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Due to time constraints, I have not attempted to answer specifically the many detailed questions set out in the consultation document.  Instead I have highlighted a few of the main points that need addressing.

Sustainability must be the key factor driving the approach to managing air transport - we must do our utmost not to leave a worse legacy for our children than we inherited.

Demand management is one positive way forward.  It was recognised several years ago that 'predict and provide' is a major problem, and that it could no longer be allowed to drive road transport policy.  However, it continues to drive air policy, so the aviation industry continues to live a charmed life, which it does not deserve.  Because airports generate road traffic, congestion, pollution, land take and noise, this is having a severe negative effect on the effectiveness of all other transport and planning policy. Unchecked, demand could double by 2015, requiring four new airports! This would be preposterous, completely unsustainable - and what is more, unmanageable.

Planning concerns and accountability

There are concerns that people's rights are not being properly protected by airport committees or local authorities, who have no obligation through planning permission to take into account the wider effects of airport development. 

The public inquiry system has been speeded up for major projects. Planning 'guidance', rather than regulation, means local authorities can ignore it. Many people no longer trust the planning system, as developers have clear advantages. They are often supported by local authorities, who recognise them as a source of finance, and are afraid of expensive appeals, so choose to ignore the overwhelming views of the citizens who elected them. It is also arguable whether the DETR can sponsor aviation and also represent the public interest. The relationship between airports and the community is critical for sustainability. And consultation must be meaningful.

Airports policy should form part of a regionally accountable framework, subject to Local Agenda 21 sustainability criteria. (1)    RDAs do not seem to be giving a good lead on sustainability or consultation. People would be better served by an independent regulatory body to oversee operation and development of airports.

Environmental effects and real costs

Climate change and effects of air travel on the ozone layer are important concerns which are not being addressed in the rush for more passengers.  John Prescott says "We risk major irreversible changes unless we significantly cut emissions of greenhouse gases".  Even water vapour emitted at high levels may contribute. Aviation has a key role.  It is accepted that air travel is the fastest growing contributor to global warming. 

The rate of growth of air travel in recent years is unsustainable, and cannot be allowed to continue. This is fed by cheap fares, subsidised at the expense of more sustainable modes. A change must be brought about so the most environment friendly options (trains and buses) are cheapest, to encourage a switch away from the most polluting (air and private car).

The report by Oxford Economic Forecasting, commissioned by the DETR, was not asked to consider the environmental cost of aviation, or to assess the size and impacts of subsidies to the industry.  External costs caused by aviation to the countryside, climate change, ozone layer, pollution, congestion, noise, health, and stress on workers and the public, are obviously very considerable, and it is vital that they are taken into account.  These may be difficult to value, but it must be done.  (It is also wrong for airports to be exempt from Integrated Pollution Control and Air Quality Management.)  Schipol airport imposes a noise tax; Geneva bans night flights. Action is possible now to introduce noise and air pollution charges.  

All economic forecasts are distorted by excluding environmental cost.  It is impossible to calculate how much the taxpayer is paying to support airport jobs.  In any case, charter flights do not produce anything like the 1000 jobs per million passengers often claimed.  The bigger the environmental impact, the greater the lie about jobs created.  We are also exporting our wealth through aviation to places like Spain and Florida, undermining local resorts.

Noise is an issue for a great many people.  An EC Directive states that the number exposed to aircraft noise is unacceptable, so action must be taken to reduce those affected.  Nightflights particularly should be discouraged.

Greater efforts need to be made to maximise the tranquility of the countryside.

Solutions

Many flights, particularly domestic UK flights, have to be taken into account because of the Kyoto agreement. Many are unnecessary, and would scarcely be used if the prices were adjusted so there were a 'level playing field'.  Short-haul, internal UK flights should therefore not be expanded - many could and should be diverted to rail.  A comparison on tax between cars, train fares, and aviation reveals that we have an absurd system.  The government should be in the front line in Europe of those calling urgently for and putting into place aviation fuel tax, and other measures such as VAT on airline tickets, to help remedy the current imbalance which favours the most unsustainable mode.  Fuel tax revenue should be hypothecated to sustainable transport.  Air travel uses far more fuel and produces more pollution than any other form of public transport.  Absolute limits on the number of air movements should be established.  The favourite DETR term 'mitigation' should be replaced with real policies for sustainability. 

