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A new aviation policy

The Government is developing a radical new policy for aviation.  A draft White Paper is to be published in March 2012, and the final White Paper in March 2013.  The new White Paper will contain revised policies on limiting noise, pollution and climate change impact.  In terms of new runways, it will not announce where new runways are to be built.  Instead it will set out general policies against which planning applications for new runways, or for airport expansion, will be judged.

As a first step, the Department for Transport (DfT) has published a ‘Scoping Document’ asking for views on the issues that need to be resolved in the new White Paper.
    Unlike the period before the 2003 White Paper, the Government is not intending to employ an army of consultants, instead they are looking for ‘evidence-based responses’.  We are concerned that this may slant the result towards the aviation industry who are well practised at commissioning biased reports from tame consultants.

GACC will be responding with as much evidence as we can muster.  We hope that many of our members will also respond and/or give us their views.
  We will send our draft response to our member councils and groups around the end of May.  If individual GACC members would like to see our draft, or can help us with expert advice, please let us know. 
Aviation must be greener, says Transport Secretary
The Scoping Document is a breath of fresh air after all the years of aviation-can-do-no-wrong pronouncements by the Department for Transport .  
In his introduction, the Secretary of State for Transport, Philip Hammond, writes:  “When this Coalition set out its programme for government last May, … we began straight away by cancelling the third runway at Heathrow and making clear our opposition to additional runways at Gatwick and Stansted.   … The previous government's 2003 White Paper, The Future of Air Transport, is fundamentally out of date, because it fails to give sufficient weight to the challenge of climate change.  In maintaining its support for new runways – in particular at Heathrow – in the face of the local environmental impacts and mounting evidence of aviation’s growing contribution towards climate change, the previous government got the balance wrong. It failed to adapt its policies to the fact that climate change has become one of the gravest threats we face.” 
Welcome endorsement for GACC which has for long been drawing attention – admittedly without much success - to the fact that aircraft from Gatwick have been undermining national and local climate change targets.
    
The Secretary of State continued:  “…transport needs to be greener and more sustainable, with tougher emissions standards and more sustainable technologies. To do that, we must succeed, where the previous government failed, in striking that balance in our framework for aviation.  … the aviation industry needs to do more, not just on emissions but also in terms of its other environmental impacts, particularly noise.”
GACC Meets Aviation Minister
A team from GACC, with Sam Gyimah MP, has had a meeting with Rt Hon Theresa Villiers MP, Minister of State at the DfT with responsibility for aviation.   She impressed us with her understanding of the environmental issues.  We emphasised to her that it was not sufficient to say that technological progress would enable more flights:  it was also important that any benefits should be shared with the local community.

She had studied the GACC paper on approach noise and promised that our proposals would be given serious consideration.
   Among the issues discussed with her was whether approach paths should be concentrated or dispersed – which is one of the questions in the Scoping Document.  The Minister showed real interest and understanding, and we were able to point out both the injustice of concentrating the misery on the few and the problems of spreading the disturbance over a wider area with a greater number of people.  We suggested that the government should commission research before deciding future policy.
The long delayed noise action plan

The Gatwick Airport noise action plan, as required under the 2002 EU Noise Directive, was to have been published in December 2009, then in April 2010, and we are still waiting.  GACC, and many of our members, put a lot of work into suggesting improvements.  We wait agog.
A noise envelope ?? 

