                      The EC Environmental Noise Directive


Consultation by DEFRA on its proposals for the implementation of  the Noise Directive (Directive 2002/49/EC)





It can be found on the DEFRA website:  www.defra.gov.uk





Comments need to be sent to DEFRA by May 16th.  They need to be sent to Mark Oroma, DEFRA, Zone 4/H17, Ashdown House, 123 Victoria St, London SW1E 6DE or emailed to noise@defra.gsi.gov.uk





Why it Matters


These noise maps will be the basic tool which the Government is likely to use for years to come when developing its policies to tackle noise.





Background





The Noise Directive covers just ambient noise - ie noise from aircraft, motor vehicles, trains and outdoor industrial noise (including ports).  It does not include neighbour/neighbourhood noise.





The Noise Directive requires member states to:





inform the public about noise and its effects





draw up noise maps for the "agglomerations" of more than 250,000 people by 30th June 2007





                                    and for: 





airports with 50,000 or flights a year - to those airports the UK will add Biggin Hill, Blackpool, Bournmouth, Gloucestershire, Shoreham and Southend because flights to and from them impact on large agglomerations;





roads which carry more than 6 million vehicles a year;





railways with more that 60,00 trains a year.





draw up action plans to deal with the noise by June 2008.





There will be a second round of mapping and actions plans required by 2012 and 2013 respectively when agglomerations of over 100,000 will be required to be mapped.  That will be subject to a second consultation.





The Directive requires member states to take separate measurements for the day period (7am - 7pm), evening (7pm - 11pm) and night (11pm - 7am).





Responding to the Consultation - Six Headline Points





1.  The process is being rushed.  The consultation document is pretty dreadful.  It gives every impression of being thrown together and of DEFRA trying to get the work done in the shortest possible time and the cheapest possible cost. Indeed, DEFRA will be fined if it doesn't let the European Commission know by July 2005 how it intends to produce its noise maps and action plans.





2.  The aviation industry will have a major role in aircraft noise maps and actions plans.  DEFRA is proposing that the airports draw up the aviation noise maps (except for the 3 designated airports) and be responsible for all the aviation action plans.  We are arguing that there is a strong case for the Environment Agency to be given the task of noise mapping aircraft. 





3.  DEFRA proposes to exclude the local authorities - who know the situation on the ground - from a role in producing the noise maps and action plans for road and rail.





4.  There are no plans to validate the computer-generated noise measurements with 'real-life' examples. 





5.  There are no plans to produce overall noise maps showing noise from all ambient sources.





6.  The money aside for the noise maps and the action plans is minimal.








Responding to the Consultation





General Points





1.  The consultation document is pretty dreadful.  It gives every impression of being thrown together and of DEFRA trying to get the work done in the shortest possible time and the cheapest possible cost.  DEFRA has had three years to bring out this document, yet it is only now - just two years before the maps need to be with the European Commission - that it has issued its consultation document.  It reflects the low priority given to noise in DEFRA, particularly since Michael Meacher was sacked as Environment Minister.





2.  The small amount of money allocated for the noise mapping (for the UK)  - just £4.6 million - is about a tenth of the real costs of collecting and processing the data.  It will only really cover the processing of the data.  It assumes that the data is already available....and that it is correct!





3.  Only £1.8 million has been set aside for the action plans.  Just enough to produce them.  No money set aside to implement any actions!





4.  There are no proposals to validate the data collected.  Almost certainly the majority of the measurements will be computer-generated.  These should be validated by, at the very least, some random 'real-life' measurements.





5.  The collection of the data is likely to assume the perfect working of the transport systems as, for example, set out in rail timetables etc.  It also is not geared up to taking account of some local features, such as the use of the new train horns on stretches of their routes (which has lead to major campaigns in certain parts of the country).





6.  There are no plans to produce consolidated maps, ie maps covering all aspects of noise for a particular locality: rail, road, aircraft, industrial etc.  So, for example, the road map for West London would give no clue that there were any Heathrow-bound planes flying overhead (if only!).





7.  The noise measurements required by the Directive are problematic. (This a problem with the Directive rather than the way DEFRA proposes to implement it).  The Directive requires a 'competent authority' to draw up the noise maps and be responsible for the action plans. It requires maps to be drawn up for roads, rail and airports for areas where the noise during the day and evening periods averages out at 55 decibels (called Lden) and where the night noise averages out at 50 decibels (Lnight).





