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People living near London Ashford Airport (Lydd) in Kent have voted against its plans for expansion in two town referendums. 
The airport wants to build a new terminal building to handle up to 500,000 passengers a year - the equivalent of 10 flights a day. It has also submitted a planning application for two runway extensions, together 444m (1,456ft) in length.
More than a third of eligible electors in Lydd and New Romney voted on Wednesday on whether they supported proposals to expand the airport. In Lydd, 741 were in favour and 916 against while in New Romney 396 were in favour and 1,288 against. 
The two polls, held simultaneously, were organised by Shepway District Council, the planning authority which is considering applications from the airport. Bosses at London Ashford have criticised the polls as a waste of money, saying a public consultation was carried out.
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Ballot called on airport plan

A referendum on plans to expand a tiny airport bordering one of the country’s oldest and most unusual nature reserves is being held tomorrow (April 4).

Lydd and New Romney town councils in south-east Kent are staging the vote on development plans for Lydd Airport because the strength of opposition is so great.

The RSPB’s Dungeness nature reserve lies next to the airport where around 60 species of bird are now preparing to breed including peregrine falcons, avocets and Cetti’s warblers. In winter, up to 120,000 birds use the reserve and surrounding area every day.

The ballot is the second to be held on the airport’s expansion plan within a month. A four-week newspaper poll last week showed 80 per cent of the 1,700 votes cast to be against the development.

The airport wants to lengthen its runway by more than 400 metres and build a new terminal, to host Boeing 737s and Airbus 320s and, eventually, two million passengers a year.

Airport expansion could halt work to improve the 1,000-hectare Dungeness reserve and measures could be required to control bird numbers. More planes would put at risk pollution-sensitive lichens and insects rarely found elsewhere in the UK.

The RSPB believes the decision on Lydd will be a test of the government’s determination to tackle climate change. If Shepway District Council gives the go-ahead this summer, the Society will call for a public inquiry.

Chris Corrigan, RSPB Regional Director said, 'The threat posed by so many birds sharing airspace with such large planes is unimaginable. Dungeness is one of the UK’s most important sites for wild birds and it is ludicrous even to contemplate enlarging an airport next to it.'

Graham Wynne, Chief Executive of the RSPB said, 'The plan for Lydd is absurd, and judging by the recent poll, most local people don’t want it. It will cause irreparable damage to the natural environment and the lives and livelihoods of local people. If plans are approved, the government’s fine words on tackling climate change will be shown to be a lot of hot air.'

Notes

· About 28,500 people visited the RSPB’s Dungeness Reserve between April 2005 and March 2006.
· The reserve is 75 years old, is a National Nature Reserve, a Site of Special Scientific Interest for shingle, plants and invertebrates, a Special Protection Area for birds under EU law for birds and a EU Special Area of Conservation for shingle and great crested newts. It may soon be designated under the Ramsar international wetland treaty.
· A roost of 90,000 gulls uses Romney Sands, one mile from Lydd airport. Between 5,000 and 6,000 lapwing and about 2,000 golden plover over-winter in the Lydd/Dungeness area.
· Dungeness RSPB reserve supports internationally important numbers of wintering shoveler. It also holds nationally important numbers of wintering Bewick’s swan, white-fronted goose, wigeon, gadwall, pochard, ruff, little grebe, smew, coot and cormorant, and breeding garganey, gadwall, pochard and water rail. In addition to the national and international interest, about sixty species of bird breed each year, including around 750 pairs of waterfowl and wader. Less common breeding birds at Dungeness include bearded tits, garganey, little ringed plover, and pochard.
· If Lydd became a major airfield, the Civil Aviation Authority would require a 13-kilometre bird-safeguarding zone allowing airport operators to block any habitat creation to increase bird numbers.
· The RSPB believes at least two criteria for public inquiry have been met: the level of local opposition and the impact beyond the local area.
· Plans to build an airport on Cliffe marshes in north Kent prompted huge opposition and a 150,000 petition in 2003, the largest lobby recorded against a single development. The government subsequently scrapped that proposal and the RSPB will call for a public inquiry to consider the plans for Lydd.
