Report by AEF for Southampton Airport Pressure Group

Southampton Airport Master Plan Consultation Draft

1  Introduction   

This report uses the chapters of the Airport Master Plan (AMP) as a structure for providing comments.  References of the form 1.2.3 are, unless otherwise specified, to the AMP.  References to “section” are to this report.

EBC refers to Eastleigh Borough Council and/or Southampton Council.  These councils are not distinguished in this report because it is not clear to the AEF what the respective roles of these councils are, or should be.   
2  Social and Economic Benefits of Aviation (Chapter 2)

The contents of this chapter should be treated with great caution.  There has been great deal of lobbying by the aviation industry and its supporters seeking to convince the public and decision makers of large economic benefits, national and local, of evermore air travel.  In fact there is no real evidence for this.  The only ‘evidence’ is in studies commissioned by the industry and these all look at the benefits and none of the costs, ie none attempt to assess whether there is a net benefit.  Indeed, there are good arguments to show that too much air travel is bad for the economy.  The AEF can provide briefings on the subject, but some key points are outlined below.

There is no convincing evidence that the volume of aviation is a determinant of the size of the UK economy or of employment.  Logic suggests, and the AEF is not aware of any evidence to contradict it, that the size of the economy determines the amount of air travel, not the other way round.  There is of course economic activity and employment associated with air aviation, but this does not justify the  growth of aviation.  The net effect of a rapid growth of air travel is simply that a larger proportion of resources, of economic activity and jobs in the national economy will become devoted to aviation and correspondingly less will be devoted to other sectors.

At a local level, it is probably the case that the economy will be larger with a bigger airport than with a smaller one.  But that is not necessarily a good thing.  Extra activity, more people and more infrastructure to support them will represent more economic activity.  But this does not mean per-capita income or prosperity increases.  It is highly questionable whether an increase in cheap flights abroad and in influx of people into generally low-grade jobs will improve the economic well-being of the area.

It is often assumed that creation of jobs is always ‘a good thing’ and therefore expansion of airports must be beneficial.  This is not so.  The main determinant of the number of jobs in an area is the population.  Unless there are significant numbers of people unemployed, creating jobs does not lead to a commensurate decrease in unemployment.  If employment is relatively high, as it is in SE England, creating jobs is likely to lead to ‘overheating’ of economy, labour and skills shortages in other sectors, pressure on housing and infrastructure and immigration into the SE.  None of these seem desirable; none would appear to contribute to economic well-being, let alone quality of life.  It is worth noting that at the Heathrow Terminal 5 inquiry, the thrust of BAA’s case was to show how few jobs would be created. 

There is little doubt that a certain amount of air travel is necessary for the efficient functioning of business.  But the implication that a huge increase in airport capacity and air travel in needed, would be quite wrong.  Business only accounts for about 20% of air travel and there is enough capacity in the UK, the SE and at virtually all airports to meet conceivable increases in business need.  The great majority of the forecast growth is for leisure.  Indeed, this is the view of BAA: “Southampton Airport is expected to maintain its recent bias towards leisure travel ..” (5.2.3)

The economic benefits of tourism are asserted in 2.5.3.  However, examination of the figures suggests rather little benefit. While tourism is worth £717m to the Hampshire economy, overseas visitors only represent 12% of trips. The great majority of visitors are likely to remain from the UK and are unlikely to arrive by air. Also, the proportion of Hampshire tourism that goes to Southampton and Eastleigh is likely to be very small.

Equally important, the analysis only looks at only one side of the equation. It only looks at the income from the inbound tourism, not the costs. There are obviously large costs incurred in servicing this tourism and these costs represent resource usage and ‘opportunity costs’.  They reduce the economic resources available to service local people.        

The analysis is also one-sided because it looks at only at incoming tourism and not the whole picture.  The reality is that tourism takes £15 billion more out of the country than it brings in (Office of National Statistics data).  In the SE, excluding London, the ratio of money out to money in is 3.3  (Ross, Dyer et al).  There is no reason to assume that the Southampton area is much different.  We are not suggesting that air travel abroad should be prevented – there are good social and political reasons for not doing so.  But to claim economic benefits in increasing this imbalance would be erroneous and misleading.

