FROM THE JOINT COMMITTEE OF NATIONAL AMENITY SOCIETIES

Future Development of Air Transport

Department for Transport

Room 1/28c

Freepost LON 17806

London SW1P 4YS

27th November 2002

Dear Sir or Madam,

FUTURE DEVELOPMENT OF AIR TRANSPORT 

CONSULTATION RESPONSE

We are responding to the consultation in spite of the High Court ruling this week about the exclusion of Gatwick.

1. Introduction

The Joint Committee of National Amenity Societies consists of the national amenity societies which by law must be notified of all listed applications that involve the demolition of listed buildings in England and Wales. It also includes the Civic Trust and the Garden History Society which must be consulted over certain works to historic gardens and landscapes. This response is the collective view of the Joint Committee, though individual societies may also be submitting their own more specific comments.

To help illustrate the scale of our concern we attach a synthesis of the various assessments of the  impact on the historic environment of the proposals in all the regional studies. This was compiled by the Council for British Archaeology. At this stage we will not be commenting in detail on the value of  individual buildings and sites at risk, most if not all of which are known to us. Our objection is to the proposals as a whole: we do not intend to argue the merits of one group of buildings compared with another.

2. Summary of Response

· The consultation asks if it is possible to expand airport capacity while minimising environmental damage. In the case of the extraordinary potential damage to the "heritage" we say confidently that it is not.

· We are very concerned by possible damage - both direct and indirect - to historic buildings, monuments, sites, settlements and landscapes that could result from many of the proposals throughout the country. The lack of detailed information on the precise impact on the historic environment of some of the regional proposals is regrettable. However our strongest opposition is to the various options for the South East at Heathrow, Stansted and Cliffe; and for a possible new airport in the Rugby/Coventry area.

· The sheer scale of the possible damage to sound historic buildings and sites at Heathrow and Stansted under the different options is without postwar precedent, and should be wholly unacceptable as it would be under any other commercial or private development.

· Under planning law proposals for the demolition of listed buildings or those seriously affecting scheduled sites are normally only granted consent under exceptional circumstances; and almost never when the building is in a sound condition as is the case with the vast majority, if not all, of those identified as at risk. 

· Many existing buildings and structures likely to be affected will not be listed but nevertheless form a valuable part of the overall historic environment. 

· The scope for ameliorating the effect on the historic environment by dismantling and re-erecting a small proportion of the most important buildings is extremely limited, and will almost always be both technically and philosophically highly problematical. It is not a serious option and should form no part of the discussions.

· The historic environment is a finite resource that cannot be renewed once it is lost.

· The whole basis of the proposals is misconceived - that of uncontrolled growth in demand for air travel, and commercial pressure from airlines and airports for further unjustifiable expansion. We believe many of the arguments for unchecked expansion put forward in the consultation document are weak, 

· The development of a proper integrated transport policy, eliminating subsidies and other incentives to unsustainable, cheap air travel, should reduce the need for additional runway capacity. 

· The proposals in the RUCATSE report of 1993 were rejected principally because of the environmental damage they would have caused. The latest proposals are just as serious for the historic environment (and more so in some locations) and should also be rejected. The Government should be thinking more radically about proper longterm solutions that do not depend on destroying our precious heritage.

3.   Airport Development    

Heathrow

(i) The area to the north of Heathrow is a quite remarkable and special historic survival so close to the centre of London and engulfed by more recent development. It also includes individual historic buildings of great importance, including one - Harmondsworth barn - which is one the finest examples anywhere in the United Kingdom. It is an enclave rich in historic interest that merits special measures to protect its sensitivity. Instead we have proposals that would destroy much of its historic interest, and which would be unthinkable if any equivalent form of commercial or private development  were proposed. 

(ii) The proposed additional runway is shorter than that proposed in the RUCATSE report of 1993 though in the same general location. The latter would have devastated Harmondsworth, Sipson and Harlington, with the loss of  43 listed buildings,  two Mediaeval churches and large numbers of buildings within conservation areas.

