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Due to volcanic ash, all UK air space was closed for six days in April 2010.  No aircraft took off from, or landed at, Gatwick Airport, the second largest airport in the UK, between Thursday, April 15  and Wednesday, April 21.
This situation created an unparalleled opportunity to study the environmental impact of the airport.  The Gatwick Area Conservation Campaign decided to undertake research into the public reaction to the unexpected absence of aircraft noise, and the cessation of airport-related road traffic.  The Environmental Research Group, at Kings College, London University, in conjunction with Reigate and Banstead Borough Council,  has undertaken research into the decline in local pollution at Gatwick.

GACC circulated by email a questionnaire (copy attached) to 40 parish councils in an area of roughly 15 miles radius from the airport.  All are members of GACC but this did not distort the results as there are no councils in the area which are not members of GACC.  The population of the councils varied from 300 to 3,000. 

 The questionnaire was also sent to 22 environmental and amenity groups, and to three airport-related groups.  
Care was taken to avoid any obvious bias.  The questionnaires were filled up mainly by the parish council clerks (who are employed locally), or by their chairmen, in some cases after consultation with their members.  While it would not be suggested that these replies represent a scientific or democratic sample, there is no reason to suppose that this process introduced any bias into the results.  Similarly the environmental and amenity groups are normally concerned with issues such as countryside protection, planning, wildlife and local history:  while they might be expected to put a rather higher value on peace and quiet, they are not normally concerned with airport issues.   
A low response rate

It was disappointing that replies were received from only 13 parish councils, and from  only four amenity groups.  Not surprisingly all three airport-related groups replied.   While these response rates would be considered respectable for postal market research, they raise the obvious possibility that those who did not bother to reply  were those who least welcomed the new-found silence.  This explanation is, however, counteracted by the fact that all the councils and groups send an annual subscription to GACC demonstrating some concern about the airport.  More likely explanations would be that:

a. some of those to whom the questionnaire was sent may have been stranded abroad unable to get home, or were concerned that friends or relatives had had their travel plans disrupted;
b. while GACC took great care not to rejoice in the situation and to acknowledge the severe problems caused by the aviation shut-down, the press and TV were full of reports of thousands of cases of hardship:  many of those to whom the questionnaire was sent may have felt it inappropriate to welcome the silence;
c. the ten days given for completing the survey coincided with the busiest period of activity in the national and local elections.  At least one person to whom the questionnaire was sent was a local government candidate;
d. all organisations are suffering from ‘consultation fatigue’ – constantly consulted on every type of issue, seldom thanked, and with a general impression that their replies are ignored.
The low response rate means that we cannot present the results as a definitive scientific study.   Moreover, of course, the replies themselves are inevitably subjective and depend on the personal opinions of the person (or persons) filling in the questionnaire.  But for what they are worth, the results are summarised below.
Substantial environmental benefit
Almost all those who responded said that most people in their area had noticed the absence of aircraft noise.  And almost all said that it had been seen as a substantial environmental benefit.
A couple of parish councils, both about 15 miles from the airport and not under any main flight path, said that only a few people had noticed the difference, and that the benefit was small.

Wonderful

Respondents were asked to choose the adjective which had most frequently been used by local people to describe the situation.  The most frequent was ‘wonderful’.  Other descriptions were ‘amazing’, ‘pleasant’, ‘peaceful’, ‘weird’, and ‘profound’.    One comment was: “It shows that aircraft noise has crept up on communities so that only when total peace is restored do people realise what they have lost as a result of airport expansion.”

Daytime most important

Most benefit from the quieter skies was felt during the daytime (8.00 am to 7.00 pm).    All bar two respondents marked this as 5 out of 5.  

A considerable benefit was felt during the evening (7.00 pm to 11.00 pm), with councils and groups giving an average mark of 2.7 out of 5.

The morning period (6.00 am to 8.00 am) got a lower mark, 2.3 out of 5.

Night-time (11.00 pm to 6.00 am) was the period when least benefit was said to be felt.  
What is the cost of noise?
The questionnaire stated:  ‘It is notoriously difficult to put a monetary value on peace and quiet, and many academic studies have run into difficulties.  But comparing the situation with no aircraft noise with the normal level of noise, how much do you think it would be reasonable to ask airlines to pay per passenger to compensate for aircraft noise?’

While it might be thought that there would be a natural temptation to penalise the airlines by giving a high figure, this was probably tempered by the fact that many of those responding, and their families, use air travel themselves.
The replies varied from nil to £10, but the most frequent figure was £1 per head.  

Airport-related road traffic

Although Gatwick is on the M23, it has no main roads to the east or west, resulting in a high level of traffic through many villages.  This situation has been aggravated in recent years by the use of SatNav equipment which enables drivers to choose the shortest route across country.  But it has always been difficult to ascertain how much traffic is airport-related.
The replies reflected the topography of the road network, but nine councils and groups reported a 10%, 15%  or 20% reduction in traffic levels, and a 5 or 10 minute improvement in journey times.

Peace, birdsong and clear skies
When asked ‘what was it that people said they noticed most when there were no aircraft’, a feeling of peace was recorded most often (average marks 4.7 out of 5), closely followed by birdsong (4.6) and by clear skies with no contrails (4.5).
Old fashioned country noises, such as dogs barking/cocks crowing, or people talking/children playing, were noticed less often, averaging only 2 out of 5 marks.
In the absence of aircraft noise, other noises become more prominent.   Road noise and lawnmowers were mentioned by most respondents but only with low marks (2 out of 5) for their importance.  The noise of small aircraft or helicopters was given a high mark by a number of councils and groups near Gatwick.  Although Gatwick was closed, private aircraft were permitted to operate from Redhill and Biggin Hill: they made the most of the unexpected freedom to fly over and around Gatwick causing a good deal of annoyance.
The benefits

Finally councils and groups were asked to mark out of 5 what were the main benefits of no aircraft.

More enjoyment of the countryside was mentioned by all and given top marks by nearly all.  This probably included people who found more enjoyment in their gardens.  
Making life less fraught was the next most important benefit (4 marks out of 5) , closely followed by no visual intrusion, not having to look up (average 3.9).
Other benefits recorded by most respondents were lack of interruptions and the ability to carry on conversations (3.1 and 2.9 respectively).  One respondent added the comment:  ‘removal of a constant irritation’.
Ten out of the sixteen respondents mentioned unbroken sleep and not being woken in the morning.  These were given average marks of 3.1 and 3.0.  

Conclusions

For six days peace was restored to the countryside around Gatwick.  Older people commented that the world had gone back to what it was like in the 1930’s.  It was a less fraught world with blue skies and birdsong, where one could talk to one’s neighbours without constant interruptions and without constant irritation, and where one could sleep more soundly at night.
It was a reminder of what the world would be like today if aircraft had not been given exemption from the laws limiting noise which apply to every other industry.

No one in their right mind would suggest that all air travel should be stopped.  The very real benefits of peace and quiet do, however, suggest that continuing pressure needs to be exerted to secure more stringent controls on aircraft noise.  This has been the prime purpose of GACC over the past forty years.  We have achieved a good deal but this survey shows that there is still a long way to go.
�   � HYPERLINK "http://www.londonair.org.uk/london/reports/airportclosure_20042010.pdf" �http://www.londonair.org.uk/london/reports/airportclosure_20042010.pdf�
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