It is now widely known that aviation receives large tax exemptions, such as tax-free fuel, no VAT and no payment for environmental damage.  These exemptions are estimated at £9.2 billion pa in 2002 (Sewill et al) and rising rapidly.  Given that other sectors of the economy have to pay such taxes, the exemptions enjoyed by the aviation industry can be regarded as a subsidy.  If this subsidy were apportioned to local authorities on the basis of their population, EBC would receive £18m pa and Southampton UA £34m pa (Dyer, Bowens et al).

The claims of economic benefits at Southampton and at sites around the country are obviously intended to help the operators gain approval or at least acceptance by the public of airport expansion.  But the economic benefits are then used, implicitly or explicitly, to try and convince people that the social and environmental downsides must be accepted.  The term “balance” is frequently used.  However, the government’s Sustainable Development strategy makes clear that economic, social and environmental progress need to made simultaneously.  Trading off the environment for the economy is no part of Sustainable Development - see section 3 below.  We recommend that EBC and local communities do not support, either explicitly or implicitly, the notion of trading off the environment for the economy.

3  Statutory and Regulatory Context (Chapter 3)        

Much of this chapter is a largely factual statement of the situation. But perhaps the most interesting and potentially far-reaching issue is the matter of ‘Sustainable Development’ (SD). 

Sustainable development (SD)  

The problem with SD is that the concept is so vague that it is hard to show whether any policy or action is consistent with it or not.  It is therefore hard to use SD as criterion within the planning system.

As the Masterplan says (3.2), there is a general environmental objective “Effective protection of the environment” and “four priority areas for action:    

· Sustainable consumption and production

· Climate change and energy

· Natural resource protection and environmental enhancement 

· Sustainable economies”
It is very doubtful if the envisaged growth of aviation in the UK, the southeast or at Southampton is consistent with any of these.  It is certainly the view of major NGOs, the government’s Sustainable Development Commission and the House of Commons Environment Audit Committee that the proposed growth in aviation at the UK level is inconsistent with SD.

The South East England Regional Assembly commissioned a report by Roger Tym and partners.  They assessed the impact of forecast air travel growth against a number of sustainability criteria and concluded “The substantial majority of assessments show a negative outcome and it should be borne in mind that, for development to be sustainable, the Government’s strategy suggests that proposals need to be able to demonstrate a positive outcome in each of these categories.” 

Although there is a virtual consensus that national growth at the rate forecast is unsustainable, it is a matter for debate whether and how this broad-brush conclusion can be applied to the local level, eg Southampton airport.

Economic issues are mentioned in 3.4.5. These need to be interpreted in the context of a realistic analysis – see section 2.

We note the policies in Eastleigh Borough Council (EBC) Policy 115E, quoted in the Masterplan (3.5.2).  It is interesting that while there is mention of operational and passenger efficiency, there is no mention of growth.  It is thus unclear whether there is any policy of supporting or opposing growth of the airport.

Policy 115E also says “Incorporate appropriate safeguards to ensure that the environment and living conditions of residents in the vicinity of the airport and the enjoyment of the users of the Itchen Valley Park is not adversely affected.”  We find it very hard to see how a fourfold increase in volume of air traffic (between 2004 and 2030) can be consistent with this policy. 

Public safety 

Public Safety Zones (PSZs) are mentioned in 3.10.4.  Planning and building are long-term issues and the issue of PSZs and ‘sterilized land’ needs to be addressed well ahead.  PSZs based on 2015 are therefore seem an inadequate basis for planning policy.  Even 2030 is a short timescale in this context.            

PSZs are based entirely on ‘individual risk’; that is the risk of any particular individual in the vicinity being killed by a crash.  But of equal or greater importance is the issue of ‘societal risk’.  If many  people live under the flight path, the aggregate risk or societal risk is greater, even though individual risk is not increased.  The government does not take proper account of societal risk in its aviation third party safety policy.  However, local authorities can and do take account of societal risk generally as does central government.  A major reason why chemical plants or nuclear power stations are not located in dense urban areas is because of societal risk.   

4  Today’s Airport (Chapter 4)

See comments on car parking (4.11) in Section 8.

5  Demand  (Chapter 5)

Forecasts

Forecasts of demand are critical for planning, assessing impacts and devising amelioration. Demand/capacity can be expressed in various ways, but passenger throughput is generally the best metric, as it is tends to be more reliable than forecasts of numbers of flights and because it correlates best with the full range of impacts.   