(iii) On the face of it the current proposal appears to be a concession, allowing for some reduction in the effect on heritage sites. But this is an illusion.

(iv) If consent for a short runway is given, the pressure from airlines to increase its length in the future will be irresistible, we believe, even if legal agreements are entered into to prevent this. It is also clear that the siting of  a short runway as proposed would inevitably require the construction of a sixth terminal, with serious potential consequences for the historic environment.

(v) Even if a short runway is never extended the importance of the statutorily protected buildings that could be lost or irretrievably compromised is without precedent within recent memory. As well as Harmondsworth Barn (Grade I and scheduled ancient monument), another loss would be St Mary's Church which was upgraded to Grade II* after the RUCATSE Report and which we argue should be Grade I. This contains a 12th century south arcade and doorway as well as a 14th century chancel. In addition eight other Grade II buildings would be lost as well as about a quarter of the conservation area. Beyond this immediate and direct effect, many other historic buildings in the vicinity would be seriously at risk from the increased noise. For example the Grade I church at Harlington would be close to the east end of the new runway and could well become unusable. 

(vi) British Airways in a meeting with one of our representatives were open about why they were pressing for further expansion at Heathrow; and it is widely known that other airlines prefer this option. But  we should not tolerate such appalling destruction to the heritage simply to prevent Heathrow slipping slightly down the pecking order of international airports, or to allow airlines to expand as best suits them.

(vii) The proposed new runway is in an unacceptable position and should be rejected.

Stansted

(i) The options of up to three extra runways at Stansted are hard to take seriously when the devastating impact on the historic environment is taken into account.  In the worst case the SERAS reports identify up to 64 Grade II listed buildings that would be affected as well as one Grade II* and two scheduled ancient monuments. This is roughly equivalent to the total number of demolition applications in England and Wales annually, with one critical difference. With rare exceptions consent for demolition of listed buildings is only granted in cases where the buildings are exceptionally and severely devalued, for example by having been almost wholly destroyed in a fire, or having become so decayed  that they have lost everything of historic interest. As far as we know none of the buildings or sites at risk from extra runways is in such a condition that would normally justify consent for demolition. We know of no case, including the Channel Tunnel Rail Link, where the potential impact on the historic environment has been so drastic.

(ii) Even under the options of one or two extra runways the cost to the heritage is extreme, and should certainly not be portrayed as an acceptable compromise that somehow balances heritage concerns with the needs of airlines.

(iii) As at Heathrow the wider impact on the historic environment outside the immediate study area is specially worrying. For example, Tilty Church is an outstanding monastic survival, the future of which could be jeopardised under some of the options. Just as significant is the dramatic degradation of the ancient hamlets and villages that characterise the countryside surrounding the airport. The construction of new airport buildings, the commercial development that will follow in its wake, the big increase in housing for new staff,  and the

            widening of narrow country lanes, will transform the historic nature of the area.

(iv) The area around Stansted is wonderfully rich in history - in both individual buildings, sites and settlements. This should be valued and protected. It is particularly ill-suited to further airport expansion.

Cliffe

(i) Though much attention has been given to the impact on wildlife, the effect on historic    

            buildings of a wholly new airport is also far more damaging than anything seen in other 

            major infrastructure proposals  - the loss of a Grade I listed church, one Grade II* building 

            and up to eight Grade IIs.    

            In any other context this would be unthinkable and so it should be here.

Rugby/Coventry new Site

(i)        The report identifies the loss of one scheduled ancient monument, and impact on the 

      setting of two others, as a result of the elimination of the villages of Church Lawford

      and Kings Newnham. For some reason it makes no mention of the Grade II buildings and       

      structures that would be destroyed - eight in Church Lawford including its 13th century 

      church; and six in Kings Newnham  (total 15).

Other Airports

(i) The impact on historic sites and assets of expansion elsewhere is only identified at a limited 

            number of airports, which is most regrettable.

