[image: image1.wmf]
By Debbie Bryce and Peter Lockley, with thanks to Hugh Ellis
The Government is pulling in different directions with its treatment of aviation. On the one hand are the Government's proposals to expand aviation, enshrined in the Future of Air Transport White Paper. On the other is the requirement of the planning system for sustainable development and climate change reduction, enshrined in Planning Policy Statement 1 ‘Sustainable Development’.
National policy on aviation is incompatible with cutting carbon emissions, although the Government currently sidesteps the issue by excluding international aviation from carbon targets, citing its exclusion from the Kyoto protocol as a model. This short-sighted approach will surely change eventually, but in the meantime plans are afoot to expand airport capacity massively, facilitating growth that will prove hard to reverse.

In this context, the planning system may prove to be the crucial battleground for environmentalists. Hugh Ellis of Friends of the Earth considers that there will be interesting months and years ahead for regional and district planners as they try to grapple with the illogicality of imposing unsustainable Government policy on Regional Spatial Strategies and Local Development Frameworks that are required to be sustainable. 

There is much scope to debate and hopefully influence decisions being taken locally and regionally. The following article is edited from conversations with Hugh Ellis and uses the example of the East of England to provide an overview of the processes and insights for activists and residents who might wish to get involved in the planning process.


Planning and Sustainability


There is a profound tension in the need to incorporate Airport Master Plans (which are not tested for sustainability and are ‘economics-only’ documents) into Local Development Frameworks (LDFs) and additional runways and runway expansion (by definition a generator of climate change) into Regional Spatial Strategies (RSSs) which are supposed to ensure carbon neutrality in their regions.
Many local authorities have to date made no mention of climate change in their planning policy, but now the requirement for all local authorities to produce LDFs gives them a chance to bring climate change, biodiversity and other modern thinking into planning considerations. International aviation is locked out of the Kyoto Protocol (and hence Government targets) but planners cannot ignore CO2 implications of runways. The Strategic Environmental Assessment Directive (2001), transposed into UK law in 2004, requires that environmental assessments be carried out for development plans, and this extends to LDFs, RSSs and the planning applications that airport must submit if they are to proceed with development set out in Airport Master Plans.

Developers will have to say how much CO2 their projects will produce, and submit an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) with their proposals. Furthermore the use of 

runways is also a planning consideration, and EIA requires that the impacts of the use of major projects be considered, including cumulatively. Climate change has now pushed on to the EIA agenda – an improvement at least on the Heathrow Terminal 5 enquiry, where inspectors showed little interest in the issue, arguing that they were granting permission for a building which in and of itself did not have a major carbon footprint.

Authorities should reject runways on this basis alone. But with EIA consultants promising airport operators to enable their proposals if they possibly can, it is not at all clear that Environmental Impact Assessments will prove a barrier to short-term interests.


Surface transport is a related consideration that also comes strongly within the remit of planning.  Planning Policy Guidance 13 (PPG13 Transport) and also Planning Policy Statement 1 (PPS1 Sustainable Development) have strong statements about climate change and the 'need to reduce the need to travel'. Although local authorities do not have control over the level of air traffic, PPG13 and PPS1 give them control over road traffic. As airports tend to make a healthy profit from car-parking charges, and airports are known to generate traffic, this might give an alternative route to removing the need to travel by refusing the runway.  

Planning and the Public

The Air Transport White Paper never took into account the planning process and the involvement of the public in it. What its authors forgot is that planning still has public participation, especially at the local level where the public has more power to reject Airport Master Plans by becoming involved with core strategy (policy) and Area Action Plans (site specification) or with additional Development Plan Documents.

The LDF ‘Statement of Community Involvement’ ensures that the public is involved in the planning decision-making and has the opportunity to reject unsustainable development proposals.  Some local authorities will no doubt readily accept airport expansion, perhaps more so in the case of smaller regional airports where economic benefits are perceived to outweigh the detriment to quality of life. Other local authorities will protest, which gives local people an opportunity to send a strong message.

However, at the regional level, the Secretary of State still has the power to impose runways on Spatial Strategies. While public participation also applies at the regional level, it is in practice less strong: the process is substantially more complex and can seem impenetrable to non-experts, there are many more powerful players involved and the concerns of many members of the public are naturally focussed on the area close to where they live.
If, as may well happen at Stansted (see below), the Secretary of State chooses to exercise his powers in the face of local opposition, it is likely that there would be a tremendous public backlash.  ODPM has declared its intent to increase public participation in the planning system, but the public, already disenchanted with the system and those who run it, could well walk away from the whole process, asking what point there is in consulting at length when the outcome is a foregone conclusion. Legal challenges could well follow.