Passenger numbers 

The White Paper (Dec 03, 11.97) said “The airport operator[BAA] doubts that the airport could reach the capacity of 7mppa [million passengers pa] suggested in the consultation document and believes that, within its current boundary, the airport would more likely grow to a capacity of 2 to 2.5mppa.” Now BAA forecasts (AMP 5.2.4) 3.1m in 2015 and 6m in 2030.

This is a huge change in BAA forecast over just 18 months. While there are no doubt genuine grounds for changing forecasts, it must be recognised that airport operators will produce forecasts that best support their business objectives at the time.  A lower forecast will give rise to lower assessed impacts while a higher one will give the operator more flexibility and will avoid frequent reviews and planning applications to expand.

EBC might wish to prevent under-forecasting by seeking agreements on limits to passenger and flight numbers.  Over-forecasting might be prevented by seeking agreements for mitigation, compensation, etc that are commensurate with the forecast.         

Flight numbers

These are even more difficult to forecast than passenger numbers.  This is because two sources of uncertainty are compounded; the forecast number of passengers and the forecast average size of aircraft.  However, the issue of another runway does not appear relevant at Southampton; a single runway should have a large margin of capacity, even if the flight numbers are significantly under-forecast. (AMP 5.3.2)  

6  Land Use in 2015 (Chapter 6)

For comments on car parking (6.6) and roads (6.1.2-4) see section 8.

7  Land Use in 2030 (Chapter 7) 

Roads and parking are discussed for 2015 but not 2030.  Roads and car parks are long-term issues and their provision or otherwise is an important determinant of environmental impact and sustainability.  Given the large forecast growth in passengers between 2015 and 2030 (inferred from 5.3.3 table 4) and the large increase in car parking demand (5.7.1 table 8), it is clear that the issue will remain after 2015.

For more on the subject of surface access, see section 8 below.           

8  Surface Access (Chapter 8)   

Surface access is a major sustainability issue. Volumes of traffic are a major determinant of air pollution, greenhouse gases, land-take and, of course, congestion.  Any consideration of environmental impacts and sustainability of airport growth ought therefore to address surface access.

The forecasts given by BAA in 5.7.1 show an increase of 205% or a factor of 3.1 (8600 / 2820) between now and 2030 for parking spaces.  The figures are demand, but there is nothing in the AMP to suggest by BAA will not seek to meet that demand.  If parking is increasing 3-fold, it is a reasonable assumption that the amount of car driving will increase about 3-fold as well.

Meeting such an increase is by no stretch of the imagination consistent with Sustainable Development (SD).  While there may be small improvements in specific emissions, ie emissions per passenger or per passenger km, such an increase in volume will mean increase in emissions of noxious gases (causing local air pollution) and greenhouse gases (causing global warming).

The fact that car parking and driving increases by a factor of 3 while airport passengers increase by 3.9 (6000m / 1532m) suggests that there will be some reduction in the proportion of passengers using cars, as intimated in 5.7.1.  But, as noted above, the impacts are a function of the total amount of car use; they are not a function of a percentage of airport car users .  To be truly sustainable, car use needs to be constrained to something like the present (absolute) level.

In parallel with parking provision, BAA appears to be arguing for more roads (6.1.3).  If the EBC is wishes to pursue sustainability and traffic restraint objectives, it needs to challenge the assumption that there have to be increases in road traffic whenever the airport is expanded or usage increased.  A difficulty EBC may have is that if it is supporting road-building for other purposes, eg to facilitate car travel to business parks, it may have a problem arguing for restraint in respect of the airport.

Southampton airport appears to be well placed for public transport. It is hard to see why so much of the access needs to be by car.  It seems very unlikely that passengers will not fly just because they cannot drive to the airport.  Therefore, the claimed social and economic benefits of flying would not be lost.  And if people did decide they would not fly because they could not drive their car to the airport, this would strongly suggest that the social and economic benefits of those flights were very small. 

It is understandable that little is said in respect of the sustainability of air travel itself; BAA could argue that it is simply meeting governments forecasts as part of a ‘predict and provide’ policy and therefore it has little opportunity to incorporate sustainability except ‘at the margin’.  However, there are no forecasts for car access to airports and there is no ‘predict and provide’ strategy that requires an unsustainable car-dominated surface access policy.  

