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11 January 2008

John Mitchell Esq

Uttlesford District Council
Development Services
Council Offices
London Road
Saffron Walden
Essex CB11 4ER
Dear John

UTTLESFORD CORE STRATEGY:  COMMENTS BY STOP STANSTED EXPANSION

I am writing on behalf of Stop Stansted Expansion (SSE) to comment on the Uttlesford Core Strategy as currently drafted.

SSE was established in 2002 as a working group of the North West Essex and East Herts Preservation Association (NWEEHPA) in response to the Government’s consultation into the future provision of air transport capacity.  NWEEHPA itself had been formed in 1964 to co-ordinate community representations against proposals for major expansion at Stansted Airport, taking part in major inquiries in that decade and again in the early 1980s.

Today, as a working group of NWEEHPA, SSE has more than 6500 individual members and online supporters and the active support of 135 parish and town councils, residents’ associations and special interest groups in matters relating to proposals for the expansion of Stansted Airport.

Our main criticism of the proposed Core Strategy is the same as our criticism of the draft East of England Plan, namely that its provisions for meeting the implications of the proposed expansion of Stansted Airport appear to pre-empt the outcome of the planning process.  While we recognise that the Council has a duty to ensure that the Core Strategy conforms to national and regional policies, it also has a higher statutory duty under Section 39(2) of the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 to ‘exercise its [planning] function with the objective of contributing to the achievement of sustainable development.’

We are dismayed that there is no mention of this overarching statutory duty in the Core Strategy or of the need to weigh national and regional policy considerations in the context of exercising it.  It should surely be set out and given due weight in Section 3 of the Core Strategy.

We appreciate that in paragraph 1.14 you say that the expansion of the airport is seen as a major threat to the character of the District, and that you are opposed to a second runway. We are surprised that you do not refer to your opposition to the extended use of the existing runway as well.  Although, as you say in the same paragraph, there is a national policy framework which supports the expansion of Stansted to a wide-spaced two runway airport, there is also a planning process whereby this proposed expansion is subjected to an environmental impact assessment which, as the Government itself has acknowledged, may lead to its rejection.  We consider it vital that the Core Strategy should explicitly state the Council’s view that further expansion of Stansted Airport would be inconsistent with the objective of contributing to the achievement of sustainable development.  Over the past year we have been encouraged by the Council’s determined opposition to the expansion of the airport, and we believe that this should be fully reflected in the Core Strategy.

We have also seen, at the recent Public Inquiry, how past Council policy statements have been used by BAA’s legal representatives to undermine the Council’s arguments for opposing the expansion of Stansted Airport.  Lessons should be learned from this so as to avoid creating new ‘hostages to fortune’ within the Core Strategy.

The comments below refer to specific Paragraphs and Objectives within the printed version of the consultation document. 

Paragraph 1.2.  The first sentence refers to ‘the growth of Stansted as a two runway airport’ as if this were a fait accompli.  It should be made clear that a two-runway Stansted Airport is only a proposal and that the present Government accepts that it would not materialise if the environmental impacts were judged to be unacceptable.  In addition, if there were to be a change of Government in the course of the next two years or so the proposal would almost certainly be withdrawn or rejected.  The challenge is not ‘to plan for this development in a sustainable way’ but to resist it, since it is inherently unsustainable.  This was recognised by the unanimous renewal of the pledge to oppose the development of the second runway by Uttlesford District Councillors in December 2007.

Paragraph 2.1.  The District Vision, penultimate bullet point.  Replace ‘minimised so that its presence is recognised’ to ‘reduced to the point where its presence may be recognised’.
Paragraph 3.4.  The second sentence refers to ‘economic growth underpinned by … a rapid increase in the use of Stansted Airport’.  This reference should be omitted, and the sentence should stop after ‘ICT/software’.  As the Council itself has recognised, it is very doubtful that the growth of Stansted Airport would deliver net benefits to either the regional or the UK economy.  Furthermore it is accepted that additional airport-related employment, with or without further expansion, will be significantly less than originally expected, thereby creating less pressure on the housing market, especially as several housing developments in the District which were explicitly related to the demands arising out of airport expansion have not yet been completed.

Paragraph 3.5.  A further sentence should be added:  ‘However, as the White Paper acknowledges (Executive Summary, page 9), ‘It does not itself authorise or preclude any particular development so that any growth of the airport is subject to the statutory planning process which will weigh the benefits and impacts in reaching a decision.’  Indeed, in November 2006, acting within this planning process, UDC rejected BAA’s application for increased use of the existing runway.

Paragraph 3.9.  While the development of the airport is to be informed by the 2003 ATWP, it is also conditional on the planning process.

Paragraph 3.9, penultimate bullet point.  Again the impression that Stansted Airport will grow needs to be corrected.

Paragraph 4.4.  Again ‘the growth of the expanded Stansted Airport’ is referred to as if it has already been agreed.  ‘With the assumption that the demand from the growth of the expanded Stansted Airport’ should be replaced by ‘If, against the Council’s wishes, Stansted Airport is expanded, and if the demand arising from it’

Paragraph 5.3, Objective 2.  The reference to ‘catalytic employment growth related to the airport’ appears to assume that the airport will expand. 

Paragaph 5.16.  We support the continuation of the current Countryside Protection Zone.

Paragraph 5.30.  We suggest that you insert after the first sentence:  ‘However, there has been virtually no growth in 2007 and passenger throughput is capped at 25 mppa.’

Paragraph 5.32.  We recommend that you delete the last sentence and say instead:  ‘The Council remains unconvinced that the growth of the airport would bring net economic benefits.’

Paragraph 5.33.  Again this appears to assume the growth of the airport.

Paragraph 5.36.  At present the Core Strategy does not fully acknowledge the uncertainty surrounding the proposed development of the airport.  Objectives 16, 17 and 18 can apply of course to the airport with a limit of 25 mppa.

Paragraph 5.37.  Policy DC 16 could be read as supporting further airport capacity. We suggest that it should be replaced by:  ‘The District Council is opposed to further operational capacity at the Airport.  Any essential development supporting the operational needs of the airport should protect the environmental assets of the site and avoid unnecessarily prominent structures.’

Paragraph 5.38, Policy DC 18.  There is an implicit assumption here that the airport will be expanding.

Paragraph 5.41, Policy LC 2.  The impacts of aviation should be explicitly mentioned.

Paragraph 6.8.  We support the preservation of the Green Belt.

Paragarph 6.9.  We support the preservation of the current Countryside Protection Zone.

Paragraph 6.10.  Here again it is wrong for the Council to say that it recognises the growth of Stansted Airport when its policy is to oppose that growth.  The words ‘recognises the growth of Stansted Airport’ should be replaced by ‘is opposed to the growth of Stansted Airport beyond the present approved limits, ’.

You will see that we have not commented on the draft Core Strategy as a whole, but have confined ourselves to those issues that are relevant to the proposed expansion of Stansted Airport.  In our view the draft’s implicit acceptance of BAA’s planning proposals make it unsustainable, and we emphasise once again how important it is that the Council should spell out its opposition to these proposals.

Yours sincerely 
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Peter Sanders
Chairman
Stop Stansted Expansion is a working group of the North West Essex and East Herts Preservation Association
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