Submission by Friends of the Earth on Heathrow Expansion 

Public Safety (Danger)

7.1  Safety ignored in the consultation
There is no substantive mention of public or third-party safely in the entire CD and there are no separate publications in the Annex list.  The danger to communities around Heathrow of a crash is a serious concern, just as are noise, air pollution, etc.  The consultation ignores the increased risk of people being killed on the ground in a crash.  It is reprehensible that this issue is not covered in the consultation and no comment is invited from the public.

7.2  Third party and societal risk

There is no doubt that safety is taken seriously by airlines, BAA and NATS; and there is no reason to suppose that Heathrow is more dangerous than other airports in terms of risk to passengers.  However, the situation with respect to people on the ground is quite different.  Without any doubt, Heathrow is by far the most dangerous airport in the country in terms of total or ‘societal’ risk.  This is because of the large number of big planes flying over large populations.

The risk to any one person on the ground is recognised in the existence of Public Safety Zones (PSZ).  There is the very briefest mention of these but there is no discussion of actual risk or how existing buildings may be brought into areas of highest risk.  We understand that there will be, among others, a school that near the 3rd runway which not be allowed planning permission for safety reasons if attempts where made to build it now.  Yet there are no plans to re-locate the school and children to a safe place.

Although increased risk to individuals is important, it is perhaps the total or ‘societal’ risk that is most significant.  This is the ‘expected’ number of people injured and killed, ‘expected’ being used in the statistical sense.  That number consists of the risk to each person summed over all the people exposed to risk.  Because so many people are overflown by each plane, the societal risk around Heathrow tends be much higher than around other airports.  (The individual risk to one person on the ground is not affected by the number of people overflown.)

While PSZs take account (to a limited extent as noted above), of individual risk, they do not address societal risk.  This does not mean that societal risk should be ignored where, as for Heathrow, it is clearly relevant.  If societal risk were ignored, it would be considered as acceptable to build a nuclear power station in London as on an isolated part of the coast because the risk to an individual who happens to live near the nuclear plant is the same.  

7.3  Increased risk with MM/R3

It is obvious that increasing the number of aircraft using Heathrow will increase societal risk.  A very rough approximation is that the societal risk will increase in proportion to the total number of flights.  Thus risk is increased by 12% with MM (540,000 / 480,000) and 46% by R3 (702,000 / 480,000).  If flights were to rise to 800,000, which has been intimated if MM remains after a third runway is operational, the increase in risk would be 66.7%.

In fact the increase in risk could be even greater.  There is a trend towards ever-larger aircraft and larger planes tend to cause more casualties when they crash.  (However, it should be noted that aircraft size will also tend to increase in 2-runway Heathrow.)  There would also be a slightly increased of a mid-air collision due to increased number and complexity of flight paths.

