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Contrary to BAA's claim, new trees can't replace the ancient woodland at Stansted
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A quarter of a century ago, a planning inspector considering proposals for a second runway at Stansted airport concluded that the plans "would constitute nothing less than a catastrophe in environmental terms". Now BAA is again hoping to build a second runway there, and nothing has happened in the last 24 years to suggest it would be any less catastrophic.

 

Quite apart from the increased greenhouse gas emissions and the impact on people living nearby, who have described the plans as being tantamount to a declaration of war, a second runway at Stansted would represent an act of wanton environmental vandalism. It would destroy around 19 hectares of ancient woodland and harm hundreds of hectares more.

 

Ancient woodland is this country's richest habitat for wildlife with more species of conservation concern than any other, and is theoretically protected by national planning policy. Crucially, it is also irreplaceable, having evolved over hundreds and sometimes thousands of years. Once gone it is gone forever. 

 

Despite this, BAA suggests it can compensate for the loss of ancient woods by planting new woodland. The Woodland Trust is of course very much in favour of anyone, including BAA, taking action to increase the UK's native woodland cover (this country is very close to the bottom of the league table of woodland cover in Europe). But no matter whether they planted 40, 100 or 500 hectares of new woodland, it could never make up for the loss of this unique habitat. 

 

Destroying ancient woods and "compensating" by planting new sites is like walking into a museum, smashing up lots of Ming vases and going to out buy some warehouse crockery to replace them. BAA also suggests in its application that the ancient woods can be translocated somewhere else. This is scientifically incorrect, and it is misleading to suggest that this makes it is acceptable to destroy irreplaceable resources.

 

The woods that would be obliterated around Stansted are beautiful spots where, if it weren't for the planes constantly roaring overhead, you could enjoy walking among layers of bluebells, early purple orchids and the rare oxlip - a delicate yellow flower which is confined to ancient woods in the area where Essex, Suffolk and Cambridgeshire meet.

 

The other major concern about the effects of Stansted expansion on ancient woods in the area is the increased pollution from aircraft, which will affect nearby sites, including the internationally important Hatfield Forest. Last week it was revealed that BAA had misled the public inquiry into increasing passenger numbers at Stansted over the levels of air pollution at Hatfield Forest and Eastend Wood. The company has now admitted that EU limits for nitrogen oxide pollution would be exceeded at Hatfield Forest and Eastend Wood if expansion went ahead. 

 

Either we are facing a government and an airport operator who are environmentally illiterate, or we are seeing a severe case of denial of the consequences of expansion. Ultimately, it doesn't matter: these plans spell bad news for the natural environment and our common future and must be stopped.

