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From 21st. February to 19th. June National Air Traffic Services (NATS) held a public consultation over changes to flight paths which will have a considerable effect on the whole of Cambridgeshire south of Cambridge City. NATS established a web site, sent DVDs to County, District and Parish Councils and to some Libraries. The videos were of high quality and so were the maps of the areas affected. Interactive high-speed broadband meant that many people could find out just how the flight paths would affect them (or not). 

Despite a polished, state-of-the-art PR exercise, NATS have demonstrated a high-handed disregard for open consultation. In a model of “We’ll tell you what we want you to know” they have flatly refused to answer questions, answer the phone, attend public meetings or provide hard evidence for the changes.
There can’t be many reasons for flying rough-shod over those most affected but I can offer a few: 
1. They are afraid that close questioning will reveal that their work is poor. 
2. They are hiding something and the suspicion grows with every refusal to co-operate.

3. They have a prejudicial interest in carrying-out the wishes of their paymasters who are few and powerful compared to the residents who are many and powerless. NATS is owned by the Government, the major UK airlines, the British Airports Authority, the Banks and some NATS employees.

4. This is a test-case for suppressing planning consultations in general by limiting both the period of consultation and information available to minimise any public hostility.
There are two core proposals in the NATS scheme. The first is to use new technology called PR-NAV which is almost a fly-by-wire system that enables aircraft to fly much closer together, and so maximises the use of air-space. The second is to increase the number of aircraft stacks above Cambridgeshire from two to three, to lower the base of the stack and to move a couple of other stacks in Essex.

Today, aircraft must maintain a vertical separation of 1000 feet and a horizontal distance of 3 miles. This sounds a lot but a modern jet covers 3 miles every 20 seconds. In practice the distances are much larger than this. However, with PR-NAV these limits can be much closer to the minimum, so increasing the traffic over any given flight path. The stacks over Cambridgeshire are for Luton and Stanstead and at the moment there are only 2 stacks both used by aircraft queuing for both airports. This mixed-destination arrangement means that if an aircraft heading for Luton is delayed it can also delay an aeroplane above it heading for Stanstead where there may be no delay at all. Stanstead is busier than Luton - hence the need for two stacks dedicated to Stanstead and one specially for Luton.
Of the 10 new flight paths, 9 directly affect the SG8 post code – everywhere from Melbourn to the Hertforshire border and south of Cambridge City. Residents will suffer “Significant Community Annoyance” (World Health Organisation) which starts at 50 to 55 db and 10 db lower at night. 57 decibels is the sound of a garden mower and not very loud. But people don’t mow their lawns 25 times an hour nor do they mow them in the dark. But aircraft fly through winter and at night. In the countryside, there is almost total silence at night so the noise will appear much louder.
The new flight paths are intended to direct noise away from centres of population, where it would not be heard above the background, to quiet rural areas where it would certainly be heard. NATS argues that fewer people will now be affected - but they cannot expect intelligent people to believe this claim because the reverse in true: the background noise in towns drowns out the sound of aircraft but if there’s no background noise at all you get the full effect. Government guidance is to direct air traffic away from populated areas (which will almost always be Labour seats.) Contrary to this policy there is an EC Directive: “To preserve environmental noise quality where it is good.” How very inconvenient for NATS and their Government paymasters.

Residents want to know why there have to be stacks and why the stacks cannot be over the sea. After all, the military use sea-space for training and they are subject to ultimate NATS control. They also want to know how “centres of population” were defined and why NATS urban-area data is so old – Cambourne and Papworth Everard were much smaller 8 years ago than they are now.
If this consultation has demonstrated anything it is how much NATS can get away with. It is a token consultation at best and doesn’t do justice to the 4 years of detailed planning. It has been a sham consultation of the most manipulative kind and is a poor testimony to the professionals in Air Traffic Control and beneath contempt for the countryside of Cambridgeshire.
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