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7 May 2008 

The Secretary

BAA Airports Inquiry

Competition Commission
Victoria House
Southampton Row
London
WC1B 4AD

BAA Airports Investigation

Our comments on the ‘Emerging Thinking’ Report are attached.  

It appears that members of the inquiry are not entirely aware of the physical restraints on the expansion of Gatwick.  I therefore enclose seven copies of a booklet Gatwick - why a new runway won’t work, and would be grateful if you could pass one to each member of the inquiry.

It is not the normal role of this association to defend BAA but we feel that some of the criticisms, especially in paragraphs 214 onwards, are unfair.  We would be pleased to explain why, if that would be helpful.

Yours sincerely

Brendon Sewill CBE

Chairman
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Comments on

the Competition Commission

BAA MARKET INVESTIGATION 
Emerging Thinking Report
May 2008

Comments on the BAA Emerging Thinking Report
GACC, established in 1965, has as members over 100 councils and environmental groups, and is the main environmental organisation concerned with Gatwick Airport.

As an environmental organisation, it is not for us to comment on whether increased competition between the London airports would lead to a better service for air passengers.
Environmental safeguards

We are, however, concerned that increased competition could lead to a reduction in environmental protection. Competition should not be achieved at the cost of more noise or more pollution.   Many environmental measures are laid down in regulations imposed by the Department for Transport, and these of course would remain in force.  Important safeguards were, however, also contained in the s.106 agreement signed in 2001 which is now up for re-negotiation.

It is vital that, if Gatwick is to be sold, that the terms of sale should contain basic environmental safeguards.  While we recognise that environmental issues are outside the Commission’s remit we would hope that any recommendation for the sale of Gatwick would include a reference to the need to maintain or improve the protection given by the 2001 s.106 agreement.
Flawed analysis
We feel that the analysis relating to additional runway capacity is ‘emerging’ but has not yet fully emerged.   The analysis pays no regard to the problems of climate change, no regard to the rising cost of oil, and no regard to physical constraints of finding space for new runways.  It also ignores the recent statement by NATS that if all the plans for new runways in SE England were to go ahead, there would be no room for the aircraft in the sky.  
Even if the Commission is barred from making recommendations on environmental issues, the analysis must be flawed if such issues are ignored.  It cannot just be assumed that more competition will result in more runways.
It may be true that if the London airports had been separately owned for the past twenty years, each of the airport owners might have pushed harder to obtain planning permission for a new runway.  But the report is flawed in assuming that this pressure would necessarily have succeeded.   
There is huge public opposition to any new runway in the South East, and there was no way in which any Government would have given planning permission for a new runway, let alone two or more new runways, until the existing runways were near full capacity.

It is quite unrealistic to assume that, even with competitive airports, planning permission would have been given for new runways when the existing runways were only operating at a theoretical optimum of around 70% capacity.  That was the conclusion of the RUCATSE working group, of which we were members, and therefore it is not correct to blame BAA for lack of runway capacity.   Even at present Stansted is operating at only just over half its full capacity.
The example of the Manchester second runway is not applicable to SE England.  There was strong political pressure to build the Manchester runway, to enable the north of England to compete with the South.  For example, Manchester City Council and 18 out of the 20 MPs around Manchester airport were in favour of an additional runway.  At Gatwick in 2003 every County and District Council, and every MP for twenty miles around the airport, were opposed to an additional runway.
A new Gatwick runway
The clear implication of the ‘emerging thinking’ report is that if Gatwick were sold, a new owner would  push harder than BAA for an additional runway.  But to push is not necessarily to succeed.  As we wrote in our recent newsletter, a new Gatwick runway is extremely unlikely, because:
Before 2019 -

· There is a cast iron legal agreement that prevents any new runway before August 2019; 

· The agreement could only be overturned by an Act of Parliament;

· The Government has decided that the legal agreement should not be overturned;

· The situation would not change with a change of government:  the Conservative and Lib Dem Parties have stated that they are opposed to a new runway at Gatwick;

· Even if legislation were introduced, it would probably not be passed by the House of Lords.

After 2019 -

· Although the 2003 Air Transport White Paper mentioned the possibility of a new Gatwick runway if a Heathrow runway failed to meet environmental conditions, the Government appears determined to press ahead with Heathrow ;

· There is no physical space for a new runway between the towns of Horley and Crawley.  As BA has commented, the current plans show the runways so close together that the airport could not operate efficiently;
· A change in the ownership of Gatwick is not going to alter the topography of the area;

· If concern about climate change goes on increasing, that is likely to rule out any new runway;

· If the cost of oil keeps on rising, or if a future Government decides to tax aviation fuel, the growth in air travel will slow down or stop;

· If by 2019 new runways have been built at Stansted and/or Heathrow, which Heaven forbid, there will be no commercial case for a Gatwick runway;

· If the pressure of public opposition has defeated the Stansted and Heathrow proposals, there is no reason to suppose that the opposition will be any less fierce from around Gatwick.
We therefore feel that it would be misleading and inaccurate for the Commission to include the possibility of a new runway as a reason for recommending the sale of Gatwick.
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