Fly now, grieve later

Air travel is set to become the world’s largest contributor to climate change, but governments around the globe are refusing to deal with this.    In aviation, Britain, after the United States, is the world’s worst climate change culprit.  The government’s policy of trying to get aviation into the EU emissions trading scheme won’t solve the problem.

These conclusions - directly relevant to the main themes of the G8 Summit and Britain’s presidency of the EU – are contained in a new study written by Brendon Sewill, a former Treasury adviser.

‘Fly now, grieve later’, published by the Aviation Environment Federation, also draws on academic analysis to show that the external cost of UK aviation (what the polluter should pay) is in the range of £6 billion to £12.5 billion a year.   These figures, far higher than previous estimates, will increase the pressure on the government to tax air travel.

International treaty obligations are reviewed, with the conclusion that - given the political will - tax on aviation fuel, VAT on air tickets, or an emissions charge, are practicable, and would be far more effective in tackling climate change than including aviation in the EU emissions trading scheme.  Such action - even if negotiations succeed - is likely to prove ineffective:  for example, it is shown that British Airways would only need to buy permits to cover 0.25% of the damage caused by their CO2 emissions.  ‘No wonder the airlines like the emissions trading scheme so much’ says Sewill.

Brendon Sewill was responsible two years ago for persuading the Department for Transport to re-run their computer forecasts on the assumption that by 2030 air travel would pay the same tax as car travel, proving that no new runways would be required.

Claims that taxes on air travel would harm the poor are rebutted;  and suggestions that the aviation industry is of such economic importance that it should be exempt from normal tax are disproved.  “No one is suggesting that people should stop flying, merely that with fair tax, the soaring growth in air travel would be slowed down.”

The excuse that it is necessary to wait for international agreement before governments can act, is shown to be false.  Immediate measures which could be taken by the UK include increasing air passenger duty, imposing VAT on air tickets, abolishing duty-free sales and amending the planning system to discourage airport expansion.  “Only if action on these lines is taken,” says Sewill, “can Britain have any claim to lead the world on climate change issues.”