(ii) We would strongly oppose the destruction of the Bickenhill conservation area under options for new runways at Birmingham, with the possible loss of Grade I listed St Peter's Church.

(iii) In the South west 79 listed buildings lie within 2.5km of Exeter airport; 47 of Newquay; 43 of Bournemouth; 21 of Bristol and 19 of Plymouth. Though many of these buildings would not suffer direct damage, they would be vulnerable. 

(iv)      Other airports inevitably contain scheduled sites and listed buildings within a 5km radius 

      but the precise effect is hard to assess.

3. Listed building/Scheduled monument consent

(i) Air travel is a commercial operation and the pressure for expansion has come from airlines 

            and airport operators. In any other circumstances listed building or scheduled monument 

            applications to destroy large sections of statutorily protected heritage assets for commercial 

            gain would be rejected out of hand, and rightly so. Consent is almost never given for 

            demolition of buildings that retain their historic integrity and interest, which would be the 

            case with the vast majority, if not all, those identified.  

(ii) In addition dozens of unlisted older buildings within conservation areas, or which are 

            integral parts of the local historic environment, appear to be in danger and should not be 

            seen as dispensible.  

(iii) Noise and other forms of pollution are likely to jeopardise the continued use of and care for many more historic buildings over a much wider area. Blighted by airport expansion, the future of previously much loved structures in the vicinity may be put in doubt, with the erosion of their historic character and possible deterioration as the longterm outcome. This largely falls outside the planning system but over time this insidious process can be as destructive as more direct threats. 

4. Amelioration

Reference is made to the possibility of  reducing the number of historic buildings facing outright demolition by relocating some of them - the implication being that if the most important ones can be "saved" by this method, the loss of others may be acceptable. We reject this most strongly, and suggest it would be wholly mistaken to regard this as a serious answer to the heritage threat.

Relocation can take two forms - the most technically difficult, expensive and least common is by undermining the building and lifting it whole to a new site. What is much more usually meant is dismantling the building and re-erecting a replica using a proportion of the materials salvaged from the original. On the face of it this may seem easier with timber-framed buildings, but the loss of historic fabric and identity is inevitable however carefully it is done. Equally important is the removal of the structure from its historic context and setting, inevitably destroying the link between it and its historic site, and in the process seriously diminishing its value and interest. 

5. The Need for Radical Thinking

The Joint Committee of National Amenity Societies must leave judgments about the real need for airport expansion and the best ways of achieving a sensible transport policy to those better qualified to do so. However we would like to make the following points:

(i) In rejecting all the runway options that result in serious damage to heritage assets we are not 

            opposing the need for economic development. Rather we urge the Government to think 

            more radically about more imaginative ways of creating a long term, sustainable transport 

            policy that is achievable without destroying large numbers of historic buildings and sites in 

            the process.

(ii) The absurdity of using "predict and provide" as a basis for planning transport policy is self-

            evident and does not need arguing. It also seems clear that completely unchecked growth in

            air travel bears far too high an environmental price. The Government should acknowledge 

            the need for some control - whether through fiscal measures, the reduction in subsidies, the 

            rationing of airport capacity, or in other ways.

The recent State of the Historic Environment Report reveals that 37% of overseas visitors in 1996 specifically mentioned visiting historic sites as an important reason for coming here. It would be ironic to destroy important parts of our rich cultural heritage for an unknown projected growth in air traffic.

In his introduction to the SHER Report Sir Neil Cossons, Chairman of English Heritage, states "The historic environment is always subject to change. This is not a matter for regret, since without change there would be no history. But change needs to be managed intelligently. Things that people value should not be thrown away thoughtlessly, through ignorance of for short-term gain."

The UK's historic building, monuments, sites and landscapes are a finite and constantly eroding resource. We must value them and protect them. Their loss should not be seen as the inevitable consequence of progress. Once lost they cannot be recovered. The Consultation Document concedes the scale of the damage to the heritage resulting from several of options. The Government should recognise that this is too high a price to pay, and think again.

Yours sincerely,

Philip Venning

Deputy Secretary  