Air traffic control already claims to be 'in crisis' and is about to be put through changes which could increase safety risks.  The number of 'near misses' that already take place is alarming.  Any continued increase in flights in such circumstances could exponentially increase the risks.

Flights should be more expensive, but should include free train, coach or bus travel to reduce the number of passengers driving their own cars to airports. Air fares should cost substantially more if parking for private cars is included.

Surface transport

There is a vital need not to increase road traffic, yet for every million extra passengers (an increase which Luton has seen every year for the last 3 years!) at least 800,000 are still using their cars. (Current throughput 6.2m passengers = about 10m car journeys a year!) This excludes 8000 airport workers.  It is a vast increase which is unsustainable and cannot continue.  It has a knock-on effect throughout a region, adversely affecting any attempt through LTPs to reduce traffic, congestion and pollution. It adds to the millions of working hours lost through people stuck in traffic.  

Increased air journeys also leads to calls by some for more roads, which do not bring economic benefits, as they create still more journeys, causing further congestion, but they also ruin the countryside, reduce biodiversity, and contribute to a lower quality of life for a greater number of the population. The economic benefits of the aviation industry for the few must not be allowed to continue to have a negative effect on the many - this impoverishes our country by increasing the rich-poor divide.  It is extraordinary that the document seems not to mention the economic and social disbenefits of unbridled expansion. This is despite the fact that widely promoted links between aviation growth and economic growth are unproven.

The government must refuse financial assistance for new or improved roads to airports. (The East of England Development Agency, without any local consultation, recently called for development of Luton's eastern corridor.) Suppression of demand must be assisted by substantial investment in public transport infrastructure, especially the rail network. In continental Europe this is recognised as a necessity, and it is long overdue that the UK made serious efforts to catch up.  Money earmarked for expansions in air travel should be diverted to improving the rail network.

Freight

The government recognises that more freight should be switched to rail.  It must therefore assist in providing conditions and mechanisms whereby some of the cargo currently travelling by air can be switched to rail. Attention should also be given to some long distance air cargo being switched to rail - or water - to complete its UK journey.

Holidays to hell

The increasing drive to reach unspoilt holiday destinations causes serious environmental impacts, particularly developments affecting biodiversity and quality of life for residents. This is unsustainable and irresponsible. The government should act to cap flights that contribute to damage to sensitive parts of the world, and also act to support organisations promoting sustainable tourism.

Issues for Luton

Luton Airport is on a plateau above the large town below.  Expansion is already having impacts on the surrounding road system, threatening precious remaining green fields, and adding to air pollution and danger from both surface transport and planes themselves. It is completely unsuitable for further expansion.

Rail access to Luton Airport from the west could make a substantial contribution to road traffic reduction over a wide region. The Translink busway currently proposed by Luton Council is a local scheme which would cost over £70m, and as officers have admitted, would do nothing to reduce car use. It is an unsustainable solution, ruling out railfreight on this corridor as well as a vital strategic regional link to the West Coast Mainline. The correct option must be train or tram, or a combination of both, along the existing railway tracks.

Luton Airport has begun a process of exploring how to reduce the number of passengers and airport employees using cars, but in the meantime, expansion is increasing car use day by day.  Far more needs to be done, and a more radical approach taken.  We would like them to recognise that the proposed busway would not be efficient or cost-effective, and call for western rail access.

Enclosure (sent separately in post)

(1) Enclosed is the introductory page of the Luton Local Agenda 21 Transport Group report 'Sustainable Moves', and its recommendations relating to Luton airport. The report is published in full in a document called 'Building a Sustainable Community in Luton', submitted to the DETR by Luton Borough Council.