There are problems with these measurements:





The averaging out process does not really reflect the way people hear noise, unless it is pretty continuous noise (which is the case on many main roads but rarely is for aircraft and rail noise where what concerns people is the noise as the plane or train passes by and how times that happens).  Averaging aircraft noise can also present particular problems at night:  78% of the aircraft using European airports at night (11pm - 7am) are squeezed in between 11pm-1am and 5-7am, so averaging out measurements over an 8 hour period is misleading.





The proposed average levels are higher than those recommended by the World Health Organisation noise experts.  They argue that, during the day, people start to get annoyed when noise averages out at 50 decibels and seriously annoyed at 55 decibels.  At night, they argue that the average noise inside a bedroom should not exceed 30 decibels, with no single noise event being louder than 45 decibels.





Aircraft Noise





Except for the 3 designated airports (Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted), DEFRA has proposed that the airports be the competent authority for drawing up noise maps for their areas.  It appears, though, that, even for the designated airports where the Government will be the competent authority, the data produced by the airports will be heavily used.  It proposes that all airports, including the designated ones, will be the competent authority for producing action plans.  





DEFRA justifies its proposals thus:  "The expertise, data and methodology for the creation of noise maps is already well established as many airport operators already produce noise contours and have the necessary systems in place to be able to do so" before adding "airports also have consultative committees (and sometimes special environmental groups) which include local authorities and other amenity group representatives.  In a case of any doubt about the integrity of the maps themselves, these bodies can investigate the matter."!!  There is no other mechanism proposed to check up on the work done by the airports.





The big problem with the airports being the competent authority is that, while they may have the technical ability to draw up noise maps, they are not unbiased.  We would argue that the DfT should also be ruled out as the competent authority because they have shown themselves to be so close to the aviation industry.  Local authorities would not be suitable because a number of them own or part-own airports.  There is a strong case for the Environment Agency being the competent authority:  their remit in life is to make an impartial, scientific assessment of environmental problems.  Given the tight timescales and the Environment Agency's lack of expertise in noise, it is unlikely the Government will agree to the proposal, but it may still be worth making it in order to 1. highlight the inadequacy of DEFRA's own rushed solutions and 2. to put down a marker for the second round of noise mapping after 2008.





There is an even bigger problem in nominating the airports as the competent authority for producing the action plans for dealing with the noise.  They have a vested interest in more planes using their airports.  Almost certainly their action plans will only consist of the measures they were going to take anyway (the promise of quieter planes, improved flying procedures, measures to tackle traffic around airports etc).  If government is serious about reducing noise, its should take responsibility, along with authorities, for drawing up and implementing the action plans.





Road Noise





The consultation document is proposing that the Government - DEFRA  - be the competent authority for drawing up the noise maps and producing the action plans.  Many of the local authorities are furious that they are being bypassed.  Effectively, the Government will put out the work to consultants.  DEFRA justifies its decision thus:





"we do not propose, at this stage, that local authorities should be named as competent authorities as there might be difficulty in achieving a consistency of approach and access to the range of data required.  Also it is possible that not all local authorities currently have the resources and experience in the field necessary to carry out the work.  However, should the majority of local highway authorities express a wish to be more heavily involved in the preparation of the maps, the Government envisages that option could be introduced at a later stage..."





If DEFRA had not been so slow in getting its act together, it could have worked alongside local authorities to assist them build up the necessary expertise.


For road mapping and action plans, there is a strong case for local authorities being the competent authority:





they know their local areas much better than the consultants appointed by Whitehall;





they would have ownership of the process and therefore even the more reluctant local authorities would feel more motivated to do something about noise.





The main involvement of national government should be the setting of minimum noise reduction targets for the local authorities to meet.





Rail Noise





The consultation paper proposes that DEFRA should be the competent authority for rail noise.  Again, without involvement of local authorities.  Again, the exclusion of the local authorities is a mistake.  Nationally, the railways cause far fewer noise problems than road or air, but rail noise can be a problem is specific, local areas (for example, night freight on certain lines or the big problem some places have with the new train horns).





John Stewart








