Rt. Hon. Alistair Darling, M.P.


Minister of Transport,



         
    
Great Minster House


76 Marsham Street,                                                   .
London SW1P 4DR






March 29th 2006
Dear Mr. Darling,

Proposed Expansion of Luton Airport

We write in regard to the paper “Comments about issues raised concerning expansion of Luton Airport” which accompanied the replies from Karen Buck and from Malcolm Tilling and Magnus Magnusson of GO-East, to letters of protest addressed to you about the Airport’s Master Plan “Project 2030”.

We quite understand that because of your quasi-judicial role in the planning procedure, it would be inappropriate for you to comment on the merits of the Master Plan or the strength of objections raised by local residents.  However, we cannot escape the impression that the Paper 

a) simply repeats questionable statements made by the Airport,  b) omits reference to substantial issues raised by objectors, c) appears to be ignorant of facts on the ground.  
We believe that people who were writing to you with their validly held reactions are doing so based on their confidence in your neutral and objective role as the ultimate arbiter of the process.  If our reactions are shared by others, the process has got off to an unpromising, if not flawed, start.
a)  
Paragraph 2. 
“Over recent years, the number of people affected by aircraft noise has decreased…..” and
“London Luton Airport, in their Master Plan, recognise that aircraft noise is a particularly important issue for local communities……..However, they recognise that some people will be affected by noise for the first time.”  
These statements could have been written by LLAOL, as indeed they were, and are, therefore, familiar to objectors who, in taking the trouble to write to you, are likely to have read the Master Plan in some detail.  Under the Airport’s own figures, night noise is set to increase.  There is considerable challenge to the Airport’s notion of what is an acceptable level of noise.  Even the simplest of souls will recognise that an expansion to 30 million ppa with flights every 90 seconds is going to result in an impact upon the surrounding area which is hugely disproportionate to what was there before.  Probably most people would translate “noise” into “disturbance”.  When described in those terms, it is quite unacceptable to offer a summation which simply repeats the Airport’s own dismissive sentence, “…some people will be affected for the first time.”   
What is missing is some equal awareness of the challenges to the validity of the Airport’s statements.
Paragraph 4  
“These are issues which the Airport will need to consider….”  
In setting down the issues which the Airport “needs to consider”, which  may later be presented by the Airport as its justifications for grabbing 1500 acres of Green Belt, it would be more reassuring to hear from your Department that it is equally aware of the factors which militate against such an attack on the Green Belt, viz. precedent-setting, further pressure represented by commercial interests attracted to the site, incipient conurbanisation, exploitation of value (see below re paragraph 9), not to mention the loss of an amenity which cannot be replaced by re-designating another piece of countryside somewhere else.
Paragraph 5  
The statement about employment prospects is entirely based on the Airport’s claims and betrays no awareness of challenges which have been made to them.  The Paper, in setting out (rather patronisingly, it may be said, viz. “ through what is known as catalytic employment”) some of the possibilities of job creation,  conveys no balancing awareness that an Airport is not a great generator of jobs, there have already been redundancies and there are likely to be job decreases (e.g. baggage, electronic ticketing),  Luton Airport is overstaffed by Gatwick standards, high value maintenance of aircraft is done abroad and that, overall, the management has not been able to back up its figures.  To conclude that the “economic prospects for the area would be poor without it” is an unexamined generalisation which is worthy of the Airport’s own spin.  It betrays no awareness of what number of jobs is being talked about locally, the possibilities of alternative job creation and certainly the more complex issue of balancing the number of jobs against the multiple negative consequences of the proposed expansion.
Paragraph 6
One of the most substantial issues raised by objectors relates to the inadequacy of infrastructure.  Many people must have pointed out that i) the current widening of the M1 results from plans laid down 10 years ago, ii)  Harpenden High St. comes to a standstill when the M1 is blocked,  c) the Lower Luton Road is likely to be impacted in the same way, resulting in traffic taking to roads through the villages, causing their effective 
destruction,  d) at peak times of the day, trains are running to capacity, e) 80,000 people a day, the size of the population of St. Albans, will be travelling to and from the Airport.  To describe this as a “possible” increase in road traffic is breathtaking and suggests that the Department has not grasped the scale of the proposed expansion, is relying heavily on Airport spin and has adopted a mind-set which down-plays validly-made objections.
Paragraph 9

“Airport owned by Spanish company……”

The fact that the Airport is now operated by a “Spanish” company is something of a diversion from the more fundamental considerations of its policy and strategy.  The commercial success of the Airport will depend heavily upon 

1)  ensuring that the Government and community pay the major costs of increased infrastructure ( see below, section c)), 

2)  purchasing Green Belt land at agricultural prices, which will then become high value real-estate on which it can build for profit anything from warehouses to hotels,

3)  exploiting further opportunities for car-parking revenue.
All of these strategies depend upon exploiting the local and national community.

The Paper issued by your Department encapsulates this process in the unthinking, arrogant and ignorant statement, “Clearly the new owners will want to make a profit on their investment.”