One novel idea in the Scoping Document is expressed in the question:  What are your views on the idea of setting a ‘noise envelope’ within which aviation growth would be possible, as technology and operations reduce noise impacts per plane?    GACC’s preliminary reaction is that this would be a good idea if, but only if, the envelope was set at the present level of noise;  if it contracted year by year so as to share the benefits of technology with local residents; if similar envelopes were also set for pollution and for CO2 emissions; if compliance was monitored and enforced by an independent agency;  and if an immoveable envelope were to be set around the airport boundary.
It would, however, be a bad idea if the noise envelope was set at a size to accommodate future growth (ie Gatwick airport’s plans for a 25% expansion); if it did not contract; if it did not cover other environmental impacts;  and if it depended on voluntary compliance.   An example of a bad envelope was the condition set  that a third runway at Heathrow could be built if the noise contours did not expand.  An unbelievable promise had to be made that the runway would only be half used;  and the press was full of stories about how the civil servants and BAA had connived to fiddle the figures of future noise levels, including inventing a future ultra-quiet aircraft not yet on the drawing board!  
An example of a good envelope was the 2001 Gatwick legal agreement, brokered by GACC, in which the local authorities agreed not to challenge airport planning applications within the airport boundary on a number of conditions, one of which was that the noise contours would halve over ten years. This was achieved - with compliance monitored annually by experts employed by West Sussex County Council.  Most, if not all, people in the Gatwick area have benefited substantially.
Master Plan for Global Infrastructure to make a big profit
Gatwick Airport Ltd (GAL) are making no secret of the fact that their owners, Global Infrastructure Partners, plan to sell the airport in 2018 – 2020.   Their aim is to make the airport more attractive for passengers and for airlines, and to sell it at a profit.  Nothing wrong in that – if it is not achieved at the expense of the surrounding communities.
The key test will come when they publish their new Master Plan this summer.  Will they seek more night flights?  Will they seek to attract more noisy long haul aircraft?  Incidentally it is worth remembering that a Master Plan is only a wish list compiled by a commercial company.  Because it is given capital letters some local authorities tend to treat it as Gospel.  
Will the Master Plan come clean on what we guess must be their long term aim:  to put in a planning application to build a second runway after 2019 (when the legal agreement runs out)?   And to sell the airport with permission – thus making a big profit for their foreign investors while causing maximum aggro and blight for local people.   How will the chairman of GAL, Sir David Rowlands, reconcile that with his statement a year ago that they had “not a shed of interest” in a second runway, and that a second runway “would not be built in the foreseeable future”?   
Good news - complaining about aircraft noise is not a criminal offence !
Ann Jones, an elderly lady living in East Grinstead, has for many years been annoyed by aircraft noise.  When she found that her complaints were having no effect, and frustrated that she could only speak to an answerphone not to a real person, she adopted an unusual tactic:  she rang the airport’s complaints line every time a plane went over.  

Some years ago the airport reported her to the police, and she received a caution.  She went on complaining.  The airport reported her again.  The duty solicitor at the court advised her that it was not worth challenging a large and powerful company.  She was fined.  She went on complaining.  In July 2010 the airport reported her to the police again.  The Criminal Prosecution Service charged her with the criminal offence of using a telephone to cause annoyance.
  But this time she contacted GACC and we got in touch with the Environmental Law Foundation;  they arranged for her to be represented by a top class London firm of solicitors and a top class barrister.

There was a long delay, during which time the anxiety caused her health to deteriorate.  But eventually the case was heard on 15 February.   The magistrates found that all her calls were legitimate complaints, and that she was not guilty of trying to annoy the airport.

That this case was ever brought was a total waste of time for the police, and a disgraceful attempt by the airport to intimidate an elderly lady in poor health.  As she said:  “It was their aircraft which were annoying me;  not me annoying them.”
What the case reveals is that the airport complaints service has no idea how to deal with regular complainants.  It is reasonably good at dealing with one-off complaints, and can usually explain why a particular aircraft is off-track or too low.  But it is hopeless at dealing with complaints from people who have aircraft – albeit on track - overhead almost every minute of every hour of every day.   The great majority of such people, of course, suffer from ‘complaint fatigue’.  When nothing happens as a result of their complaints, they give up.  Some people, however, complain once a day, some compile a list of all the times that they are annoyed.   But a couple of years ago the airport introduced a new policy of not replying to ‘persistent’ complainers (a pejorative term which implies that it is the complainers who are at fault).  Ann Jones’ court case was never reported to the airport consultative committee. 
After the court case GACC offered to help the airport improve their service - here are our suggestions:

1. replace the answerphone by a real person;

2. give people who make regular, or multiple, complaints an acknowledgement at least once a month, and a detailed report on the situation once a year;

3. make a personal visit at least once a year to people who are distressed by aircraft noise;

4. include all complaints in the statistics, even if multiple complaints are shown separately.

