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A congestion charge for the skies is critical

Tony Berkeley says BA’s argument that airlines should join an EU emissions trading scheme is an attempt to dodge its responsibilities         

In his piece 'Don't tax airlines for sins of emissions’ (Observer Business, 3 July), BA chairman Martin Broughton told us that his airline doesn't mind buying the right to continue polluting from other industry sectors via an emissions trading scheme (ETS), so long as the price is right. This is not Enigma-level code - he means a very low price. 

The European ETS that Broughton, along with industry players such as airport operator BAA, is so keen on joining is, at its theoretical best, a carbon rationing and taxation system. But emissions trading schemes are untested and unproven on the scale currently envisaged across Europe.

There is already an increasing reluctance by some of the players involved, both countries and industrial sectors, to play by the allocation rules and accept the costs of participation and compliance.

Many other industry sectors are worried that including aviation in the embryonic European ETS would lead to massive fluctuations in supply and demand -fine if you can afford to fly, not so good if you want to heat your home. These schemes are simply gambling with our climate.

But in reality, research by the Aviation Environment Federation estimates that under one likely ETS scenario linked to Kyoto-type targets, BA, with about 22 million intra-European passengers emitting 3 million tonnes of CO2 [carbon dioxide] a year, could simply be given a 'grandfathered' emissions allowance based on its 1990 CO2 output. BA might only have to buy about 900,000 tonnes of CO2, which would add about 66p to a return ticket price. This would have virtually no supply- or demand-side effect.

Cheap, 'get-out-of-jail' tax avoidance gambits devised and promoted by the industry's corporate affairs specialists can be dismissed right now for the non-policy options they are. 

What if we all paid zero tax or VAT on petrol, as BA does? 

The former Observer journalist Greg Palast has looked at the genesis of emission trading schemes, which began life in the US as, in his view, Kyoto compliance avoidance schemes. In his 2003 book The Best Democracy Money Can Buy, Palast describes emissions trading as 'the ugly stepchild of the new mania to replace regulation with schemes that pose as "market" solutions ... it provides a pretence of action to the public while giving winking assurance to industry that the status quo is not disturbed.' 

The British government has a menu of market-based approaches to control and reduce greenhouse gas emissions from aircraft, which includes a fuel tax and en-route emissions charges. Current thinking at EU level is broadly similar and we expect to see this menu reflected in the forthcoming EU communication on this topic.

The European Commission's own Transport and Energy Policy Advisory Forum, of which I am a member, has also suggested that a menu-driven approach is required. 

Supporting the UK and EU way forward, when added to tougher operational and fuel-efficiency standards and performance, is the only solution to actually control and reduce greenhouse gases from air transport. Shifting the millions of short-haul European flights (under 500 kilometres) to rail would be good too.

In his article, Broughton wrote that 'High motor fuel taxes haven't prevented congestion'. This is true to an extent - but can he imagine what our roads would look like if we all paid zero tax or VAT on our petrol, as his airline does? 

The total external costs (costs that are generated by, not borne by, the industry) of air transport are currently estimated at £36 per 1,000 passenger/km and for air freight, £184 per 1,000 tonne/km. 

Adding these costs to ticket prices and shipping costs should have an impact on reducing both demand and pollution. Turning these external costs into a congestion charge for the skies at the rate suggested previously would work out at just 3.6 pence per passenger/km and should be introduced gradually over a three- to five- year period.

Policymakers should initially aim to halve the current projected growth rate of air transport, to bring it more in line with forecasts of what we can reasonably expect technology and operational improvements to contribute, as a significant step towards lessening the sector's climate change impacts.

The clear advantage of such environmental taxation, which would be billions going straight to the coffers of European chancellors, is that society gets hospitals, schools, increased old-age pensions and many other sensible and worthwhile investments that also create thousands of jobs, It is difficult to understand why the air transport industry continually seeks to deprive society of these benefits by refusing to face up to its responsibilities and pay tax on its fuel, VAT on its tickets and the cost of its environmental impacts. 

Our environment cannot cope with industry leaders like British Airways and BAA promoting 'business as usual'. Their support for emissions trading is merely a light green curtain in front of a stage full of pollution. Avoiding the worst impacts of climate change will mean a lot less air travel and a much higher environmental tax regime during the 21st century than the industry forecasts or is prepared to pay.

All sectors of our economy must play their part in reducing greenhouse gases, not just pretending to, as we move towards a low-carbon future. This will include doing away with the tax-free 'favoured nation' status of air transport. And the sooner the better. 
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