Gatwick and Climate Change
A Critique of 

The Gatwick Airport 

Climate Change report

So far as it goes, the report on the climate change impact of the airport, published by BAA Gatwick, is welcome.
  It is one of the first times, we believe, that any major airport in the UK, and so far as we know, any major airport in the world, has published such a report.  It is unusual for any airport to admit responsibility for the CO2 emissions caused by aircraft using the airport.
Nevertheless the report was published with obvious reluctance.   Dated June 2009, it was not made public until August.  There was no press release.  Unlike the practice with other BAA publications, there have been no letters from the Managing Director to stakeholders.  Copies on glossy paper have not been made available - the report merely appeared quietly on the BAA website.  The only reason it has been produced is because to do so was one of the requirements of the 2008 legal agreement signed by BAA, and West Sussex County Council and Crawley Borough Council.

The Gatwick report contains some strong statements -
· Climate change is a serious global issue and one of the greatest threats facing the world today.

· In the UK, CO2 emissions from UK aviation doubled between 1990 and 2000, whilst the combined activities of the rest of the UK reduced by about 9%.

· The UK has the highest volume of [aviation] CO2 emissions in Europe.

·  IPCC [The UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change] estimates from 1999 suggest that the “radiative forcing” impacts of non-CO2 aviation emissions are 2 – 4 times greater than that of CO2 alone.

· DfT forecasts for air passenger demand predict that CO2 from UK aviation will increase by 56%, from 37.5 million tonnes of carbon dioxide (MtCO2) in 2005 to 58.4MtCO2 in 2030 based on CO2 emissions from all flights departing UK airports.

Inaccuracies

It is a pity therefore that the report contains three rather silly statements designed to minimise Gatwick’s responsibility .

1. Air travel makes up 1.6% of worldwide CO2 emissions .....   
The latest scientific research indicates that in 2005 aviation accounted for 3% of world climate change damage, or 4.9% if the impact at high altitude and contrails are taken into account.
     The reason why the global percentage is low is, of course that people in developing countries such as India or China fly very little - but that is no excuse for the high level of aviation emissions in Britain.
2. .... and this could reach 3% by 2050, as the trend for increased air travel continues. 
The 3% figure refers to a scenario modelled by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change  (IPCC) for 2050 where all other industries continue with ‘business as usual’ ie with no cuts in their CO2 emissions.  But this is not going to happen:  the United Nations has agreed that massive CO2 cuts will be essential.  If other industries cut their emissions, the aviation percentage of the total will be far higher unless the growth in air transport is reversed.

3.   Air travel only represents 6.3%  of the UK’s total, with energy suppliers and road transport representing a significantly higher contribution. 
This ignores the fact that aviation emissions at high altitude are at least twice as damaging as those at ground level.
The report follows Government practice in only counting emissions caused by departing aircraft.  If an alternative method of assessing emissions is used - to count the emissions caused by UK residents on flights departing and arriving at UK airports - the total climate change damage caused by air travel by UK residents is at present  nearer 20% of the UK total.
Useful action

The report contains much detail on the action that is being taken at Gatwick to reduce CO2 emissions for which BAA is directly responsible, such as heating and lighting, and airport vehicles.  All this is praiseworthy, although it is similar to the action being taken by every responsible company, and is mostly to the financial benefit of BAA.    
These emissions directly under the control of BAA amounted to 102,000 tonnes in 2008.  They represent just over 1 % of all the climate change damage caused by aircraft using Gatwick.
One small step

Where the Gatwick report breaks new ground is that for the first time it does include some emissions caused by aircraft:  previously BAA have refused to recognise any responsibility for aircraft, claiming that they were a matter for the airlines or for international action.  
The report only includes emissions caused by taxiing on the ground, on take-off and on landing - and only below 1,000 feet.   The climb to, and descent from, normal cruising altitude is excluded.  So too is the whole cruise phase of flights.
The figures given in the report can be summarised as follows:






Tonnes of CO2 per year
Taxiing and hold



149,000 

Take-off and climb to 1,000 feet

130,000

Descent from 1,000 feet and landing
  
  98,000

Auxiliary power units 



  60,000

TOTAL




437,000
It is surprising that the figure for taxiing is so high.  The proposal to encourage taxiing using only one engine is welcome - if it works.  We recall the initiative by Richard Branson, announced with a fanfare of publicity, to reduce climate change damage by towing aircraft to the end of the Gatwick runway.  It proved impractical.
The full picture

The report states that:  To help provide further context it is useful to note that the DfT has calculated that carbon emissions for departing flights from Gatwick Airport to their final destination were 4.4 million tonnes in 2005.
Yet that key statistic is not mentioned until page 19, and then almost as an aside.  
It is necessary to take into account the greater impact at high altitude.   According to the report, the radiative forcing effect is in the range 2 - 4:   even if the lower figure is used, Gatwick emissions are equivalent to 8.8 million tonnes of CO2 a year.
 
That is ten times the total emissions caused by all human activity in Crawley.
   It means that Gatwick is one of the biggest polluters in the south of England.

By comparison, plans for the biggest wind farm in the world, which would cover an area larger than the Isle of Wight,  would save 2.3 million tonnes of CO2 a year.
 

