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CAA consultation on its Environmental Programme 

 

Response from the Aviation Environment Federation 

15.4.14 

 

The Aviation Environment Federation (AEF) is the principal UK NGO concerned exclusively with the 

environmental impacts of aviation. Supported by individuals and community groups affected by the 

UK’s airports and airfields or concerned about aviation and climate change, we promote a 

sustainable future for aviation which fully recognises and takes account of all its environmental and 

amenity effects. As well as supporting our members with local issues, we have regular input into 

international, EU and UK policy discussions. In 2011 we acted as the sole community and 

environmental representative on the Government’s South East Airports Taskforce, and in 2013 we 

were one of only two environmental organisations to take part in the Airports Commission’s public 

evidence sessions. We also engage with industry bodies and currently chair the Sustainable Aviation 

Advisory Panel. At the UN we are a leading member of the environmental umbrella organisation 

ICSA, which is actively engaged in the current talks aimed at agreeing global climate measures for 

aviation.  

We are pleased to have the opportunity to provide comments on the CAA’s updated environmental 

programme. Our response, which groups comments under a series of subheadings, should be 

considered alongside the feedback we continue to provide through participation in the CAA’s 

environmental stakeholder panel and other related forums. 

 

 

Clarity over what’s new 

 

In terms of presentation, it would be helpful for the programme to set out clearly which aspects of 

its environmental programme relate to new projects, developed since publication of the last 

programme, and which are longstanding components of the CAA’s work. The high level descriptions 

of the organisation’s role in relation to various topic areas could usefully include this kind of 

summary. At present, some of these are so abbreviated as to be hard to understand without 

examples. The CAA’s role in climate change work, for example is set out as follows: “As the UK’s 

airspace regulator, our actions have the potential to significantly alter the sector’s climate change 

impacts through regulatory decisions that properly take into account environmental effects”. With 

no mention of the need to balance noise and emissions considerations, however, or of the recent 

publication of the DfT’s guidance on this subject, the statement lacks useful context. 

 

Secondly, the programme’s section on Noise Modelling and Local Impacts refers to the 2002 version 

of this DfT guidance and suggests that part of the CAA’s measure of success under this workstream 

will be decided by the extent to which updated guidelines clarify the appropriate prioritisation of 

noise and other pollutants. The strategy should be updated to reflect the publication of these 

guidelines in January 2014 and set out the CAA’s views on them. 
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Thirdly, while the programme sets out several ways in which the CAA is progressing its 

environmental information duties and powers as introduced by the Civil Aviation Act 2012, we 

suggest that this new role for the CAA should be reflected in its strategic environmental objectives.  

The CAA’s consultation on its new publication duties in May 2013 stated – correctly in our view – 

that “The collection and dissemination of information is a new and important regulatory function for 

the CAA”. We consider that some of the information provided to the general public under Section 84 

of the Act is likely to have a more general purpose (in improving transparency for example) than is 

currently captured by either of the existing strategic objectives. We therefore suggest the addition of 

an objective relating specifically to the provision of environmental information. The amended 

objectives could read, for example “To improve environmental performance through more efficient 

use of airspace, to make an efficient contribution to reducing the aviation industry’s environmental 

impacts, and to improve understanding among consumers and the general public of aviation’s 

environmental impacts”. 

 

 

The CAA’s role as independent regulator 

  

We welcome the emphasis in the CAA’s environmental programme on helping to deliver 

Government policy on the environmental effects of aviation. In a previous consultation response we 

argued that were the CAA to attempt a more policy-leading role, it would run the risk of appearing 

like a lobbyist for the aviation industry, potentially to the detriment of its wider public duties in 

relation to aviation, and that this tension could impact negatively on the CAA’s environmental work. 

While there are many ways in which we would like the Government to go further in tackling aviation 

impacts, the CAA’s role as industry regulator should, in our view, be to help find practical ways to 

implement the Government’s vision for the sector, while providing advice insofar as it is requested. 

