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The Air League – UK Government Air Transport Policy
Issues and solutions or ‘Here's another fine mess you've gotten me into!’
How did we get where we are today?
The air transport policy of the UK Coalition Government is in total disarray.  The Government should be helping the UK aviation industry to benefit the nation as a whole; instead it actively hobbles the industry and hands UK business on a plate to our competitors.  
After only ten months in office, the Coalition’s ideological antipathy to aviation has become even more entrenched than when the two parties tried to outshine each other’s green credentials at the election. 
The pragmatic transport policy adopted by the previous Government has morphed into a ‘rail is good, air is bad’ mantra that unthinkingly damages not only the aviation industry, but all those who are dependent upon it – our global businesses, our inbound tourism industry, and the peripheral regions of the UK. The proposed rail developments will consume billions of taxpayer pounds over the lifetime of several Governments in order to shave minutes off journeys between central London and a handful of nearby cities that are already well-linked to London. At the same time, this Government ignores the needs of all our growth industries by refusing to allow private developers to use their own money to provide the nation with the extra runway capacity in the south-east that it (and the nation as a whole) requires. And all in the supposed name of environmental chastity.
Aviation is a substantial net contributor to the Exchequer – it contributes more than the much-vaunted bank levies, and certainly more than meets the calculated environmental costs. It carries over 200 million passengers annually, it contributes some £50 billion a year to the economy and supports the employment of 1.5 million people. It pays for all its own vehicles, airports, policing, security and terminals - even its regulator, the CAA makes a 6% return to the economy. It would like to contribute even more to the Chancellor if only he would let it grow. And yet aviation is still pilloried.

The Problem

Previous policy commitments to new runways in London and the south east have been overturned.  ‘No new runway’ is now the official policy for Heathrow, Stansted and Gatwick. We now have a policy of ‘better not bigger’ when what the nation needs is ‘better AND bigger’. In the ten months since the government took office, Teesside and Leeds Bradford have lost their longstanding air links to Heathrow; Plymouth has lost its frequent daily air link to Gatwick (it lost its Heathrow air link 20 years ago); Glasgow has lost six flights a day and its competitive service to Heathrow; and frequencies to other UK points have reduced substantially. The airlines and IATA are already up in arms about the impact – both current and for the longer term – of the Government’s fashionable assault on UK air transport. 
These routes have been lost, and more are at risk, because of the Government’s belief that the free market can solve all problems. It cannot. In a free market, the value of scarce slots at Heathrow and Gatwick rises exponentially with increases in demand. Airlines which can carry 400 people to Beijing or New York will bid far more for yet another scarce slot than can a regional carrier seeking to link a peripheral part of our nation with its capital, its commercial hub, and provide connections to the wider world. If the Government continues to deny the right of our devolved administrations, our Crown Colonies and the more remote parts of England to have access to the world, it will simply increase the pressure on land, houses and services in the already congested South East as regional companies with national and global ambitions are forced to relocate closer to Heathrow and Gatwick just to stay in business.
To add insult to injury, the Government has persisted with its regular increases in Air Passenger Duty, and has no plans to scrap the tax when the EU imposes its expensive emissions trading scheme on airlines next year. The Government has long given up the pretence that APD is an environmental tax – it is a cash-cow to help pay for new rail infrastructure. At the same time it has done nothing to curb the newly-competing airports of Heathrow and Gatwick from greatly increasing the cost of accessing their scarce resources for domestic flights. ‘Bigger’ aircraft and profits for the airports, but not ‘better’ service for the vast bulk of the nation that cannot reach the nation’s global hub in less than four hours. Perhaps it is no coincidence that only one of the Ministers or Junior Ministers in the Transport Department represents an area north of Watford  (Hemel Hempstead to be precise). 

The Government tries to encourage Heathrow to be used more by long-haul passengers, yet there is evidence of a reduction in UK long haul passengers flying on intercontinental services from all UK airports. This is not surprising to those of us in the industry who saw this coming. Why pay £170 APD for a business class trip to China when for just £12 extra, the passenger can fly from Heathrow, or one of 22 other UK airports, and join an intercontinental flight from Amsterdam, or Paris, or Frankfurt? Long-haul business passengers are still flying from the UK, but via continental hub airports where the Governments has either dropped or greatly reduced Air Passenger Duty. Will the inbound business passenger or valuable inbound tourist bother to include the UK on their itinerary only to be hit with taxation and visa charges far above other cities with similar business markets? 
We try in vain to find how any part of the Government’s current approach to aviation will in any way benefit the economy, even though Ministers may recall upholding this as a vital part of the ‘sustainability’ approach to which they still give lip-service.