Providing a proper complaints service would cost the airport extra money but it is their responsibility and their duty to look after people who are adversely affected .   Since 1920 aircraft have been exempt from legal action for nuisance.  You can sue the man next door if he makes too much noise but you can’t sue an airline or an airport.  In return for this privilege the airports should treat those driven to distraction by noise with understanding and consideration.   
Fair tax on flying – yes please.
The Government have had to drop their plan to replace air passenger duty (APD) with a per plane tax – despite the change being supported by easyJet, Gatwick’s largest airline.  The decision was a result of threats by other airlines to take legal action for breach of international agreements which ban a tax on aviation fuel (a per-plane tax could be held to be similar to a tax on fuel).   APD is, however, to be reformed and private jets, which pay no duty at all, will be brought in.  Despite screams from the aviation industry, backed up by the Daily Telegraph (which relies heavily on airline advertising), APD was not reduced, although the increase due this year was postponed to next year.
Gatwick Airport have proudly announced that they have joined the Fair Tax on Flying campaign.  We hope they will be handing out leaflets at the airport drawing attention to the following facts:
Airlines pay no tax on aircraft fuel.   Motorists pay 59 p a litre duty on petrol and diesel.  The price including fuel duty is subject to VAT at 20%.  Thus the tax on petrol is at a rate of approx 160%.  Tax on aviation fuel is 0%.

Airlines pay no VAT.    There is no VAT on airline tickets.    

There is no VAT on the purchase of aircraft.   Motorists pay VAT at 20% on the purchase of cars.  There is no VAT on the servicing of aircraft.  Motorists pay VAT at 20% on the servicing of their cars.

There is no VAT on goods sold in airport duty-free shops or on meals served on aircraft.  Motorists pay VAT on most goods and meals in motorway cafes.

Airports pay no tax on alcohol and tobacco.  No tax is paid on drink and tobacco sold in airport duty-free shops, or on board aircraft.  Tax on a bottle of whisky in the High Street is £6.66.  Tax on cigarettes in the local shop is about 80%.

Airlines do pay air passenger duty and the total revenue from this duty in 2011-12 is forecast at £2.5 billion.
  Based on Treasury estimates, the loss of revenue as a result of no fuel tax and no VAT on airlines is over £11 billion a year.    To achieve fair tax with motorists, air passenger duty would need to be more than quadrupled !

£9 billion tax subsidy.   Thus, compared to car travel, air travel benefits from an annual tax subsidy of around £9 billion.   The 50% of the population who don’t fly (mostly the poor) are paying a subsidy of around £600 per head to those who do fly (mostly the better off).  Almost 20% of the cuts in public services could be avoided if there were fair tax on flying.

GACC subscriptions for our financial year, May 2011 to April 2012, are now due.  If you pay by standing order, or if you have sent a subscription to cover five years, thank you.  If you are due to pay this year, you will find a subscription form enclosed - we look forward to receiving your cheque.  


Thank you all for your support.








�   � HYPERLINK "http://www.dft.gov.uk/consultations/open/2011-09/consultationdocument.pdf" ��http://www.dft.gov.uk/consultations/open/2011-09/consultationdocument.pdf� 


�   Responses have to be in by 30 September, but the sooner the better.


�  Gatwick – wrecking climate change targets.  � HYPERLINK "http://www.gacc.org.uk" ��www.gacc.org.uk� Environment/climate change


�   � HYPERLINK "http://www.gacc.org.uk" ��www.gacc.org.uk�    Latest news.  Approach noise


�   Section 127 (2) of the Telecommunications Act 2003.  ‘A person is guilty of an offence if, for the purpose of causing annoyance, inconvenience or needless anxiety to another, he  ....persistently makes use of a public electronic communications network.’  


�   � HYPERLINK "http://cdn.hm-treasury.gov.uk/2011budget_annexc.pdf" ��http://cdn.hm-treasury.gov.uk/2011budget_annexc.pdf� 
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