East Midlands Airport Draft Action Plan

Comments of Mark Todd – Member of Parliament for South Derbyshire

1. The Draft makes frequent reference to the merits of local determination of noise controls. Since the airport is not designated and there are no obligations linked to planning consents it would be valuable to set out what “local determination” actually means. Paragraph 3.10 correctly states that controls are “set at local level by the airport in consultation with local authorities ...” (my emphasis). The paragraph then goes on to opine “local accountability in this context delivers greater effectiveness and responsiveness” (again my emphasis).  How does that accountability function? Decisions are ultimately taken by the airport. The accountability of the decision-makers is to their board and shareholders. Those who object can be heard but they have no means of making the decision-makers  “accountable”.  Local residents are essentially powerless. This makes the obligation of the Secretary of State to review and approve this document critical.  One of his or her priorities, should the airport propose no change to their proposals following this consultation, should be to establish a meaningful accountability for the noise management of the airport. I have never been a strong supporter of designation which would make this a matter for national determination influenced by national strategies and carrying the burden of the litigious framework of the London airports. An alternative model might involve the development of the ICC from a consultative model along a genuinely independent path, independently resourced, with clear accountability links to local communities and users, and empowered to challenge the airport and force action.



2. The draft essentially endorses the supposed “stringent” noise controls set out in the Master Plan. It thus utilises the 1996 base point for noise disturbance and repeats the obligation to maintain contours for 2016 within that shape. As others have pointed out this uses the noisiest year of the airport’s activity as a base. The benefit of technological change in aircraft fleets is thus not used to benefit residents through the period of this plan. It is not even shared with residents! It is entirely utilised to facilitate increasing volume activity. 

3. The technological change is not driven. The obligation to use Chapter 4 aircraft at night remains set for 2012 (when in that 12 month period is unclear). Chapter 4 is not a novel standard. It was produced many years ago and has been an obligation for new aircraft since the beginning of 2006, with notice of that given in 2001. I note that the airport claims 64 per cent compliance with Chapter 4 at night already. The remaining 36 per cent of non-compliant aircraft should be removed from East Midlands service earlier than 2012. (At the very least 1 January  2012 should be set as the compliance date).  There is a guarded reference to the recession slowing technological change (para 5.2). Any such request by companies should be resisted.  Bearing in mind the imminence of the 2012 “deadline” a schedule showing fleet renewals should be set out. It is by no means necessarily true that all newer compliant aircraft are quieter than their replacements. This will depend on aircraft size so a detailed explanation is required. 



4. It is also noticeable that freight fleet efficiency is not being driven. The data would suggest that the airport is seeing more freight flights with a lower average payload. This is neither desirable from the point of view of residents nor is it environmentally sound. Clearly the economics of freight operation do not sufficiently penalise unused capacity. I noted the Airport’s opposition to a change in aviation taxation (which would have brought freight operations within the compass of the tax). That would have compelled careful thought on more marginal uses of freight. The airport should impose a differential levy to encourage greater efficiency of capacity use. That would both (based on the data shown) reduce flight volume and, together with imposed technological change, improve environmental performance.



5. The time line of this plan, like the Master Plan, fixes to 2016.  That is just over 6 years away. As the paragraph above illustrates this is but a short period of time in aircraft technology and airport planning terms. There is no suggestion here as to how the “controls” so far established will evolve. Bearing in mind that, by implication, the noise contour (however established) is likely to be at or close to 1996 (utterly unacceptable) levels a clearer model for the future is required.  A clear long-term strategy with appropriate governance and accountability is essential.



6. One might imagine that the purpose of a Noise Action Plan was to reduce noise. While it isn’t explicit within this document the effect of its adoption will be that noise will continue to rise. Essentially air movement volume growth will outweigh comfortably any effect of technological change.  I cannot see how this approach is compliant with the purpose of this process. Others have drawn attention to the failure to quantify the effects of this plan. The airport should be straight with consultees. It should set out how many people are affected by noise using the accepted measures (see 7 below) and what the trend will be over the next few years.  I note that the ICC has asked for this information. 



7. Night noise is the major issue at East Midlands. The generally accepted night noise level in the UK is 48dB. Close scrutiny of para 3.14 relating to planning confirms this. However everywhere else in the document 57dB is used. The night contour utilised should be 48dB.

8. The plan, in passing, suggests that the airport work with local planning authorities to ensure that no further noise sensitive development is allowed in areas that might be affected by aircraft noise in the future para 3.8 referring to Master Plan commitments. Perhaps understandably this vague statement is not expanded upon in examining (in para 3.9) the Master Plan’s progress. What exactly does this mean? The noise contour maps attached show areas already affected by aircraft noise. We know that, if the Master Plan is implemented, confirmed in this document, that those areas will substantially enlarge. The implication of this statement is that no development be permitted across large areas of South Derbyshire, North West Leicestershire and Rushcliffe so as to facilitate airport growth. One presumes, since (page 19) “All Master Plan proposals... have been or are being implemented” that the airport has sought to progress this proposal. With what effect? Some possible detail is set out para 3.14 covering planning guidance. In category C any development proposal in an area with night noise above 57dB should not normally be granted. The airport’s plan does not project its contour forward but it is reasonable to suppose that this contour will certainly reach Melbourne for example by 2016. The lower category B covering 48dB night noise (implying costly mitigation measures in conditions) already covers much of Melbourne in the 2006 map attached.  



9. I have raised previously the need to reduce the width of departure routes. With improved technology it should be possible to adhere to narrower tracks which avoid more people.  No further action is committed in this plan. It should be. 



10.  Finally, as part of the process of future management of noise at the airport, a survey should be conducted independently of perceptions of noise. The data could then be used as a base point (for improvement!) in future monitoring. The governance of this survey should lie with the ICC.
This is a poor document which merely confirms the Master Plan, presumes that the Plan’s assumption of increased noise intrusion is approved, maintains the Airport’s own management of every material part of the process and is, in some areas, so opaque as not to be fit for purpose.
September 2009

