Special Report – Airport Consultative Committees

Many members will have experience of their local Consultative Committees. This interest led the AEF to play a key role in the formulation of the Government’s original 1987 guidelines on how to provide consultative committees at aerodromes. While these guidelines were intended to help with the smooth running of committees, many of the original concerns remain. This special report provides an insight into current perceptions.

The Civil Aviation Act 1982 requires designated airports to provide consultation facilities for airport users, local authorities and local interest groups. The guidelines for Airport Consultative Committees issued by DoT (as was) in 1987 were updated in 2003.

In 2001 Paul Grimley of Loughborough University carried out a research study on Effectiveness of Airports’ Consultation, and discovered a clear-cut imbalance of opinion, with residents feeling overwhelmingly aggrieved while airports felt largely content with arrangements. AEF wondered if the 2003 guidelines had done anything to restore the balance, and accordingly invited Paul Grimley, together with Philip Grindrod from DfT, who was principally responsible for the revised Government guidelines, to speak at a seminar organised in conjunction with our AGM last December.  

The full attendance indicated a strong interest in the topic. Presentations by the speakers are available on the website, but for the convenience of non cyber-enabled members we summarise Mr Grimley’s 2001 survey findings below.

Positive Experience of Consultative Arrangements

	
	Responses
	Positive
	%

	Airports
	28
	18
	64

	Other organisations 
	6
	2
	33

	ACCS 
	16
	3
	19

	Aviation related Organisations 
	11
	2
	18

	Airport Users 
	22
	4
	18

	Airlines 
	6
	1
	17

	County Councils 
	14
	2
	14

	Local Authorities 
	59
	7
	12

	Environmental and Residents’ Associations 
	55
	6
	11

	Parish Councils 
	37
	2
	5

	Individuals and MPs etc 
	266
	7
	2

	Emergency Services 
	23
	0
	0


Negative Experience of Consultative Arrangements

	
	Responses
	Negative
	%

	Environmental and Residents Associations 
	55
	37
	67

	Parish Councils 
	37
	23
	62

	Airport Consultative Committees
	16
	5
	31

	Local Authorities
	59
	13
	22

	Emergency Services
	23
	5
	22

	Airlines 
	6
	1
	17

	Individuals and MPs etc 
	266
	39
	15

	County Councils 
	14
	2
	14

	Airports
	28
	3
	11

	Aviation related Organisations
	11
	1
	9

	Airport Users 
	22
	2
	9

	Other organisations 
	6
	0
	0


Airports are highly supportive of the current consultative process, but it is notable that they are the only category of respondent to demonstrate strong support.  Other organisations in civil aviation show less than 20% positive views and the groups who are consulted report less than 15% positive experiences.

Environmental & Residents Associations and Parish Councils register strongly negative experiences of the current arrangements.  Widespread feelings are that Consultative Committees have no power and that local views are not heeded.  Parish Councils reflect these views but in addition complain strongly that PCs and their constituents are not sufficiently represented on the committees.

What has changed since 2001? 

The Guidelines for Airport Consultative Committees were re-issued in December 2003.  While they were stronger in some areas, with greater emphasis on public participation, they suffered from the same intrinsic problem – they were only guidelines. There is no recent study of members’ attitudes to the effectiveness of Consultative Committees, but anecdotal evidence from AEF members suggests that, at some committees, the performance remains unsatisfactory.   

What next?

AEF, reflecting the opinions of its members, continues to be dissatisfied with the current arrangements for Consultative Committees. When the Civil Aviation Bill passed to committee stage, we briefed a number of MPs and drafted a New Clause that would have placed responsibility for committees in the hands of local authorities – in our view a far less partisan arbiter of the disputes that arise between residents and airports. 

The Minister resisted the clause, stating: ‘the new clause includes specific provisions on independence and openness. Those are important principles, but the key is whether the aims can be achieved in practice. The Department's guidance makes it clear that, to maintain the confidence of the general public, it is important that the chair of any committee should not be closely identified with any sectional interest. The guidance also highlights the need to publicise the existence and role of committees.’

In other words, any plea that committees are not functioning properly will fall on deaf ears, since the Government’s view is that with the new guidelines in place they have done all that they can and that disputes should ultimately be settled in the Courts.

The Bill receives third reading on 10 October, and without enormous opposition or Labour rebel interest no amendments will be passed, although we have every intention of making sure the issues are aired again on the floor of the House. From there the Bill passes to the Lords, where with our strong connections and the lack of a Government majority we are hopeful of getting this amendment adopted. It will then return to the Commons, who will strike out the Lords amendments, unless the Government can be persuaded that the entire piece of legislation is endangered. With the Lords unlikely to force a constitutional crisis on the issue, any proposal for genuinely independent Consultative Committees will be put quietly to sleep.

Many of you will have written to your MPs on this issue in the past. If you haven’t done so recently, or if you have a new MP following the General Election, we urge you to write again. In turn, we will keep you updated on the Bill’s progress. 

