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Government's Aviation Policy Consultation

Response from AirportWatch

AirportWatch is the umbrella network of local campaign opposed to airport expansion in their areas plus the national environmental groups who do work on aviation.  Most of the organisations within the network will have submitted their own more detailed individual responses.  This response aims to highlight the key points.
Chapter 2:  Economics

We welcome the clear statement that the UK is currently very well connected with the rest of the world.  It provides an essential counterbalance to the repeated calls for decisions to be taken about new runways now.  

The consultation has produced an improved appraisal of the contribution of aviation to the economy to that which underpinned the 2003 Air Transport White Paper.  
However, there are areas which need further work including:

· an estimate of the cost to the economy of the tax-breaks the aviation industry enjoys in terms of tax-free fuel and its exemption from VAT;

· the economic costs of the noise, air pollution and climate change gases aviation produces;

· the size of the tourist deficit - in particular, work needs doing around the claim that the deficit is offset by £27 billion spent by UK tourists before they leave the country.  The sources quoted in support of this figure suggest that it is still very speculative.  

We welcome the work the Department for Transport is undertaking to identify options for dealing with slots and we look forward to commenting on the progress report in the autumn.  

Chapter 3: Climate Change

The Government needs to use all the tools it has available to tackle climate change from aviation.  It cannot rely solely on "cleaner" technology, the EU Emissions Trading System and the Single European Sky Agreement to guarantee emissions will fall sufficiently.  It also needs to bring in clear targets by including aviation in its carbon budgets and to endorse the target of cutting aviation emissions to at least their 2005 level by 2050, with milestones to be achieved every five years.
It makes no sense for one of the dirtiest industries on the planet to receive the tax breaks it does.  It simply creates an artificial demand for the product.  We appreciate that international action is required to deal with tax-free fuel but the Government should commit itself to leading an international campaign to remove the barriers to taxing aviation fuel.

The statement that rail and video conferencing are important alternatives to flying, and particularly short-haul flights, is welcome.  But affordable and attractively-priced fares are also essential if rail is to fulfil its potential

Chapter 4: Noise and Local Environmental Impacts

The consultation posed some good questions re: noise. However, a two-tier system will emerge unless government is prepared to give some direction to all airports, not just confine its proposals to the designated airports.  At present there are few proposals in this chapter which give hope to residents around non-designated airports that the noise climate will improve.  Noise and other environmental impacts will not be dealt with effectively at the non-designated airports by leaving their management to planning conditions imposed by the local authority, noise action plans, master plans and “voluntary arrangements.” A particular concern is that a number of local authorities have a conflict of interest in that they own or part-own the airports. The Government envisages an expanded role for the CAA.  It could play a particularly important role at non-designated airports. 

The 57 dB LAeq, 16h noise measurement should no longer be used.  It is at variance with the lower limits recommended by the World Health Organisation and the one used the European Union. The consultation floats the idea of using 55 Lden or 54 Leq.  Both are more in line with WHO recommendations and EU practice.  

Noise maps using either of these metrics should be produced annually for both designated and non-designated airports.  They would make matters more transparent for the local community and would seem to be essential evidence for accurate decisions on any future growth.   

People living with the burden of aircraft noise are wary about the concept of a noise envelope.  The fear is that it could be used to push through excessive growth.  The Government in this consultation has recognized and tried to deal with these concerns.  A carefully defined envelope, ideally containing a cap on the number of movements, could potentially give local residents faced with growth the sort of certainty they have not had before - but the devil would be in the detail.  Noise envelopes should aim to improve the noise climate year on year with the ultimate target being compliance with the WHO recommended standards.  Noise envelopes should be legally binding.

We welcome the principle of respite periods for residents but they must be introduced with local support.  It may need to be recognised, though, that at certain airports, only a reduction in flight numbers or even the closure of the airport will satisfactorily deal with the noise problem. 

We support tougher penalties for airlines which break the rules. 

We welcome the recognition that general aviation aircraft can cause real problems.  We support the option of Government intervention if problems cannot be solved locally. It is also very welcome helicopter noise is recognized as a problem. There is commitment to consider how to address noise from helicopters in the review of the 2002 guidance. 

Chapter 5: Working Together

The Airport Consultative Committees, as currently constituted, could not fulfil the wider role that the Government has in mind for them.  It may be that wider role proves to be out-of-reach but, in any event, consultative committees should have an independent chair and secretariat not appointed by the airport, committee members not appointed by the airport, with fixed terms for officers and members.
Master plans written by the airport management, in the airport’s commercial interest, and with over-optimistic forecasts of growth and employment, cannot be relied on.

Two additional comments:

Any proposals must be consistent with the EU Air Quality Directive
The consultation lacked any questions on health.  The impact on health needs to be factored into the Government’s final policy.
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