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Purpose and Scope of the Submission

Stop Stansted Expansion (SSE) is an action group whose aim is to prevent further expansion at Stansted airport.    It has already submitted a full response to the Department for Transport’s current consultation paper, The Future Development of Air Transport in the United Kingdom: South East of July 2002 (the Consultation Document).  A copy of the response has been given to the Chair of the Transport Committee.

This paper, however, is not directed to the local issue of Stansted.  Its main focus is the South East of England.   It concerns itself with those questions which are listed in the Transport Committee’s press notice of 22 November 2002 as being of particular interest to the Committee, and on which SSE feels competent to speak.  These are:

· Can and/or should demand for air travel be managed?

· Should development be concentrated on existing sites or extend to new ones?

· What should be the balance between economic, social and environmental considerations?

SSE’s view is that the third question dwarfs all others in importance and points to the answers to the others.  It is proposed to take the second and third questions together, and then deal with the issue of demand.

What is at Stake

The South East is dominated by London.  The metropolis acts like a magnet.  If not contained, it will expand its urban tentacles in all directions and without limit.  In order to prevent this from happening, it has been a cardinal principle since at least the Greater London Plan of 1944 that a green belt should be drawn round London, and that outside that there should be a broader band of open countryside.  In these rural surrounds lie a vital part of Britain’s heritage:  ancient churches and listed buildings, the natural cluster of villages, lanes, streams and open fields.  Here also is peace, quiet and fresh air.  A lung for the metropolis.  This is the heritage of the most crowded corner of this crowded island.

To destroy or damage this is to do something irreparable, to cause injury beyond the price of compensation.  Yet this is what is contemplated in the Consultation Document.

The Balance 

We take social and environmental considerations to mean or include how and in what surroundings human beings live, and what is the quality of their lives.  No price can be put on these things.   So in a literal sense a balance between those considerations and economic matters, to which a monetary value can be assigned, is impossible to strike.

SSE also argues that the whole concept of striking a balance is of limited and often questionable application.  In the long term the environmental damage inflicted by unrestrained development may well undermine the short term economic advantages of that development.  The unrestrained growth of aviation, which is intended to enhance the quality of life, will ultimately destroy it.

It was considerations of this sort which divided the majority of the Roskill Commission from the prophetic dissent of Professor Colin Buchanan (Commission on the Third London Airport 1971).    The Commission selected four possible sites for a third London Airport.  Three were inland: Cublington (near Aylesbury), Nuthampstead (near Bishop’s Stortford), and Thurleigh (near Milton Keynes).  The fourth site was at Foulness island, on the northern margin of the Thames estuary.  The majority chose Cublington on a close analysis of the relative costs and benefits.  Professor Buchanan considered that the environmental disaster that any of the inland sites would have represented outweighed his colleagues’ conviction that Foulness would not be a viable economic proposition.  

SSE submits that today the country is again faced with the same issue that faced the Roskill Commission, and that Professor Buchanan’s dissent, a mere 11 trenchant pages in a Report of nearly 300, now repays reading again.

In SSE’s view the ultimate aim of any Government’s policy should be to improve the quality of life of this country’s citizens, both in the present generation and in generations to come, and in doing this it should be guided by the principles of its own “sustainable” development policy.  Aviation, like any other economic activity, should be developed only in such a way as to avoid prejudicing the quality of life of both this generation and generations to come.

SSE recognises the importance of economic prosperity, but argues that in the Consultation Document the Government exaggerates the economic benefits of aviation.  There is no simple relationship between the growth of air transport and economic activity (see Grayling and Bishop:  Sustainable Aviation 2030, for the Institute of Public Policy Research (IPPR)).  The Strategic Aviation Special Interest Group of the Local Government Association (SASIG) has concluded that UK business would not suffer if growth of aviation were to be constrained  (SASIG: Does Aviation Matter? (2000)).  SSE fully accepts SASIG’s conclusions.  On the other hand the Consultation Document seriously underestimates the environmental damage that would be caused by growth in aviation.   In SSE’s submission this small but wealthy country should and must be prepared to pay a high economic premium for calling a halt to the despoiling of a precious, irreplaceable resource. 

History of London’s Airports

Broadly speaking, ever since the 1940’s successive governments have observed the planning principle of keeping a cordon sanitaire  of countryside around London.  But not in the planning of airports.  It is ironic that of all developments the airport is the worst offender as polluter and propagator of ugly urban sprawl.

Heathrow can now be seen as having originated in a planning mistake.  So also Gatwick and Stansted.  They all offend against the fundamentals of planning mentioned above.  Yet they have grown relentlessly.