The updated environmental programme outlines a number of useful activities and we support the 

wide range of work that the programme details. We are also pleased that the CAA’s strategic plan, 

published alongside its environmental programme states in its foreword that as a high-level aim “the 

CAA exists to protect the interests of the public”, reflecting the fact that the organisation’s role is not 

limited to the interests of the industry or of consumers. 

For the CAA to call for new airport capacity in the South East, however, risks compromising the 

organisation’s role as an independent body serving the public. The Government’s approach to 

airport capacity is, as the CAA rightly notes in its Strategic Plan, that growth will in future be 

permitted only to the extent that it does not compromise environmental targets, and Government 

policy, set out unequivocally when it came to power, is to oppose the building of new runways at 

Heathrow, Gatwick or Stansted in light of the environmental impacts of such growth. We question 

whether it is appropriate for the CAA to state publicly a view that is openly contrary to that of the 

current Government. Where asked for an opinion, the CAA should provide advice against a range of 

objectives including the environment. So using the above example, any question relating to new 

capacity should provide a consumer, economic and environmental perspective. 

 

The statement in the environment programme in relation to work on ‘supporting the Airports 

Commission’ that “A lack of airport capacity provision in south-east England is affecting growth, 

consumer choice and competition” should be prefaced by a clarification that this is the view of the 
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Airports Commission, and followed by a clearer statement that environmental considerations may 

yet prevent the building of any new airport capacity. We have yet to see whether the Commission’s 

view will be shared by the next government, and whether that government will be willing to make 

the environmental, social and economic sacrifices inevitably associated with meeting all passenger 

demand in the South East. The Commission’s belief that a new South East runway need not 

compromise carbon targets, for example, rests on an assumption that regional airports will be 

prevented from growing to the level currently predicted by passenger demand forecasts, and we 

have yet to see any consideration of what policy measures could achieve this nor what the wider 

impact of such policies would be.   

 

 

The Climate Act and targets 

 

The CAA’s ‘Climate Change’ summary characterises the Government’s approach to aviation’s role as 

focussing on international and European measures. While we agree that this is the emphasis given 

by the Aviation Policy Framework, for the CAA to make no mention in its environment programme of 

how this approach is to be supported through UK domestic policy fails to give a complete picture of 

the Government’s position. We note for example that the revised guidelines to the CAA on 

environmental considerations associated with its air navigation functions published by the 

Department for Transport in January this year include the following text which underlines the role 

that Government expects to be played by UK aviation:  

While the Government, in 2012, decided to postpone a decision about requiring emissions from 

international aviation and shipping to be taken into account in the setting of carbon budgets (as 

required by the Climate Change Act 2008) until it comes time to set the fifth carbon budget, it did 

reaffirm its overall commitment to the 2050 target and recognised that emissions from international 

aviation and shipping should be treated the same as emissions from all other sectors, in order to reach 

our long-term climate goals. 

It is worth noting that the Government’s approach to UK climate strategy is reflected also in the 

work of the Airports Commission: two of the four key scenarios used for its modelling work assume 

that UK aviation emissions by 2050 do not exceed 37.5 Mt, in line with advice from the Committee 

on Climate Change under the Climate Act. 

The CAA should similarly, in our view, reflect the importance of aviation’s role in delivering the 2008 

Climate Act. As well as making reference to this in its general characterisation of the Government’s 

approach to climate, the CAA’s planned ‘Review of Aviation’s Progress in Meeting Carbon Targets 

should also consider the implications of the Act. There are two reasons why we consider that the 

target that aviation emissions should not exceed 37.5 Mt in 2050 (ie their 2005 level) should be one 

of those monitored by the CAA as part of this workstream. 

1. While no longer specifically part of UK aviation policy the target reflects the advice of the 

Committee on Climate Change to Government that it would be extremely difficult to achieve 

the CO2 reductions required by the Climate Act if aviation emissions were to exceed this level. 

