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From Plantagenet hunting parties to the 250,000 ramblers who now stroll among its ancient trees, Hatfield Forest has coexisted with humanity for generations without coming to much harm. 

But this week the forest, among the last remaining of its type in Europe, faces what its custodians at the National Trust say is the sternest test yet of its survival, the ever-increasing thirst for air travel.

The 1,000 acres of woodland and pasture in north Essex stands less than a mile from Stansted airport, beloved of millions of users of no-frills airlines and the proposed site for a £2.7bn second runway to cater for a massive expansion of passengers and aircraft in south-east England.

A public inquiry begins tomorrow into urgent proposals by the British Airport Authority to expand the permitted number of passengers by 10 million to 35 million a year and flights by more than 20,000 to 264,000 a year.

The present limit of 25 million is expected to be reached by 2008. If the second runway is built, 68 million passengers are forecast for Stansted by 2030.

But in what will be the most demanding test yet for the Government's plans to expand aviation, environmental groups and residents say the proposals must be refused to avoid an increase in pollution which would destroy the forest for little or no economic gain.

Described as a Stonehenge of the tree world, Hatfield Forest is among the few surviving havens of ancient woodland in Britain, with nearly 2,000 trees that are more than 600 years old. From huge oaks to pollarded hornbeams, experts say it is a vital habitat unchanged since the last Ice Age, and documents show it was declared a royal hunting forest by Henry I in the 12th century.

But nitrogen levels around the forest generated by air pollution from aircraft and vehicles is already twice that at which environ-mental damage, including tree death, is caused, says the National Trust.

Ade Clarke, who manages the forest for the Trust, said: "Hatfield Forest is internationally important. It is the most complete medieval royal hunting forest.

"It is irreplaceable. Ancient trees cannot react quickly to rapid rises in nitrogen levels. Even now, we are at a tipping point, so expansion, with all the extra flights, car journeys and emissions, is a huge threat to the forest's survival."

The woodland includes nearly 900 ancient trees, which have their own conservation plan. Some are estimated to be 1,200 years old.

The woodland is also home to several hundred species of rare insects, plants and lichen as well as 65 species of birds.

Campaigners say Hatfield Forest highlights a contradiction in the policies of the Government, with plans including the construction of new runways at Stansted and Heathrow to cater for up to 460 million passengers using UK airports in 2020, up from 189 million in 2002. But Labour has vowed to cut carbon emissions by 60 per cent by 2050. Aviation accounts for 11 per cent of Britain's emissions and is the fastest-growing contributor. But globally, it produces just 1.6 per cent of all emissions.

Peter Sanders, chairman of the Stop Stansted Expansion group, said: "There is a stark clash between warning that global warming is going to destroy the planet and calmly advocating building another runway at Stansted. It does not stack up on environmental grounds. Stansted is used as an airport for tourism, in which Britain now has a £19bn trade imbalance."

The planning inquiry, will last until October. Last year, a decision was made by the local authority, Uttlesford district council, to reject BAA's original request to maximise its use of Stansted's present single runway.

If BAA is successful in its appeal, with a decision expected early next year, passenger numbers will reach the 35 million limit by 2015.

But a decision to maintain the present limit would be a significant setback for BAA and the Government by challenging the necessity for a second runway. 
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He may seem like an unlikely witness for what is, essentially, a planning dispute over the future of a woodland in Essex. But the repercussions are considered so profound for the UK, that an Inuit former minister from Greenland is expected to be among the speakers demanding protection for Hatfield forest. 

Beyond the historic trees under threat, the direction of the government's aviation policy over the next 10 years is being put at stake too. 

Environmental campaigners yesterday revealed how they are preparing to lobby a public inquiry starting tomorrow into plans to expand Stansted airport; its owner, BAA, is seeking permission to increase the number of passengers flying in and out from 25 million to 35 million a year. 

Both sides recognise that the public inquiry decision could have consequences throughout Britain. Air passenger numbers are predicted to more than double in the next 20 years to 465 million and at least 20 other British airports, including Gatwick, Heathrow, Bristol and Norwich, are planning to expand. 

Campaigners say the government's 2010 target to reduce carbon dioxide emissions by 20% is contradicted by its aviation policy, which is committed to new runways at Heathrow and Stansted if environmental standards are met. "At the heart of this issue is the contradiction between the government's aviation policy and its climate change policy," said Brian Ross, of the Stop Stansted Expansion campaign. 