How could this happen?  Airports, like power, are of a covetous nature.  If once an airport is sanctioned, it is bound to be a favoured candidate for further expansion.  Experience shows that it is fruitless for planning authorities or Inspectors to approve development up to a certain number of millions of passengers per year, but no more.  It is unfortunately equally idle to rely on statements by Ministers that there will be no more expansion at a particular airport.  Air travel has become an integral part of the lifestyle of many, who now assume that its growth will continue indefinitely.  So the pressure of demand appears irresistible.  And most importantly for those who guard the public purse, to expand an existing airport is cheaper than building a new one.  

Expansion of existing airports or building a new one?

SSE believes that with resolute control of demand and the provision of fast and efficient rail transport, there should be no need for any additional runway capacity in the South East.  The Observer has reported that IPPR will say in a paper to be published in March 2003 that government proposals to build more runways in the South East should be abandoned.  If extra capacity is needed it should be earmarked for Manchester, Glasgow and  Yorkshire to redress regional imbalance. (The Observer 5 January 2003)  If, however, the Government fails to constrain demand effectively with the consequence that more runways are built, it is essential that they be sited so as to cause the minimum possible damage to the environment.

Since the time of the Roskill Commission, if not earlier, the broad choice of sites for a London airport has lain between an inland site in open country, and an offshore airport in the Thames estuary.

There is considerable experience of building offshore airports in congested environments, as for instance new airports in Hong Kong and Japan.  Yet the Consultation Document does not mention this option and gives no indication that the Department has even considered it worthy of attention.   Why not?  SSE submits that the Government must now give serious consideration to the offshore option, and now has the opportunity to do so in the forthcoming revised Consultation Document.  The reasons are shortly stated in the following paragraphs.

Heritage

The damage to the countryside and the heritage of South East England which would be caused by an offshore airport is likely to be small compared with the consequence of expanding or building an airport on an inland site. A proper comparison between inland and offshore must be made by means of  rigorous environmental impact assessments.  It must however be borne in mind that if an inland site were chosen, the consequent urban sprawl would threaten to link London with other major centres of population, such as Cambridge or Brighton, thus finally destroying the green belt and outer ring of countryside. 

Noise

Noise is the most intrusive form of pollution caused by airports and their associated aircraft movements.  It is one of the fastest growing causes of concern to the public (Quality of Life 

Survey: Department of the Environment: 2001) .   Protection from excessive noise for the most vulnerable groups in society - school children, the elderly, the chronically sick and the handicapped - should be a high priority for a Government which claims to have the preservation of quality of life in the forefront of its policy.  It is therefore particularly regrettable that the Consultation Document uses noise maps and criteria which are misleading, and seriously understate the numbers of people who would be affected by an increase in airport capacity.

These inadequacies are discussed in detail in SSE’s response to the Consultation Document.  They have made it impossible for respondents to make accurate and informed criticism of the noise effects of expanding the capacity of any of the existing airports under consideration.  The only point of certainty is that if an airport were sited so that take off and landings were wholly or largely over the sea rather than over the crowded land of the South East, the deleterious effects of noise would be dramatically reduced.  For many it would be removed altogether. 

The Government is aware of the shortcomings in the indices used by it in the Consultation Document.  They were exposed by the Inspector in the Heathrow Terminal 5 Enquiry, and have been roundly criticised by the World Health Organisation.  An EU working group reported in December 2001 that nearly 20% of people were annoyed by aircraft noise at levels significantly lower than those used by the Department in the consultation process (50 as against 57 decibels).

There is much new thinking on this subject which has been ignored by the Department.  An Australian paper which discusses new ways of measuring noise at Sydney airport (Australian DTRS: Expanding Ways to Describe and Assess Aircraft Noise: Canberra, 2000 ) was drawn to the Department’s attention in December 2002 by the Uttlesford (Essex) District Council.  The Department replied that it had no plans to publish noise maps on a different basis from that in the Consultation Document.

The Government has also failed to take account of European Directive 2002/49/EC on the assessment and management of environmental noise, including airport noise.  The Directive has been in force since July 2002 - before the Consultation Document was issued.  It shows clearly what will be expected of the UK and the other member states in the earliest years of the 30 year period to which the Consultation Document looks forward.  And it provides for noise maps to be drawn by reference to indices which are weighted according to whether the noise occurs in the daytime, evening or night.  Noise maps drawn in accordance with the Directive would be more informative than those in the Consultation Document, and would indicate that a larger number of people would be adversely affected by expanding any of the inland airports now under consideration.  Each member state has until 2004 to bring in implementing legislation. The Directive does not prescribe any particular noise (decibel) level.  Nonetheless, SSE submits that the Department should have issued its Consultation Document in a form which complied with the Directive, as it will clearly apply in member states during the early part of the period to which the consultation looks forward.  In any case, Government would surely have been aware of its content before it was published last July.   

