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The Heathrow decision

The Government decision to go ahead with a third runway at Heathrow represents a reprieve for Gatwick but it is one in which we take no joy.  
The 2003 Air Transport White Paper laid down the policy that two new runways should be built in the South East, the first at Stansted, and the second at Heathrow subject to strict environmental safeguards.  Land at Gatwick, between the airport and Crawley, was safeguarded in case Heathrow was ruled out, and in case a third runway was eventually needed.
We take no joy in the Heathrow decision because we have huge sympathy with all the people affected, both at Heathrow and at Stansted:  we know only too well what hell it would be if a decision was made to go ahead with a new runway here.  Also because, like the Conservative and Lib Dem Parties, we consider the Government’s policy of unlimited airport expansion is wrong:  wrong because aviation benefits from a £9 billion a year subsidy through not paying fuel tax or VAT;  wrong because it means more noise and pollution for the millions of people who live near airports; and wrong because it is totally inconsistent with the Government’s target of cutting CO2 emissions by 80% by 2050.
The battles at Heathrow and Stansted are, however, by no means over.  We will remain vigilant.

Gatwick for sale

Bids to buy Gatwick have to be in by 19 January.  The sale process has been conducted in secret, and we have no idea what potential purchasers have been told.  Selling an old bicycle on eBay would be more open and subject to stricter rules.
GACC has written to the Transport Secretary, Geoffrey Hoon, to express our concern that a vital piece of our national infrastructure is to be sold with no safeguards either for residents or for the wider national interest.  
The sale of Gatwick - and Stansted - is being enforced by the Competition Commission. The Commission’s terms of reference do not include the environment.   In all 107 pages of their recent report
 the words ‘climate change’ do not occur once.  Their recommendation appears flawed, and misleading to potential purchasers, in that it is based on the suggestion that a new owner should be permitted to build an additional runway at Gatwick in order to improve competition - even if Heathrow and Stansted had not reached full capacity.  That would clearly not make sense on either economic or environmental grounds.
GACC has sent a firm response to the Commission.
  We are not opposed in principle to the sale of Gatwick but are concerned about the lack of environmental safeguards.   Our experience with Ferrovial indicates that a foreign owner tends to be less concerned with the welfare of local people than with maximising the profit that they can take out of the country. 
Competition should not be pursued at the cost of a worsening environment:  the sale of Gatwick must not result in more noise or more pollution.  A condition of the sale should be that any purchaser would include these safeguards in the new legal agreement between BAA and West Sussex County Council (see below).

Runway scare
“Secret plans revealed for second Gatwick runway”  -  that was the front page headline in The Times on 18 December.  A ‘confidential memorandum’ was said to have been sent to potential purchasers of the airport.   BAA, however, say (and we believe them) that the memorandum contained no more than extracts from the 2003 White Paper  together with extracts from the BAA Master Plan, published in 2006, which included an indicative sketch for a possible new runway.

Any company thinking of buying Gatwick in hope of a second runway is likely to be wasting its money. The legal agreement prohibiting the construction of a new runway before 2019 remains in force, and runs with the land not with the owner.   The Conservative Party has stated that a future Conservative Government would not build new runways at Heathrow, Stansted or Gatwick.
   So have the Lib Dems.  Every local County Council, Borough Council, District Council and every local Member of Parliament 
 have expressed their opposition to a new runway.
A second runway is not just a strip of concrete:  It would mean a new terminal bigger than T5, twice the number of planes in the sky, twice the amount of aircraft noise, twice the number of airport cars on the roads, twice the level of local pollution and twice the amount of climate change damage.
GACC strategy
While the debate has raged about new runways at Heathrow and Stansted, GACC has deliberately kept quiet.   But we have been active behind the scenes in explaining to politicians and to the press why Gatwick is a non-starter because it is too small   Many copies of our colour booklet Gatwick - why a new runway won’t work have been sent out, explaining why Gatwick can never be made into an efficient airport.
If in future there is a serious suggestion of another runway we are ready to mount a campaign which will be every bit as fierce as those at Heathrow or Stansted.  There is, however, no point in starting too soon - everyone would get bored before we got to the point of decision.  And there is merit in allowing people to live their lives in peace as long as possible.
More noise

Despite all the airline talk about quieter aircraft, noise at Gatwick is getting worse.  The latest official figures show that in 2007 the number of people within the 57 leq contour was 4,800, a 6.7% increase over 2006.  The 57 leq contour measures where the average day-time summer noise is more than 57 decibels: the peak noise of individual aircraft is much more than the average.   
Thanks to the banning of the noisiest aircraft (due to pressure from many groups such as GACC) aircraft noise on take-off is much less than in the 1980’s.  Unfortunately, there has been little improvement in the noise of aircraft as they approach for landing, and they are larger, more frequent and almost continuous, so that the overall impact is worse than ever. 