Conundrum 

Why does aviation bear the brunt of such apparent vilification? It has been at the centre of excellence and innovation in technology and commerce, leading the world, and historically providing one the UK with probably the best and most comprehensive network of air services in the world.  Why is aviation expected to incur the full recovery cost of its greenhouse gases for contributing some 2.6% of total UK CO2 emissions while shipping, which contributes over 3% of CO2 incurs no departure tax for the growing number of cruise passengers sailing from or to these shores?  And where is the similar levy - rather than subsidy - on emissions from agriculture, especially from cattle, which are almost six times the level of aviation emissions?
What is the real cost and benefit to the UK economy of a publicly funded high speed rail link to Birmingham to save 30 minutes on a journey - in 20 years time? Especially when it involves developing some 90 miles of infrastructure at significant environmental cost to the South Midlands. Has the whole life carbon cost of this rail development been realistically measured? And it will it be any more successful than the current railway in providing a 24/7 rail network when engineering closures, leaves, rain, snow, bodies on the line, and the lack of real security on hundreds of miles of isolated track can lead to delays, cancellations, bus substitutions and re-routings.  
However much money is spent on improving the rail infrastructure, we will never be able to match the ability of aviation to cross water, mountains and congested cities without any delays. It alone can meet the real needs of many Westminster constituencies in the South West, in Wales, in the North of England, throughout Scotland and across the waters to Northern Ireland, the Isle of Man, or the Channel Isles. Or is the Government really going to say to these distant millions: “Sorry we can’t help, we won’t help”. They will be permanently disenfranchised from regional air access to a London hub, from maximising their contribution to the economy and helping to secure London’s hitherto leading air transport position in Europe. Ninety miles of twin-track railway to Birmingham in 20 year’s time is one thing – but only two kilometres of runway are needed to link London with every one of the UK’s peripheral cities and a large number of smaller destinations in Western Europe that have also been priced out of the overheated London slot market. 

The Challenge

How is it possible for our air transport operations, particularly at our major south east hub airports, to be better without being bigger in the future when they are already running at 99% of their capacity in the peak? There is already no real resilience and contingency in the system at times of poor visibility or snow – Heathrow did not have (was not allowed to have) spare stands in which to park aircraft while others were being cleared of snow. Resilience means spare capacity - particularly of runway slots and aircraft stands to cope with severe conditions.

The Government needs a complete re-assessment of the value of air transport to the whole UK economy, not only its environmental costs but also the opportunity it affords to travel for both outgoing and incoming business and tourism travel. Not to mention the need for social cohesion across the whole nation and the economic activity that it promotes throughout the land, taking pressure off the South East.  
Every other major world economy recognises the crucial contribution that air transport plays in facilitating trade, tourism, employment and opportunity. In France, our major competitor has allowed Charles de Gaulle airport to grow to four runways, Amsterdam Schiphol has five to handle 43 million passengers a year, while Gatwick is restricted by Government diktat to just one and handles 35 million. India and China see substantial airport developments as being vital to help with their economic development and social cohesion. Recently, Delhi planned, designed and built a new terminal and runway (with British Engineering design and management help) from start to finish in 50 months when Terminal 5 took 20 years from conception to completion. The UK has the experience and capability (and finance needed): it lacks the political vision and will!
To meet the challenge of the global economy and maximise the opportunities, the UK must enable air transport to provide the vital links to both old and new world markets, give the essential connectivity between London and the rest of the nation, and maintain the UK’s competitive position in Europe and the world.
An Air League Solution

The present Government has boxed itself in and is no doubt loath to make more policy u-turns. But turn it must, just as it has done over the sale of the national forests.
The Air League has a proposition that does not involve additional runways in the South East but provides a short-term solution until the next Government reverses indefensible decisions on Heathrow’s third runway and all other runway development. 
We start from the conviction that the UK must secure its vital regional air links to London Heathrow, as recognised by previous Governments and Transport Committee Reports. We believe also that we have to build resilience and contingency into the operational systems and capacity. Bigger AND better. To that end we believe that the Government should consider the following proposal, which involves no extra runway infrastructure.
The first part of the proposed solution is to overturn the Government’s stance on refusing to allow an increase in mixed-mode operations at Heathrow (mixed mode is already allowed for up to six movements an hour in order to reduce unnecessary crossing of live runways in order for aircraft to access Terminal Four on the south side).

The industry estimates that this could generate a further eight movements an hour, or some 50,000 movements a year. We would recommend that one half of these movements should not be allocated to airlines, but be held in reserve in order to provide resilience to the whole operation for periods of fog, or snow or general disruption. It would reduce notional slot usage from the current 98% to around 93%.
The other 25,000 slots do not currently belong to airlines and would have been created not by the BAA but by a Government decision. It could then follow the successful approach of the French authorities by choosing to allocate these slots in the first instance to the Director General of Civil Aviation, who would be allowed to release these slots to airlines serving domestic points through the use of the EU PSO provision – there would be no financial subsidies, merely a guaranteed slot which could not be sold on, with ownership and allocation vested with and by the DfT.
Two arrival and two departure slots per hour could be offered to airlines operating such routes, meaning six peripheral communities could be helped in the morning and evening peaks, with middle-day slots available for additional connecting opportunities.

The second part of the proposal is to effectively turn RAF Northolt into Heathrow’s third runway. It would be linked to Heathrow by road (or preferably by a rapid fixed-link service), and to Central London by existing rail and underground links. Because of its short runway, it would be restricted to domestic and short-haul flights to Europe, but a substantial number of flights could be operated without impacting on Heathrow’s capability. This solution was recommended by the House of Commons Transport Select Committee report into Regional Air Services in 1998 and would make much more efficient use of this existing airport facility. It is an idea whose time has come.

Once Northolt was fully operational, the ‘DGCA PSO’ services could be transferred from Heathrow to Northolt and all the 50,000 mixed-mode slots made available to improve resilience at Heathrow. Bigger AND better.

And in view of what is patently its adverse impact on the UK economy and airlines for no proven environmental improvement, we suggest that the overall levels of Air Passenger Duty are reduced to at least those of our major European competitors to reinforce the UK’s competitive position in Europe

Only by taking measures such as these will the position and contribution of the UK air transport sector at its major hub be protected, and ensure a continuation of the vital contribution that civil aviation makes to the UK economy.
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