There can be no excuse if the revised Consultation Document, which is to be issued later this year, does not include noise maps which comply with the European Directive.  Further, SSE considers that the forthcoming Consultation Document should also take into account the criticisms which have been made of the noise indices used in the first Consultation Document by the Terminal 5 Inspector and by the World Health Organisation; and that 

before issuing its revised document, the Department should give careful consideration to other work which has been done in the field, as for example the Australian paper mentioned above.

SSE submits that the Department’s attitude thus far to current developments in noise mapping has been ill informed and irresponsible. 

Air Quality: the effects of aviation on health

The Consultation Document concedes that the mandatory limits set by European Directives for the pollutant (nitrogen dioxide) produced by aircraft and airport traffic will be exceeded at Heathrow, whether or not a third runway is built there.   Limits will also be exceeded in the South East with all Stansted options and for one option at Luton. It claims that there are unlikely to be any “unmanageable” air quality problems at these two airports, but gives no details of the appraisal on the basis of which this confident assertion is made. (see Consultation Document paras. 16.28 - 16.31)   It is generally accepted that forecasts for aircraft emissions are themselves questionable.  Moreover, there are as yet no technical improvements in aircraft engine design that can ensure a reduction in emissions of both the major pollutants, nitrogen dioxide and particulates, especially the smallest, now believed to be the most dangerous to health.

The issue is of the first importance for public health.  The effects would be serious indeed if the Department’s optimism on all but the Heathrow option were found to be misplaced. 

The effect of aviation pollution on health around airports has been comprehensively studied in the Netherlands (The Public Health Impact of Large Airports (1999): Health Council of the Netherlands).  The conclusion after consideration of nearly 300 separate studies was that serious health risks were proven.  The Lancet for 19 October 2002 reported that more than 150 epidemiological studies establish a definite correlation between changes in particulate air pollution, and respiratory and cardio-vascular mortality and other health risks.  A report shortly to be published in the Aeronautical Journal (Qinetic Report on the Impacts of Aviation on the Atmosphere) concludes that there cannot be sufficient technical improvements to aircraft engine design to mitigate the growing local pollution around airports and the adverse effects on climate change caused by aircraft movements.

It is now beyond doubt that pollution from aircraft and vehicles causes respiratory diseases, for instance asthma, to which both the young and the elderly are particularly vulnerable.  Emissions from these sources also contain carcinogens, including benzene.  Thus, the quality of the air at ground level is bound to deteriorate, with the most serious consequences for the health of those living in a large surrounding area, if it were to be decided to expand an existing inland airport.  

Demand for air travel

The Department for Transport’s forecasts in the Consultation Document are that between the years 2000 and 2030 the unconstrained demand for air travel will rise from 180 million passengers per year to 500 million for the UK, and from 114 million to 300 million for the South East.  These forecasts are used as a base in order to predict a need for greater runway capacity.

The forecasts are highly questionable.  The Department has underestimated the future use of larger aircraft and the consequent reduction in demand for greater runway capacity.  

Budget airlines may well use larger aircraft and decide to fly multi-stop routes.  The forecast of increased numbers of foreign visitors is likely to be overstated.  Can this country really absorb three times as many visitors by 2030?  Business journeys are likely to fall off as video conferencing and similar developments become more popular and more sophisticated.  It cannot be assumed, as the Government’s demand forecast does, that cheap aircraft fuel will continue to be available over the next 30 years.  One only need think of the disturbed state of the oil producing states.  The available air space is unlikely to be able to accommodate such a dramatic upsurge in demand.  Finally, the availability of improved alternative forms of transport will exert a downward pressure on demand for air travel.

The Government’s earlier forecast of demand for air travel up to 2020 was criticised vigorously by SASIG in its paper Does Aviation Matter? (December 2000).  Its criticisms, in which SSE concurs, apply even more strongly to the forecast to 2030 contained in the Consultation Document. 

Demand Management

Can demand be “managed” or controlled?  The answer is certainly.  Cost  penalties, for example, if heavy enough, must lower demand.  The Government itself has said that its traffic forecasts do not imply a commitment to the “predict and provide” approach. (Consultation Document para. 5.2)  This can only mean that it proposes to take steps to control demand.  SSE submits that it is essential for demand to be managed as vigorously as is practicable.  

The Government has consistently stated that the development of aviation should be “sustainable”, a word defined in the Consultation Document to mean striking a balance between the social and economic benefits of air travel, and the environmental effects.  Often those speaking for the Government have expressed themselves emphatically on this point.   Margaret Beckett, Secretary for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, has said that she is determined to “place sustainability at the heart of our actions, and to protect and ensure a better quality of life.” (Foundations for our Future)   Short of a simple refusal to meet demand, the most obvious way towards “sustainability” is to damp it down.

The Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution has been warning governments for three decades of the imminent dangers to the climate and ground conditions caused by aviation.  In its latest report, The Environmental Effects of Civil Aircraft in Flight, 2002, it sets out a series of measures to manage demand which it considers essential.  These include the imposition of costs on air travel to make airlines, air freighters and air passengers bear the costs of their polluting activities. (This is precisely what the Government itself proposes in paragraph 5.5 of the Consultation Document.)  Raising the prices for landing and taking off slots at airports by making the airlines bid for them is another important mechanism.  If there were relatively fewer slots available to meet an expanding demand, the slot prices would rise automatically.  Another expedient is to end the favourable and discriminatory tax treatment of aircraft fuel (unlike fuel for motor vehicles, aircraft fuel is free of both fuel duty and VAT), and/or charging a new pollution tax.   SSE recognises that the present tax regime for aircraft fuel is protected by international treaties and bilateral agreements with other countries.  However, we strongly support all of these measures to the extent that they are within the power of the UK Government.

The Royal Commission also recommends, as another way of managing demand, the inducing of a shift away from the use of air transport to alternative means, notably by rail.  SSE is in complete agreement with the Commission.  An integrated transport policy has 

long been trumpeted by government.  But there are few if any signs of its imminent birth.  Indeed, the failure to invest adequately in rail transport has become a national scandal.   Inter-city trains are often more expensive to use than internal flights.  The absence of any discussion of this topic in the Consultation Document is only another sign that it is not being taken seriously by Government.  Yet it is vital in this consultation.  

Its most important element is the improvement of the rail system.  If the train service were fast, reliable and comfortable, as it is in most of Western Europe, it would constitute a real alternative to air travel within the United Kingdom and, through the Channel Tunnel, to nearer Europe.  Trains travelling between city centres would then compare favourably with journeys to and from airports relatively distant from the centre, with time spent and hassle experienced by air travellers.  Rail could compete effectively  and so siphon off demand for air travel.  

Rail-air connections linking the airports directly with the rail network should be developed as a matter of urgency.  According to a report in Modern Railways for May 2001, both France and Germany have developed efficient rail-air links.  Air France has withdrawn from the Paris - Brussels route in favour of a high speed rail link between the two cities.  DB (German Railways) and Lufthansa have agreed that as a long-term objective, domestic flights should be replaced by rail. There is already an efficient rail link from the Rhine-Main airport to Stuttgart and onward via the European rail network.  Ticketing and timetables are co-ordinated and check-in and check-out is handled at Stuttgart railway station.  Modern Railways comments:  “It is the co-ordination of timetables and the opening of the new Frankfurt Airport station, with its direct link into DB’s high speed rail network, that have made this project practical as an economic alternative to an internal flight.”

These are examples of what can be done to manage demand by developing a truly integrated transport system. 
Hub Airports

The Consultation Document claims benefits for hub airports, that is airports which cater for travellers who wish to take connecting flights to onward destinations.  It is said that they support services to a wider range of destinations, and of greater frequency, than could otherwise be achieved.  These benefits are said to attract inward investment.  The Consultation Document canvasses the possible benefits of enlarging Heathrow or the development of a second large airport to increase hub movements.  This, it is said, would improve Britain’s competitive position vis a vis the nearer European hub airports such as Schiphol Amsterdam. 

SSE submits that these benefits are largely illusory.  Schiphol is linked to a Europe-wide network of high speed ground transportation which the UK cannot rival.  Transit passengers do not enhance the economy of the country.  More importantly, the growth in air travel in recent years has directly reflected the extraordinary growth of cheap fare airlines.  It seems likely that the trend will continue until this new breed of operator comes to dominate the industry.  These airlines rely on a high degree of use of their aircraft for short haul destinations, and they like to use regional airports, many of them small.  Their passengers are not interested in easy transits from one flight to another.  

A second hub airport may well be unjustified on purely economic grounds.  If that is so, it provides another significant reason for looking sceptically at the scale of the supposed demand for increased runway capacity.

- - - -

SSE submits that the Government’s demand forecasts over the next thirty years should be analysed carefully and approached with critical scepticism.  In any event, demand should be so strongly constrained that there need be no additional runways in the South East.  But if in spite of all, the Government fails adequately to constrain demand and is bent on airport expansion, it must now give searching consideration to building a new offshore airport in the Thames estuary.   Now is the time for calling a halt to the incremental destruction of London’s outer environment by adding to inland airport capacity.   What is now envisaged in the Consultation Document involves a massive addition to that malign process.  If there is to be more runway capacity, this is likely to be the last opportunity to build a new offshore airport.  It could be near London and, in SSE’s belief and subject to a rigorous environmental impact assessment, it would inflict the least damage on Britain’s environment.  If not now, when? 


Submitted by Stop Stansted Expansion - January 2003
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