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27TH November 2002

Secretary of State for Transport

Eland House

Bressenden Place

London  SW1E 5DU

Dear Sir,

The Future Development of Air Transport 

In the United Kingdom

The Association of North Thames Amenity Societies represents seventeen civic and amenity societies in Hertfordshire and Buckinghamshire. I have been asked to write on their behalf in response to your consultation document: The future of Air Transport in the United Kingdom: South East. Our submission addresses the major section headings in Annex A of the document, but cannot be fitted to the list of detailed questions in each section.

1. How much capacity should be provided?

The proposals contained in the consultation document are largely driven by the assumptions made about the growth in the demand for air transport over the next thirty years.  While such demand has certainly grown strongly over the recent past, and there will undoubtedly continue to be further growth, there does appear to be an uncritical acceptance of projections for the growth in air transport which seem to ignore the constraints that would normally be expected to apply to the demand for any product or service.

The most obvious constraint is saturation of the market as the travel demands of those who wish to, and can afford to, travel become satisfied.  The projection for 2030 shows a total demand of 501 million passengers per year, of which 366mppa would be of UK origin, i.e. excluding foreign leisure and business travellers.  This implies that the UK population would be generating some 6.1 journeys per year for every man, woman or child within the UK, or over three round trips per year.  This projection is, of course, over and above the already significant level of foreign travel by ferry, rail or cruise ship.   Given the substantial proportion of the population that could not afford to travel, or who would not wish to, this would seem to be stretching the forecast demand beyond credible limits.  We suggest that more cautious assessments should be made of the demand for air travel taking into account the ability of people to pay for the projected level of travel (both air fares and, more importantly costs of accommodation and recreation), the diminishing attractiveness of increasingly congested tourist destinations, the increasingly uncomfortable experience of air travel, and tedious airport check-in and security procedures.In addition, the consultative document appears to neglect the effect of other modes of transport providing services to near-continental destinations.  In particular, within a time scale extending to 2030, it is probable that the UK will have at least one TGV type of high speed rail line linking London (and the CTRL) to the north of England and Scotland.  Despite the current non-viability of North-of-London Eurostar services, it is likely that reduced journey times could result in viable opportunities for rail services to a range of continental destinations which would appeal to leisure travellers.  In addition, with the rapid development of high speed rail links in France, Belgium and Germany it is likely that a range of destinations will open up that will be attractive to at least part of the business market looking for direct city-centre to city-centre services.  These factors are likely to diminish somewhat the growth in demand for air travel compared with the forecasts in the consultative document.

Finally, there is the question of CO2 emissions and global warming.  Civil aviation is the fastest growing source of greenhouse gas emissions, although the approach indicated in the consultation document is limited to the imposition of a "CO2 tax" which could depress national demand by up to 10%.  While this level of tax might be seen as recovering the environmental costs of climate change, when considered over a thirty-year time horizon it is entirely possible that more drastic measures will need to be taken to mitigate against the effects of global warming.  Such drastic measures may quite possibly include some direct constraint to the growth in air transport, or even a requirement that the amount of air travel should be stabilised and eventually reduced.  Under such circumstances air travel will become a premium service allocated largely by price, with business travel taking precedence over the discretionary leisure sector.  Similarly, the air freight market would become focused on high-value and urgent consignments with a reduction in discretionary sectors such as out-of-season agricultural products.  This suggests a real possibility that climate change issues over the next thirty years may result in more than the marginal constraints to growth assumed in the consultation paper.

Overall, it is suggested that various factors are likely to combine to reduce the growth in air transport below the forecasts given in the consultation document, and therefore the need for the proposed expansion in airport capacity may well be overstated.

On the matter of economic benefit to the United Kingdom, we note that the evaluation in the document fails to take account of the negative effect of UK residents spending more abroad. The proposed strategy could result in a significant tourism deficit. 

2. Where to provide new airport capacity?

We challenge the underlying assumptions made in the consultation document about the nature of demand for air transport in the South East.

Evidence has been presented in the consultation document suggesting that a disproportionate demand for air transport originates with the South East, and therefore a disproportionate amount of new capacity must be provided in this region.  We would suggest that much more careful consideration should be given to whether the perceived demand in the South East is in fact stimulated by the availability of air services in the region, and that weaker demand elsewhere is due to the lack of availability of such a wide selection of services, and in particular services provided by low cost operators.  This not only suppresses demand within other regions, but also has the effect of encouraging prospective air passengers to travel considerable distances by surface transport to join flights at airports in the South East.

We would suggest that the availability of high quality air services to a wide range of destinations, and including services offered by low cost operators, should be part of the government's strategy for the regeneration of major regional centres outside the South East.   Airport capacity planning should form part of a wider regional planning strategy to reduce pressures, particularly concerning the availability of housing and transport facilities, in the already highly developed South East of England.

3. Managing the impacts of airport growth

About 60% of the growth predicted in the document is expected to be in the South East and it is proposed that it be satisfied within a relatively small proportion of that region that already has four major airports.  The provision of this additional capacity cannot be provide in a sustainable manner if the definition of sustainability is taken to mean protecting the environment for future generations.  In this context we strongly object to a policy of maximising the social and economic benefits that a growth in aviation would bring while merely ‘trying to minimise the environmental impacts’. In our view the welfare of our descendants is much more important than any notion of enhancing our already well-provided life styles.

There is no significant unemployment in East Hertfordshire and North-West Essex.    Any surge in employment demand should the airport at Stansted be expanded would adversely affect the local employment regime with many small businesses suffering.  Why create new jobs in an area where they are not needed instead of taking any increase in airport capacity to the regions where employment opportunities are most needed? 

Further expansion of Stansted would, in the three additional runways scenario, require a massive increase in infrastructure covering housing , roads, and associated industry and distribution activities. This would inevitably urbanise and fatally damage the character of the local countryside, which effectively provides a rural lung for the benefit of London. Adopting this option would signal abandonment of the Green Belt policy.

The use of the 57Dba noise contour in the assessment diagrams is at best misleading. If Luton were to be expanded and Stansted were ever to operate with four runways at full capacity, massive noise intrusion would be experienced over North East Buckinghamshire, the whole of Hertfordshire and North West Essex. In this respect the measures proposed for mitigating noise intrusion are inadequate in extent.

 Development of Stansted and Luton to the full, coupled with the existing Heathrow operation, would, as is recognised in the document, require major developments in the technology and facilities for handling air traffic movements.  The statement that ‘the difficulties are not insuperable’ is not comforting given the recent abysmal performance in relocating air traffic control. From the present perspective the skies around Stansted and Luton would become much less safe than at present.

4. Conclusion

We urge you to rethink the whole policy for air transport in the future with a view to adopting a more genuinely sustainable approach addressing the welfare of future generations and the economic needs of the weaker regions of the country.

Yours faithfully,

A.A.Sangster

Hon. Secretary  
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