It is clear and long-standing government policy to reduce reliance on the car and increase the proportion of trips by more ‘sustainable’ mode (bus, train, etc).  The latter are more sustainable because they produce less air pollution and greenhouse gases per passenger and because they use less space and cause less congestion than cars.  If, therefore, the EBC were to force the issue on surface access, they could receive more support from regional and central government.  

For these reasons, the planning authority is strongly recommended to challenge the parking and the implied traffic figures and instead press for a sustainable surface access policy.  Given the more advanced state of government policy on road traffic, namely rejection of a ‘predict and provide’ philosophy, opposition to plans for more driving, roads and car parks is more likely to be effective than trying to restrain the volume of air passengers. 

9  Environmental impacts – Air pollution (Chapter 9: 9.3)

We have not studied the air pollution situation in the vicinity of the airport, but would assume that government or EU limits are unlikely to be breached, even with the expansion envisaged.  However, this does not mean that there could not be adverse environmental impacts – see below.

The statements at the end of 9.31 are correct, but can easily be misinterpreted.  While the ‘objectives’ are set to protect human health and the environment, ‘standards’ or ‘limit values’, set by the UK government and EC, are set only to protect human health.  More stringent limits are needed in some cases to protect habitats and ecosystems.  For example, the limit for nitrogen dioxide in order to protect vegetation is 30ug/m3, well below the 40ug/m3 to protect human health.  There are no limit values for ozone, but ozone is dangerous for both vegetation and human health.

9.3.3 states “Studies have shown that because of Southampton Airport’s proximity to two major motorways, the majority of emissions in the area result from road traffic rather than airport related activity. Indeed recent communications with Eastleigh Borough Council have confirmed that in their opinion the airport contributes less to the air quality burden than the local road traffic system.” While this may be factually correct, if could easily lead to the wrong conclusion that little needs to be done about airport-related pollution.  Such a conclusion would be wrong on three counts.

Firstly, some of the road traffic is airport-related.  All passengers and staff driving to the airport contribute to airport-related air pollution.

Secondly, the fact that air pollution from general road traffic is greater than airport-related pollution does not absolve the latter.  It should not be inferred that little attention needs to be given to air pollution from the airport. 

Thirdly, it needs to be recognised that while airport-related pollution may represent a modest proportion of the burden at present, this proportion is very likely to increase.  The volume of road traffic is increasing at a rate of 1-2% pa nationally and cleaner exhausts mean that emissions from road traffic are stable or decreasing.  The volume of air travel is, in contrast, rising much faster and emissions are likely to increase.  There is grave danger that the benefits gained by improvements in cars will be taken away by aircraft.

EBC is to be congratulated on the agreement that BAA will undertake an air quality study.  It is, however, important that either EBC has the final decision on who carries out the study or that the results are peer-reviewed.

Forecasting air quality by means of models is an inexact science.  It is always necessary to validate the models with real data, collected from monitoring stations.  EBC ought to ensure that sufficient monitoring stations are established and sufficient data is collected.  As the airport is a significant and probably growing contributor to air pollution, it would be reasonable for EBC to press for a contribution from BAA towards any air quality monitoring costs.  This would be in accordance with the ‘Polluter Pays Principle’.

While there is a good case for financial support for modelling, monitoring and producing action plans, this is not the end of the story.  The Polluter Pays Principle (which the government supports) requires that the polluter pays for damage caused, not just for action to reduce or ameliorate the damage.  The White Paper does not discuss compensation schemes and there is no planning guidance on the subject.  It would nonetheless be helpful to put the subject on the agenda and to have the general issue of compensation addressed in the AMP.

10  Environmental impacts – Air Noise (Chapter 9: 9.4)

General

Noise is the impact that is generally of most concern around airports.  As the Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology (POST) says “Aircraft noise already has the potential to affect the quality of life of at least half a million people living close to UK airports – with 80% of these living close to the major airports in the southeast of England.” 

The report goes on to say “.. the forecast increase in air traffic movements, if realised, is likely to outstrip any progress in making individual flights quieter. Thus, the forecast unconstrained rate of aviation growth would be likely to worsen considerably the noise climate around many of the UK’s airports over the next few decades. Larger numbers of people would be exposed to the risks of sleep disturbance, annoyance and possible health effects of aircraft noise. The Government itself recognises noise as “one of the most objectionable impacts of airport development” and that “for many airports, taking effective measures to control and mitigate aircraft noise is fundamental to their sustainable development.”