There is no indication that the Department is really aware of the details and meaning of the situation or that it feels a sense of responsibility, which it might be expected to have in the light of your “semi-judicial role”, about protecting the community and individuals from exploitation. 
Paragraph 13  
It is reassuring to read that the “Government’s position has not changed” in regard to supporting only a single runway.  However, it is not reassuring to read that this issue is being referred to as a matter to be considered under “land use”.  
The issue is whether such a huge development is going to take place on the basis of a technicality which cannot have been understood in the original framing of the White Paper.
b)  
There is a serious omission in the Paper in regard to the role of Luton Borough Council.  The Council is both a planning authority and the owner of the Airport, receiving revenue from it of £12 million a year.  The Council is likely to support every move for expansion, even if the projections made by the Airport are unsafe.  
There is no awareness in the Paper that there is an issue here of vested interest by a party to the planning process.  
Application for planning permission for Phase I will soon by made.  It is the Airport’s own case that Phases I and II are the same Project;  the completion of Phase I will have a direct impact upon the implementation of Phase II.  
A decision on Phase I will affect a huge area far outside the Borough itself, an indication of which may be found in the list of 26 local authorities who objected to the case for expansion in 2003.  
Furthermore, it must be highly unusual for a local authority to stand to make such financial gain as a result of a planning decision which falls within its own remit.

For these reasons, we support the letters written to the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister by local protest groups, viz. LADACAN and SLAP to ask that the decision on Phase I be “called in” and an independent investigation ensue.
c)  
In regard to facts on the ground, the Paper claims that “developers should pay the costs of up-grading or enhancing road…..services where these are needed to cope with additional passengers…..”  
Construction has begun on the East Luton Corridor at a cost of £21million.  However, only £384,000 of this is being paid for by LLAOL, whose representative, Simon Earle, stated last week at a meeting of Kimpton Parish Council, that if the Government wishes to see additional passenger capacity in the South East, it will have to contribute to infrastructure improvements.  This stance taken by the Airport actually seems to be quite the opposite of what your Department’s Paper sets out.  This strange reversal of consequences in dealing with the Airport may come as a surprise to the Government but it is totally familiar to residents of this area.
In conclusion, we have to say that our assessment of the Paper put out by your Department is that it is inadequate and partial.  The fact that it is also prejudicial to objective process constitutes a strong argument for initiating an independent judicial review at this earliest of stages.
Yours sincerely,
David I Reavell
Chairman

KPG Airport Action Committee
Copies to: 
( inclusion, neither infers nor suggests acceptance of, nor agreement with the sentiments expressed.)
Limit Luton Airport Alliance members 2003

Local authorities

Bedfordshire County Council

Hertfordshire County Council

Dacorum Borough Council

Aylesbury Vale District Council

North Herts District Council

St Albans City & District Council

Dunstable Town Council

Harpenden Town Council

Harpenden Rural Parish Council

Leighton-Linslade Town Council

Chalton Parish Council

East Hyde Parish Council

Ickleford Parish Council

Knebworth Parish Council

Kimpton Parish Council

Kings Walden Parish Council

Lilley Parish Council

St Paul’s Walden Parish Council

Offley Parish Council (incorporating Cockernhoe)

Preston Parish Council

Pirton Parish Council

Redbourn Parish Council

Sandridge Parish Council

Studham Parish Council
Wheathampstead Parish Council

Whipsnade Parish Council

JPCLG – Joint Parish Councils Liaison Group: an informal alliance of 21 parish councils, mainly in the Aylesbury Vale: Aston Abbotts, Bierton with Broughton, Creslow, Cublington, Drayton Parslow, Dunton, Great Brickhill, Hardwick, Hoggeston, Ivinghoe, Marsworth, Mursley, Newton Longville, Pitstone, Slapton, Stewkley, Swanbourne, Tring Rural, Weedon, Whitchurch, Wingrave with Rowsham. 

Civic societies, conservation groups and other voluntary organisations

The Chilterns Conservation Board
The Chiltern Society

Campaign to Protect Rural England (Hertfordshire and Bedfordshire)

Breachwood Green Society

Harpenden Society

The Hitchin Society

Hitchin Forum

Kimpton Protection Group

St Albans Civic Society

Friends of the Earth, Luton

Little Horwood Action Group (near Winslow, Bucks)

East Redbourn Residents

The Leighton Buzzard Society (1,200 members in Leighton-Linslade and the surrounding area)

Noise Control groups

LADACAN – Luton & District Association for the Control of Aircraft Noise

LANAG – Luton Airport Noise Action Group

LLATVCC – London Luton Airport Town and Village Communities Committee, representing 16 town and village communities, and the interests of about 100,000 community residents as follows: Berkhamsted Town Council, Tring Town Council, Parish Councils of Aldbury, Flamstead, Great Gaddesden, Kensworth, Little Gaddesden, Marsworth, Nettleden with Potten End, Northchurch, Slip End, Studham, Whipsnade, Wiggington, and Cholesbury-cum-St Leonard’s.  LLATVCC also represents the National Trust at Ashridge.

PAVAN- Protect Aylesbury Vale Against Noise 

PAIN – People against Aircraft Intrusive Noise (west of the Airport): Town Councils of Leighton Buzzard and Dunstable; Parish Councils of Edlesborough, Eaton Bray, Totternhoe, Stanbridge, Ivinghoe, Pitstone, Slapton, Tilsworth, Eggington and Gt. Billington; Nettleden, Frithsden and District Society; Cheddington Residents Association.
       
SLAP – Stop Luton Airport Plan
M.P’s
John Bercow, MP


Buckingham

Alistair Burt, MP


North East Bedfordshire

Barbara Follett, MP


Stevenage

Oliver Heald, MP


North East Hertfordshire

David Lidington, MP


Aylesbury

Rt. Hon. Peter Lilley, MP

Hitchin and Harpenden

Nadine Dorries, MP


Mid Bedfordshire

Andrew Selous, MP


South West Bedfordshire