The East of England


The East of England Regional Spatial Strategy has recently completed its four-month Examination in Public, the first in the country to do so, and as such will set an example for aviation in the planning system: not only is it the first RSS to go to Examination, but it also has to address the Government's requirement for a specific second runway advocated in the Air Transport White Paper – an unsustainable proposal being imposed upon an RSS that has been assessed for sustainability.

The Examination in Public is a process whereby two planning inspectors are finalising the Regional Spatial Strategy created by the East of England Regional Assembly (EERA). The Assembly chose not to include runway 2 in the RSS, a rejection of Government policy that has been called into question because legislation makes it a requirement of planning policy to reflect Government policy. However, EERA held its ground and the document consulted on did not advocate runway 2, only maximisation of existing regional runways, including Stansted, Luton, Southend and Norwich. 


Many arguments and documents were presented to the inspectors about the potential damage of a second runway, and the prospects for a full review of the aviation White Paper, in the hope that they might keep runway 2 out of the RSS. The real testing ground is whether they will bow to the strong pressure to include Government policy in the RSS, or feel confident that their rejection of Government policy will in the long term reflect what the Government itself has to accept – demand management and making the best use of existing capacity. To do so would be to take on a divided Government, as the next section argues.

Sustainability within Government


The Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM) has just finished drawing up a draft climate change Planning Policy Statement. While the current version does not address aviation, hoping instead for technological fixes, eventually, after the public consultation due to start by the end of the year, it might be unable to avoid the issue. The evidence on climate change points ever more clearly to the need to make deep cuts in carbon emissions, and public awareness is increasing all the time. It is also an issue that poses huge problems for the ODPM, which is said to be ‘terrified’ of the implications: flood risk, water supply and the willingness of insurers to underwrite homes are just a few of the problems that will be exacerbated by climate change. It seems illogical and counter-productive, then, for the Department to ignore the fastest-growing cause of climate change: aviation.

Planning Policy Statement 1 makes a requirement for CO2 reduction, rumoured to be thanks to a last-minute intervention by the Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra). This is, unfortunately, a rare example of Defra holding sway over more senior departments. Defra has, for instance, the final responsibility for the delivery of the National Air Quality Strategy – which means meeting limits that would almost certainly be breached by a third runway at Heathrow. But will this objection over-rule the Department for Transport, the Department of Trade and Industry and the Treasury?

Aviation is a major economic driver as far as these departments are concerned, and all seem happy just to watch the industry grow and grow. This week's budget encouraged aviation growth with the decision to freeze Air Passenger Duty (APD). Aviation is one of the most under-taxed sectors of the economy – it has recently been calculated that its tax exemptions are worth £9bn per annum. Recouping some of this lost income would allow the Chancellor to boost spending on public services, or alternatively reduce the overall tax burden as part of a shift from taxing ‘goods’ such as employment to taxing ‘bads’ such as pollution. 
There is little sign that such thinking has yet penetrated far. The concept of sustainability is endlessly referred to by Government, and is even incorporated in legislation such as the planning policies touched on above. But if environmental concerns continue to be perceived as economic threats by the most powerful sections of Government, there is little hope that we will see genuinely sustainable policies being put into practice.


Can the planning system buy us enough time?


Eventually, Government thinking will have to change. As we begin to feel the effects, and pay the costs of climate change, it will become increasingly clear that our present notion of what is ‘sustainable’ is inadequate. ‘Environmental economics’ will no longer be an oxymoron as politicians learn to re-direct growth to low-carbon sectors, and the aviation sector will surely seem extremely ‘carbon expensive’ as a consequence.

But all this will take time. Planners and the public have a huge role to play in changing attitudes by insisting on genuinely sustainable development at local and regional level, and resisting attempts from above to force through unsustainable policies. The longer they can resist, the more likely it is that central government thinking will have changed by the time decisions come to be made.
These are exciting times in the world of planning, but may be short-lived. The current Barker review consultation paper proposes, effectively, to do away with the public participation planning system and regional planning, because it perceives the need for more involvement of business interests in a more streamlined decision-making process. It is all the more important then for campaigners and the public to get involved in planning – it will be harder to strip the system of checks and balances if it is perceived as a healthy, democratic process.

Getting involved in planning is not always straightforward, however: the planning system is complicated, slow and ill-understood (even by those who created it); it contradicts other Government policy. It is certainly too much for some local authorities, forced to meet performance targets for approval of applications with hugely inadequate staffing levels. Add to this the previously unrelated issue of climate change, the imposition of unsustainable Government policy, the public outcries that may follow, the legal challenges and the possibilities of using EU environmental directives such as the Strategic Environmental Assessment Directive to challenge an entire Regional Spatial Strategy, and it is clear that there is much uncharted water that environmental groups will have to learn to navigate as they go along.
Planning and Sustainability -


a rough guide to the contradictions and possibilities