POST concludes “This suggests that unless substantial improvements to the noise climate around certain airports are made, aircraft noise could well become a significant factor in constraining future airport expansion.”  To put it less formally, aircraft noise could become a ‘show stopper’ for airport expansion.  

Given this situation, the attention given to aircraft noise is remarkably small.  There appears to be no plan to do anything to ameliorate or reduce noise nuisance; the only concrete offer is not to try and change the current agreement on night flights.

Noise nuisance  

There is no mention of the extent of noise nuisance in the AMP; either in terms of reported or anecdotal evidence or in terms of actual recorded or estimated noise levels.  This is a crucial omission.

The White Paper re-iterates the government’s line that only areas exposed to 16-hour average of 57dB are significantly affected by aircraft noise.  This is at variance with the experience of people around airports and with the conclusions of the World Health Organisation (WHO).  The latter considers that 55dB can considerably annoy and that 50dB should be the aim.  (The EU suggests 55db and the government appears to be accepting this instead of 57dB.)  

16-hours figures, which are averaged over a season, can also mislead because they disguise noisy periods or noisy days by averaging out those noisy times with the quieter times or days.  This is especially significant where flight paths change according to wind direction.

The 55 or 50dB levels are in the context of refer to normal residential, work and similar locations.  However, if one wished to enjoy the countryside, say the Itchin Valley, then noise below 50dB could well be disturbing.

For all these reasons, work on noise levels such as monitoring, estimating and disseminating information should recognise that noise nuisance extends well below 16-hour seasonal averages of 57dB.  Plots of noise contours should include levels of well under 50dB.

Limits on noise 

There are no direct limits on the noise allowed at present and none proposed or mentioned in the AMP.  At the London airports of Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted there are not direct controls on daytime noise, but at Heathrow it is government policy that expansion should be conditional on the ‘noise contours’ not increasing.  London City Airport has a strict noise quota system during the day that is equivalent to imposing a limit on the size of noise contours.       

Night flights   

The AMP says (9.4.4) “Scheduled flights at Southampton Airport are banned at night, and the airport does not intend to seek a change to this agreement. Night hours are defined as 23:00 – 06:00 each night and 23:00 Saturday to 07:30 Sunday. Under exceptional circumstances, aircraft movements during night hours are permitted but are limited to a maximum of 10 in a calendar month and 100 in a calendar year.”  This is somewhat confusing since the Agreement appears to cover only the number and type of aircraft allowed at night, not their role.  If there is in fact a voluntary ban on any scheduled flights, it would be worth having this included in a revision of the Agreement.

This limitations on night flights appear quite strong, although it must be borne in mind that it only take one plane to wake people up.  At the London airports of Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted there are controls in the form of both a limitation on number of flights and a ‘noise quota’.  London City Airport has a stronger regime, being closed from 21.30 to 5.30 on weekdays, from 12.30 to 5.30 on Saturdays and 21.30 to 11.00 on Sundays. 

The White Paper (3.14) indicates the government’s preference for noise quotas rather than controls on flight numbers:  “ .. an amendment to section 78 of the Civil Aviation Act 1982 so that controls such as night restrictions could, subject to public consultation, be set on the basis of noise quotas alone, without a separate movements limit.”  This is generally interpreted as an attempt to allow more flights while trying to show that noise nuisance is not increased.  (Noise quotas are based on noise energy, which is not closely related to perceived noise or noise nuisance.  It is extremely likely that a constant noise quota and with an increased number of flights will give rise to greater noise nuisance.)  Any attempt to change the regime in such a way at Southampton should be strongly resisted.

Track-keeping

Defining tracks and ensuring aircraft keep to them can be an effective method of minimising the number of people affected by noise.  The use of ‘Noise Preferential Routes’ (NPR) is standard practice at various airports, including Heathrow.  There is no mention of track-keeping in the AMP. 

Obviously, the aim of NPRs is that aircraft should keep to them.  But where they do not, there is a good case for fines or excess charges (unless the deviation is for safety or air traffic control reasons).  Fines could used to fund local community projects (as happens at Heathrow) as a form of compensation for the extra noise nuisance.    