Shirking responsibility
The Gatwick climate change report is thus disappointing.  BAA are still not prepared to take proper responsibility for the damage that air travel causes.   As the report itself states:   Emissions from aircraft in the landing and take-off cycle are therefore less than 10% of the emissions from all flights departing from Gatwick Airport.
BAA makes its money out of air travel but declines responsibility for climate change.  In the past BAA has been compared to a brothel-keeper who, when charged with making money from prostitution, gives as his defence that he does not know what the girls do upstairs.  Now the analogy gets more complex:  the brothel-keeper accepts responsibility for arrangements on the ground floor, and for when the girls and their clients are going upstairs or coming down, but still maintains that what they get up to in the bedrooms is none of his business! 
Getting worse, not better
The Gatwick climate change report is incomplete:  it makes no mention of the current planning application to extend the North Terminal which is designed to facilitate an extra 20,000 flights a year.

That is an 8% increase over 2008 and, with the use of larger aircraft, can be expected to produce roughly an 8% increase in CO2 emissions.
Yet as, the Gatwick report confirms: The Government has recently introduced a new target to bring UK aviation CO2 emissions below 2005 levels by 2050. 

GACC has requested that a condition of granting planning permission should be that the number of aircraft using the airport, or the types of aircraft, shall be limited to ensure that Gatwick remains in line with the Government policy that all aviation expansion shall be conditional on the reduction of carbon dioxide emissions from UK aviation in 2050 to below 2005 levels. 
More recently the Climate Change Committee has reported that even if that target is achieved, it would require all the rest of the UK economy to cut emissions by 90% instead of 80%.   
Biofuels

Biofuels are mentioned in the Gatwick report as part of a possible solution to emissions from the aviation industry, yet the crops needed to supply aircraft carry serious implications for the world’s poor as well as the plight of tropical rainforests.  Moreover, there are serious doubts as to whether the world could produce the quantities needed to fuel the entire aviation industry. To rely solely on biofuels, an area three times the size of Germany would be needed each year to produce enough fuel.

No plane has ever flown on biofuels alone, and the Government has stated that other forms of transport such as cars and lorries would be ahead of aviation in the queue for biofuels.   
Benchmark
In the 2008 legal agreement signed by BAA and local councils there is a further requirement: “to update this report [on Gatwick and climate change] not less frequently than every three years.”   The present report will provide a valuable benchmark.  Every three years it will be possible to see whether CO2 emissions by Gatwick are going up or down, and whether Gatwick is on course to play its part in achieving the Government target.  
But the next report will fail to provide a full picture unless it includes the impact of measures taken to increase or reduce business at Gatwick, including the impact of emissions during flights (not just take off and landing).  And it will need to take account of the full radiative forcing (not just CO2).
Climate change initiatives
A second obligation under the 2008 legal agreement is that after publishing the report the airport will “thereafter continue an ongoing dialogue on climate change initiatives with local authorities and other key stakeholders.”

GACC, as the main environmental organisation concerned with Gatwick, is a ‘key stakeholder’, and we look forward to being involved in the ongoing dialogue.  To start the discussion we would like to suggest the following initiatives:
1.  Advertising.  All advertising in the terminal buildings or on the approach roads which is designed to encourage people to fly should be withdrawn.  We are not saying that people should not fly, merely that they should not be encouraged to fly unnecessarily.
2.  Fly less campaign.    In the same way that electricity and gas companies encourage their customers to use less power, and offer financial help with home insulation, Gatwick Airport should encourage all passengers using the airport to fly less in future.  We are not saying that people should never fly, merely that air travellers should be encouraged to take their share of responsibility for preventing disastrous climate change. 
3.  More information.  The Gatwick climate change report boasts that BAA is a member of the Sustainable Aviation Group.  As a member of this Group, BAA (and all UK airlines except Ryanair) is committed to ‘inform passenger understanding of the climate impacts of air travel, including evaluating carbon offset initiatives as a practical short-term measure.’  This information should be printed on the back of all boarding cards.  
4.  Vouchers.  In the same way that some electricity companies supply their customers with free energy saving bulbs, Gatwick should offer all passengers vouchers towards the cost of rail travel.  These could be used either on journeys to or from the airport, or on future holidays by train.
5.  Aid.  All goods in duty-free shops should be sold at normal prices, with the tax saving donated to help poor countries cope with the effect of climate change.

6.  Limit expansion.  Gatwick Airport should accept our proposed condition on planning permission for expansion of the North Terminal:  that the climate change damage caused by aircraft from Gatwick should not increase.
These initiatives would be small beer compared to the challenge of climate change as described in the Gatwick report, but at least they would show that Gatwick was beginning to take its responsibility seriously. 
� � HYPERLINK "http://www.gatwickairport.com/assets/Internet/Gatwick/Gatwick%20downloads/Static%20files/Climatechange_Report_2008.pdf" ��http://www.gatwickairport.com/assets/Internet/Gatwick/Gatwick%20downloads/Static%20files/Climatechange_Report_2008.pdf� 


�   GACC had pressed strongly that climate change should be included in the legal agreement.


�   Aviation and global climate change in the 21st century  David Lee et al.  April 2009.  � HYPERLINK "http://www.aef.org.uk/?p=479" ��http://www.aef.org.uk/?p=479� 


�   Used when aircraft are stationary with their main engines switched off.  The figure is surprisingly high as aircraft are supposed to plug into fixed electricity supplies.


�   Without including return flights


�   DEFRA - � HYPERLINK "http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/statistics/globatmos/regionalrpt/laregionalco2rpt20051021.xls" ��http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/statistics/globatmos/regionalrpt/laregionalco2rpt20051021.xls�


�   The Times 18 May 2007


�   New Scientist, Vol 199, No 2669, August 2008
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