County Councillor’s Notes for August

Not another Runway

Most of the opposition to Stanstead having a second runway is based on the environmental consequences. 13 Listed buildings will be destroyed, including 2 ancient monuments, as well as many non-listed properties and large amounts of productive farmland. Then there is the atmospheric pollution, high above the earth, which is several times more damaging than the same exhaust closer to the ground. I would like to add a less-well known objection to these.

Stanstead, like Gatwick and Heathrow, is owned by the British Airports Authority (BAA) and as such has a near monopoly of airport capacity in South East England where the majority of the UK population lives. In this commanding position, BAA has no incentive to let the three airports compete with each other, yet if this monopoly was broken up, Heathrow would have to become more efficient. Extra runways at both Heathrow and Stanstead would be unnecessary.

Recently Heathrow’s inefficiency has been brought into sharp focus by the failures at Terminal 5. At Stanstead passengers at the Long-Stay car park are squashed into buses at densities that would be illegal even for cattle. After a flight they are abandoned to wait in the pouring rain, frost and snow or searing heat for the bus back to their cars. The service is dire and this airport cannot cope with its existing capacity so we must not grant it more.

Not that I am against flying: air travel is important to the economy (and business); it is an essential part of the globalisation process which is bringing prosperity to developing countries and making the world a more tolerant place. But the growth in air traffic is overwhelmingly from leisure travel, not business. More than 80% of international travellers at UK airports, and 60% at Heathrow, are holidaymakers. Outbound tourism outstrips inbound by £18 billion and UK hotel chains complain of unfair competition from budget airlines.
This unfair competition is not hard to see: There has always been one rule for the air industry and another for the rest: motorists pay higher tax on petrol but aircraft pay no fuel-tax at all, the EU imposes draconian standards on car manufacturers but leaves aircraft design untouched, and the Department for Transport stopped matching road building in line with rising traffic needs - but has refused any attempt to curtail air travel.

The Environment Secretary urges retailers to phase out old-fashioned light bulbs, the Treasury dubs air travel so evil that passengers must pay more tax, yet Ruth Kelly (the Secretary of State as I write this) blithely waves forward flights, runways and the roads that connect them.
I am opposed to another runway at Stanstead and another runway at Heathrow because Heathrow is not full. BAA’s own figures demonstrate this: Government consultation on the 3rd. runway states that 67 million passengers used Heathrow in 2006, and this could rise to 122 million if a third runway were built. It also shows that 95 million people could use Heathrow if “maximum use were made of existing runways”.

It would do this by using larger aircraft like the Airbus A380 but there is no incentive to do so with the attraction of a 3rd runway in prospect at Heathrow and another at Stanstead.

BAA wants to create a “hub and spoke” network centred on Heathrow. Against this:

1. Transit passengers spend almost no money in the UK yet their flights create pollution, congestion and waste energy.

2. The “hub and spoke” model assumes that it’s more efficient to put passengers on feeder flights in and out of a hub airport rather than flying them straight to their destinations. This fails on missed connection, delays and lost baggage. “Terminal 5” is a by-word for disorganisation and incompetence. Those airlines which followed this model all went bankrupt: Swissair, Alitalia and KLM. The most successful airlines like Ryanair and Virgin offer point-to-point services.

London has an ideal site for a vast new airport that should replace Heathrow – an artificial island in the Thames estuary: it would:

1. Prevent  take-offs and landings over densely populated parts of London.

2. Almost eliminate noise pollution

3. Easily connect to a high-speed rail link

4. Cost less than baling-out Northern Rock

5. Be paid for mainly by selling off Heathrow.

The time is overdue for the Department for Transport to stop playing pupil to BAA and take on its responsibility as Master.
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