Tomorrow's opening hearing at Stansted airport will hear statements from BAA, Friends of the Earth and the local council, which threw out the initial application on environmental grounds. Aqqaluk Lynge, president of the Inuit Circumpolar Council and a former minister in the government of Greenland, is also expected to make an appearance during the inquiry to argue against the expansion. 

The National Trust will claim at the opening session that one of England's oldest forests is at serious risk from the expansion of cheap air travel. 

The trust, which has 3.3 million members, will argue that the 1,000-acre Hatfield forest, on the edge of the airport, will be critically affected both by noise and increased chemical pollution. Hatfield attracts 200,000 visitors a year, and uniquely in Europe, has more than 800 trees which are more than 500 years old. The airport expansion is expected to increase the number of daily flights to up to 720 a day in 2014, a 40% increase. 

The Stansted inquiry is seen as a test case of the government's commitment to environmental protection but also to allow business growth. While the government does not want to disappoint BAA, which also owns Gatwick and Heathrow, it is equally wary of upsetting the millions of National Trust members who make up a significant portion of middle England. 

Over the next three months, the trust will join local communities to mount a case against the expansion plans. The trust's pollution consultants say the increases in nitrogen oxides in the atmosphere will severely stress the older trees in the forest, making them more susceptible to infection and disease, and less able to cope with other stresses. 

They will also argue that the airport expansion plans will ruin the enjoyment of the 200,000 people a year who visit the forest, described as "the only place where you can step back into the Middle Ages to see what a forest used to look like". 

"At the moment there are respite times between the takeoffs and landings. But the increases in flights that BAA proposes for Stansted means there will be continuous noise. It would be like being under the Heathrow flightpath," said Ade Clarke, Hatfield forest property manager. "It is becoming increasingly difficult to experience the peace and tranquillity of the forest. There is already no longer a single day in the year when a visitor can experience any major period of peace and tranquillity." 

Keith Turner, the trust's area manager, said: "The real concern of the National Trust is that expansion of the airport could degrade the aesthetic, historic, scientific and social values beyond critical points." 

But the argument from the other side will be equally strident, drawing on the government's planning guidelines, and research into the effect that a refusal to expand would have on the economy. 

A BAA spokesman said the government's aviation policy, set out in a white paper four years ago, insisted that environmental issues must be taken into account in airport expansion decisions: "We have seen environmental issues come to the fore and the UK become more socially aware of their impact, but that does not mean that the policy was created without environmental issues in mind." In an update on the white paper, the government announced a new mechanism to help inform decisions on building new runways and airports. 

The "emissions cost assessment" will consider whether the aviation sector is meeting its climate change costs. 

The spokesman added that BAA had listened to residents' and green groups' concerns and had reduced the amount of land required for the expansion by a third, while halving the cost of the project. 

UK airlines, led by British Airways, will present research which argues that expanding airports would boost the British economy by £13bn a year, while airport congestion costs passengers and airlines £1.7bn a year. Willie Walsh, the BA chief executive, warned that the environmental argument against expanding Heathrow was "short-sighted doom-mongering that cannot go unchallenged". A consultation on a third runway at Heathrow, the biggest concern of green groups, is also expected this year. 

At a glance: Planning rows in the pipeline 

After the marathon Heathrow terminal inquiry, the government wants to streamline planning inquires into big infrastructure projects - covering transport, energy, water and waste - with a new independent planning commission. Some of the projects in the pipeline likely to test the government's green credentials are: 

· Up to 10 nuclear power stations and an underground dump for long-lived nuclear waste 

· Further expansion of regional airports, as well as plans to extend the runway at the tiny Lydd airport in Kent near the RSPB's Dungeness nature reserve. The most controversial may be plans for the third runway at Heathrow 

· Motorway widening and expansion and bypasses such as the Morecombe M6 link road and the Mottram Tintwistle Bypass in the Peak District 

· Major incinerators such as the proposed Ineos-Chlor plant at Weston Point, Halton, Cheshire 

· The first coal-fired power station at Kingsworth, Kent planned by Eon UK, which owns energy supplier Powergen 

· Twenty-four 92-metre wind turbines at Plenmeller near Haltwhistle, Northumberland threatening to damage the view of Hadrian's Wall.