Acoustic insulation    

There is no mention of sound insulation in the AMP, which presumably means that BAA does not intend to offer help, even if noise gets worse.  It should be noted that noise insulation is offered at various airports, including City of London and BAA’s own airports of Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted.  

The White Paper requires that airports offer help with acoustic insulation or, in the worst cases, re-location: “Accordingly, with immediate effect, we expect the relevant airport operators to:

· offer households subject to high levels of noise (69dBA Leq or more) assistance with the costs of relocating;

· and offer acoustic insulation (applied to residential properties) to other noise-sensitive buildings, such as schools and hospitals, exposed to medium to high levels of noise (63dBA Leq or more).” 

These are the levels at which BAA is offering assistance at its other airports such as Glasgow and Heathrow.  However, ‘trigger point’ for insulation around London City Airport is 57dB for non-sensitive locations.  This is well below the 63dB suggested by the White Paper for sensitive locations. 

These levels specified in the White Paper are far from generous mean and should be regarded as the absolute minimum levels of support, not the levels that are desirable or consistent with being a good neighbour or with best practice.  Given general recognition that noise at 55dB can cause considerable annoyance, it seems reasonable to expect sound insulation for all properties exposed to over 55dB.  ‘Sensitive’ locations should perhaps be offered insulation if exposed to over 50dB.

Noise monitoring 

Where there is likely to be a problem with noise, it is necessary to measure noise in order to establish the nature and extent of the problem and to pave the way for addressing the problem.  There must inevitably be some noise nuisance around Southampton and it seems likely to get worse rather than better.  There is already noise monitoring around Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted and a number of other UK airports.  

This being so, there is a good case for monitoring of noise around the airport and under the flight paths at Southampton.  Ideally, this would be integrated with EBC’s own noise monitoring (if any), as aircraft noise is part of the overall noise climate and the sources of noise need to considered as part of the forthcoming noise mapping programme.  But the key thing is that the airport operator should pay for monitoring where aircraft noise is likely to predominate.  This is consistent with the Polluter Pays Principle.

Surprisingly, there is no mention of noise monitoring in the AMP.

Noise mapping  

There is an EU Directive on ‘noise mapping’: “ .. These regulations currently apply at ten UK airports, but we expect the underpinning principles to be applied at all significant UK airports; .. implementing EU Directive 2002/49/EC, which requires periodic noise mapping at many airports from 2007 to identify day and night noise problems and, from 2008, action plans to deal with them ..”

The AMP ought to address the issue of noise mapping.  BAA should be invited undertake to provide all necessary information and support to the authorities who are undertaking the noise mapping.  (Noise mapping does not just deal with aircraft noise.)  The authorities will, however, want some way of independently validating estimates produced by the operator.

9.4.9 of the AMP says “There is a requirement under the EU Noise Directive 2002/03 and subsequent UK regulation that noise mapping be undertaken when movements of civil subsonic jet aircraft above 33,999 kg (maximum take-off weight) reach 50,000 per annum. Southampton Airport currently has 8,090 movements of this type per year, but will comply with the requirements when the limit is reached.”  . 

We understand that this is in fact incorrect and that the relevant number of flights is approaching 50,000.  However, the real issue is that the operator should not wait until forced by EU law to undertake noise mapping.  We would suggest that an operator who wish to act as a ‘good neighbour’ should voluntarily carry out noise mapping.

Noise contours, calculated by computer simulations but based on actual flight data, are regularly produced and published by the DfT  for the Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted areas.  We have beeen show contours for Southampton for 2003 and 2005; presumably BAA has commissioned the work directly from the CAA.  We strongly recommend that these continue to be published, especially as the noise appears to be increasing.  The contours go down to 51dB and it is important that they continue to do so, ideally they would go lower.

Noise complaints

At many airports around the UK there is an established noise reporting and complaints process.  Such a process is important because it gives the airport operator and the community a feeling for public perception and concerns about noise in a way that measurements and estimates cannot do.  It also reassures the public that there is an interest and concern from the operator about aircraft noise.

