  

Our own position is that the key objective of ensuring that local residents do not suffer sleep disturbance/deprivation as a result of aircraft noise can best be achieved by early adoption of the World Health Organisation ('WHO') Guidelines on night noise.  If subject to the WHO guidelines, night flights would either be unobtrusive in terms of noise or they would simply be prohibited.  The Government is committed to take account of the WHO Guidelines but proposes a 30 year [!] timescale for so doing.  This is wholly unacceptable and we will be addressing this issue very robustly in our own response to the Consultation.

We are prepared to accept that the problem of night noise cannot instantly be resolved and so our own response will be focused upon the containment measures that are required to bear down on night noise during the next regime (Oct. 2005 –Oct. 2011) as a stepping stone towards achieving full adoption of the WHO Guidelines during the subsequent regime.  If the Government will not commit to this, we will argue for a total ban on night flights (except emergencies).  As a local community, there must be a limit to our patience and tolerance.

We hope you find the enclosed papers helpful.  SSE's full response will be published on our website shortly. 

Yours sincerely

Peter Sanders

Chairman, Stop Stansted Expansion

