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Despite numerous reports showing that those disturbed repeatedly by noise suffer sleep loss, fatigue and accidents from concentration failure, particularly whilst performing complex tasks,  and that school children exposed to noise experience reduced cognitive performance (the mental process by which knowledge is acquired, including reading comprehension), those involved in pursuing airport development have been reluctant to acknowledge this.   

In the White Paper on the Future of Air Transport (December 2003), the DfT stated that it would take account of existing guidelines from WHO (there seems to be little evidence that this is occurring) and that this department would support research, obtaining better evidence relating to whether aircraft noise exposure interferes with children's cognitive performance.  The results of a major study are now available, and may make uncomfortable reading for airport developers.   

The Lancet paper and its' accompanying Commentary, show conclusively that aircraft noise may impair children's performance at school.  The study, led by Professor Stephen Stansfeld (Bart's and the London, Queen Mary School of Medicine) is multinational, studying the performance of 2844 primary school children attending 89 schools near major airports in the Netherlands, Spain and the UK.   This study is probably the largest and most comprehensive so far carried out and the research team included specialist workers in psychiatry, public health medicine and epidemiology (including statistics).   In contrast with some previously reported studies, The Lancet study took into account  such factors as the effects of noise from road traffic, and the social economic status of children in the different schools enrolled in the study.   Of particular importance is that in the UK, aircraft noise assessments were based on the noise contours provided by the CAA.   

It must be appreciated that children are likely to be adversely affected by environmental insults during the critical stage of their development and The Lancet paper makes it clear that primary school children may have less capacity than adults to cope with stressors because as yet they have less capacity than older persons to anticipate or understand such effects.  This extensive multinational study showed that chronic aircraft noise resulted in an impairment in reading comprehension, recognition memory and annoyance; road traffic noise seemed not to affect such factors.   In the UK, the study showed that an increase in aircraft noise by 5 dB was equivalent to a 2 month reading delay and 1 month in the Netherlands.   The authors emphasise that teacher frustration and frequent communication interruption between those teaching and those being taught ("jet pause") could be responsible for the cognitive effects which were reported.   

The Lancet Commentary written by Peter Rabinowitz from Yale University "Is noise bad for your health?" highlights the importance of The Lancet paper and also points out that environmental stress may induce sleep disorders and cardiovascular disease.  The Commentary emphasises the importance of a study carried out in Munich in which long-term memory and reading deficits in school children were reversed when the old Munich airport closed, but emerged in children near the new International airport.   

A relatively recent report from Sweden has also concluded that community exposure to aircraft noise may be associated with hypertension.

The Lancet paper and Commentary, together with others cited in these publications, must now be brought to the attention of those responsible for developing Environmental and Health Impact Assessments.   The Lancet report states that "schools exposed to high levels of aircraft noise are not healthy educational environments".   The findings are such that BAA is acting as both enabler and regulator and this should be called into question; the health and development of our school children must not be at the risk of being affected by Government priorities for commercial developments.  The statement in the Government's White Paper that "airport operators should endeavour ........ funding for school trips away from the noisy environment - specially where the loss of amenity outdoor may be severe" reveals a somewhat cavalier approach. 

Local Environmental and Health Authorities must also be familiar with these recent findings and be prepared to ensure that those likely to be affected by aircraft noise, particularly vulnerable groups, which include school children, are afforded protection.  The Government has a duty of care to its population, particularly vulnerable groups, and consequently stakeholders must be involved in consultation and their views, particularly if supported scientifically, respected.   The Government claims to be committed to an Integrated Policy Assessment in which different Government departments have a major role, when major developments such as airports, are proposed.   There is little evidence that such departments as the DH or Department of Education and Skills, have so far made a major impact.   Hopefully these departments will take note of the two current communications in The Lancet, together with a previous publication "Unhealthy Airports" published in August 2004.   
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