Noise action plan

Under the EU Environmental Noise Directive, action plans to reduce noise had to be drawn up by July 2008.  The UK Government passed this responsibility to BAA / Ferrovial.  In the last few days BAA has put an interim noise action plan on their website.
    We will be studying it carefully.
In January 2007 GACC suggested to the Department for Transport that, as their contribution to the action plan, they should reduce the maximum noise limits on aircraft departing from Gatwick so as to reflect the banning of the noisier types of aircraft in 2002.  No action has yet been announced.
New Gatwick legal agreement

A new legal agreement (technically a Section 106 agreement) covering the period to 2015 has been signed between BAA and West Sussex County Council / Crawley Borough Council, and has been endorsed by Surrey County Council together with Horsham, Mid Sussex, Mole Valley, Reigate and Banstead, and Tandridge Councils.
  It does not alter the legal agreement that no new runway can be constructed before 2019.
The Councils did their best but BAA were tough negotiators not prepared to sign up to anything that might reduce the price they hope to get for Gatwick. 

The main feature of the new agreement is a requirement on BAA (and the new owner of Gatwick) to produce action plans to cover issues such as noise, pollution, water quality and flooding.  The action plans will be assessed by consultants (paid half by BAA and half by the Councils) to see if they are ‘fit for purpose’.   There is however no definition of what the action plans should contain, and no definition of what purpose they have to be ‘fit for’.
GACC is disappointed that the agreement does not contain legally binding obligations to prevent any increase in noise, pollution and to put a limit on the increase in road traffic and climate change damage. 
Some of the specific legal obligations are pathetic.  For example, on climate change, which the Government considers is the most serious environmental problem facing the world, all that BAA have undertaken to do is to produce a report (contents unspecified) by June 2009 and to “continue an ongoing dialogue on climate change initiatives with local authorities and other key stakeholders.”   

Whether the action plans are effective will depend largely on the goodwill of the new owner of Gatwick.  The Councils are optimistic that the agreement will work:  we hope they are right, and we will keep a critical eye on progress.
The recession
In 2007 Gatwick reached a peak of 35 million passengers.  In 2008 this was down to 34 million.  In December 2008 there was a fall of 14% compared to the previous December.

The region around Gatwick is vulnerable to a downturn in air travel, or to a sudden rise in the oil price as happened last year.   It can be argued that we need to use the downturn as an opportunity to diversify, preferably into more sustainable industries that are not reliant on cheap oil and which can help solve rather than add to energy, climate change and pollution challenges. 
Future expansion

The aim of BAA is to increase the annual number of passengers to 40 million by 2015.  The increase of 5 or 6 million is more than the total size of many regional airports.  It would be achieved mainly by the use of larger aircraft, and partly by filling up the so-called ‘quiet’ times of day.
We are extremely concerned that this increase would only be achieved at the cost of increased noise, increased pollution and increased CO2 emissions.  Indeed it can be shown, using official Government figures, that the increase will cause substantially more climate change damage than is caused by all existing activities - houses, factories, shops, offices, cars and lorries - in Crawley put together.  

By signing up to the new legal agreement, West Sussex and Crawley have committed themselves to supporting expansion to 40 million.  This means that they will not be able to object in principle to planning applications from BAA.  The other Councils, however, while agreeing to facilitate the growth of the airport, state that they wish to do so while ‘preventing or minimising impacts on the environment and where practicable enhancing the environment.’   We hope that this will mean that they seek tough conditions on any airport planning application.
Two nasties for the price of one

The EU emissions trading scheme comes into force on 2 February.   The Government maintains that this is the answer to worries about the rapidly increasing climate change damage caused by aviation.  Aircraft emissions will be capped at 97% of their 2004-6 levels in 2012 and at 95% thereafter.  Airlines will get 85% of their permits free and will have to buy the rest, and any extra, on the market.  
So in theory any extra emissions by aviation will have to be matched by a similar cut by other industries.  That will not work if, as in the past, too many permits are issued.  Moreover there is no provision in the scheme for the fact that aircraft emissions are roughly twice as damaging as emissions at ground level.  So when an airline buys a permit from a company in another industry, the result will be up two, down one.  Hence more climate change damage.
Gatwick planning applications
Runway widening   Following GACC’s objection, the giant A380 is only to be allowed to use Gatwick on diversion not for regular services.
North West Zone new aircraft stands.  Decision awaited.  We have requested that the new stands should only be used while existing stands are being renovated.
North Terminal extension.  Application expected this Spring.  The purpose of the extension is to allow Gatwick to expand to 40 million passengers a year.  GACC will be seeking strict conditions on noise and pollution.

Crawley North East Sector  Following a successful judicial review, another inquiry will be held soon into the application by housebuilders to build some 2,000 houses in a potentially high noise zone close to the land safeguarded for a new runway.
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