The Airports Commission therefore framed the recommendations of its interim report with 

respect to achievement or otherwise of a carbon cap of 37.5 Mt. 
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2. The target was originally adopted by Government at least partly in response to the publication 

some months earlier of Sustainable Aviation’s CO2 roadmap, which argued that a combination 

of technological improvements and use of biofuels would allow the industry to return CO2 

emissions from UK aviation to 2005 levels by 2050 even without the use of carbon trading. 

While SA’s updated CO2 roadmap sets an alternative target – to reduce emissions by 50% on 

1990 levels by 2050 through the use of carbon trading – the underlying assumptions in SA’s 

forecasting have not changed. An extract from our submission to the Airports Commission’s 

climate change paper in 2013 is included as an annex to this response and sets out why this is 

the case. 

 

Expanding the function of the environmental portal 

AEF has long felt that the CAA could play a useful role in disseminating reliable information about 

aviation impacts through an easily accessible information portal which provides signposts to other 

information sources where appropriate, and we are very pleased that the CAA is developing this 

idea. As detailed in our response to the CAA’s consultation on its environmental duties (available at 

http://www.aef.org.uk/?p=1660), we hope that this will extend beyond the topic of noise to include 

also information – or guidance on how to find information – on climate change, air pollution, falling 

objects and Public Safety Zones.  
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Annex: Sustainable Aviation’s carbon target matches the ambition of the 37.5 Mt carbon cap  

From AEF’s response to the Airports Commission’s climate change paper (at www.aef.org.uk/?p=1566) 

[Prior to the Government’s introduction of an aviation carbon cap] the industry coalition Sustainable 

Aviation had, some months earlier, published a CO2 roadmap giving an account of how UK aviation 

emissions might be brought back down to 2005 levels by 2050 through a combination of technology 

improvements, more efficient air traffic management and take-up of biofuels, but without recourse 

to carbon trading. In setting the 2050 aviation target at this level, the Government thus challenged 

the industry to deliver on its own promise. The Committee on Climate Change, however, having 

sought detailed and independent advice both on likely aviation demand and on possible means of 

mitigating the CO2 associated with it, concluded in 2009 that the target effectively proposed by 

Sustainable Aviation could not in fact be achieved without additional action such as carbon taxes or 

other measures to constrain demand in addition to various carbon efficiency options.  

Sustainable Aviation responded in 2012 with an ‘updated’ version of its roadmap, in which the body 

expressed the view that “Any unilateral targets and measures that attempt to limit UK aviation’s 

emissions through capacity constraints or price-related demand reduction will lead to carbon 

leakage, market distortion and the loss of economic benefit to our international competitors”. Given 

its earlier implication, however, that technology and alternative fuels would be sufficient to meet a 

2005/2050 target, such a national target should not have had any effect in terms of either carbon 

leakage or loss of economic benefit.  

Rather than stating that it had previously been either dishonest or mistaken in its analysis, the 

updated SA roadmap included a new target, namely a commitment to a 50% reduction in CO2 

emissions by 2050 (based on 2005 levels), but also introduced a demand for carbon markets. In fact, 

however, SA’s underlying analysis still supports a return to 2005 levels by 2050 without the need for 

market-based measures. The 2012 roadmap uses 2010 as a reference year, when emissions were 

nearly 11.5% lower than in 2005 (33.3 MtCO2 in 2010 compared to 37.6 MtCO2 in 2005, as indicated 

by DECC figures). Extending the reference year for the 2012 roadmap back to 2005 levels is 

consistent with the reduction expected in 2050 through alternative fuels, and technological and 

operational improvements alone. Thus SA is still publicly presenting figures suggesting a view that 

the 2005/2050 target is achievable without recourse to carbon trading while at the same time 

arguing against exactly this target. 

 

CO2 emissions from UK aviation in 
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