There is no mention of noise reporting and complaints in the AMP, although we understand that there is a noise complaints line telephone line run by BAA.  However, local people have said that they believe that many of the complaints are not logged or addressed.  In order to allay such fears (justified or not), the complaints line would ideally be located in a ‘neutral’ location, eg the Town Hall, and staffed independently of BAA.  The cost of the service should still be met by BAA, in accordance with the Polluter Pays Principle.

Blight

There is no mention of blight in the AMP.  Conventionally, blight is thought of mainly in terms of more direct impacts.  In the context of an airport, this could be construction of new runways or roads.  But increases in aviation activity, causing an increase in noise, can blight far larger numbers of properties and lives. 

The White Paper says (12.8)  “The master plans should set out proposals for development of the airport to 2015 in some detail. They should include detailed proposals for surface access, environmental controls and mitigation and, where appropriate, measures to address blight.”

The issue of noise blight is recognised at Heathrow, where it is proposed to re-locate residents in the very worst affected areas.  It can probably be argued that the cases are not comparable in that nowhere in the vicinity of Southampton airport are noise levels as high as around Heathrow and nor is a new runway proposed.  Nonetheless, it can only help if the issue is put onto the agenda.     

Economic instruments

Regulation has an important role in controlling noise nuisance, but it is inevitably somewhat arbitrary as to the particular controls or limits imposed.  It is generally recognised that there is an important role for ‘economic instruments’ for controlling aircraft noise and other impacts.  Economic instruments have the advantage that they can provide a real incentive to reduce noise, not relying on regulation or goodwill.

In the case of noise, the obvious form of economic instrument is a noise-related landing and take-off charge.  If landing charges are levied on airlines according to the noisiness of the aircraft, there can be a powerful incentive to use the quietest aircraft.  The differentials do of course have to be sufficient to influence airline economics and thus behaviour.

The White Paper does not recommend a scheme for airports in general, but there is nothing to prevent action at individual airports.  There are precedents for noise-related charges in the UK and abroad.  It should be noted that noise-related charges are consistent with the ‘Polluter Pays Principle’, which the government supports.        

Compensation

While there is an undisputed case for the operator to financially support the reduction and amelioration of noise, this is not the end of the story.  The Polluter Pays Principle (which the government supports) requires that the polluter pays for damage caused that remains after any action has been taken to reduce or ameliorate the damage.  

The White Paper does not propose schemes of compensation for airport, but there is nothing to prevent action at individual airports.  At Heathrow there is a scheme whereby monies from fines for noise transgression are donated to the community.  This is a form of compensation.  But the real aim should be for noise-related charges to be used to compensate.

While there will no doubt be great resistance to the idea of compensation and while there are genuine difficulties and complexities, it is entirely reasonable that EBC and residents raise this important issue and ask for it to be mentioned in the AMP.

11  Environmental impacts – Biodiversity (Chapter 9: 9.6,7)

The commitment to protecting habitats and biodiversity appears very weak: “ .. stance that is sympathetic to the ecology of the surrounding area including, wherever practicable, the preservation    of the undisturbed nature of the habitat within the SSSI [Site of Special Scientific Interest] zone.”  SSSIs are the country’s most precious sites for biodiversity and we would suggest that damage to these is not acceptable or negotiable.  For any non SSSI sites that would be degraded, we suggest that EBC seeks compensation in the form of  habitat creation or improvement at other sites.                

12  Environmental impacts – Climate change (Chapter 9: 9.10)

Climate change is now recognised as one of world’s greatest issues and is constantly in the news.  Aviation is the fastest-growing source of greenhouse gases.  The Tyndall Centre for Climate Research recently published a report that showed that aviation were to grow unchecked, at the rate currently forecast, emissions from the aviation sector would use up almost the entire UK allowance of greenhouse gas emissions by 2050.  

The report to Cabinet by the Southampton planning officer gives a commendably concise and stark statement on climate change.   

The AMP says “It [climate change] is .. an issue requiring multinational governmental attention,

rather than one that can be meaningfully addressed by piecemeal action at individual airports. .. Southampton Airport’s local emphasis, in addressing the issue of climate change, relates to the ground level emissions attributable to the operation of airport facilities.”

This position, while superficially attractive, is hard to justify.  Climate change is such a big issue with such potentially catastrophic consequences that it is unreasonable for BAA or local communities or local authorities to avoid the wider issue and concentrate only on the relatively minor emissions from the airport itself.  

Nic Ferriday, 17th Oct 2005

