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THE WOODLAND TRUST RESPONSE TO 
THE FUTURE OF AVIATION

The Woodland Trust welcomes this opportunity to respond to the above document.  The comments that follow are delivered on behalf of the United Kingdom’s leading charity solely dedicated to the conservation of native and broadleaved woodland.  We achieve our purposes through a combination of acquiring woodland and sites for planting and through wider advocacy of the importance of protecting ancient woodland, enhancing its biodiversity, expanding woodland cover and increasing public enjoyment.  We own over 1,050 sites across the country, covering 17,400 hectares.

We would like to address this consultation from two main standpoints.  Firstly, the impact of climate change on the natural environment, particularly ancient woodland, and the contribution that aviation makes to climate change; and secondly the significant impact that development for aviation has on land take especially the potentially devastating effect that airport development has on valuable natural habitats.

Main questions

a) Should the Government choose policies that respond to the demands of consumers and allow current growth patterns to continue, while mitigating the negative effects as far as possible?  Or are the costs of this approach too high and should we therefore choose to limit these negative effects?

In our opinion the costs of unbridled airport expansion in terms of increased emissions and the potential for destruction of natural ancient semi-natural woodland are too high.  As the habitat most representative of original, natural, stable conditions, ancient semi-natural woodland is irreplaceable, and yet it is coming under increasing pressure from development, which airport expansion and associated development will only increase.

The consultation paper claims that ’Many wildlife sites are strictly protected under international and European legislations’ and states that this will mean that airports will have to undertake a full environmental assessment before expanding.  This however ignores the fact that national and international designations such as SAC and SSSI only protect a representative sample of important wildlife habitats.  Ancient semi-natural woodland for example is the UK’s richest habitat for wildlife and yet 85% of it remains unprotected by national designation.  

A Better Quality of Life, the strategy for sustainable development in the UK, notes the particular value for biodiversity of ancient woodland and the trend towards its decline and fragmentation.  The document goes on to state that: ‘The Government aims to halt these trends.  It will review measures for the protection of this woodland and if necessary introduce new measures for giving them added protection’.
  Indeed, indicator S11 in Quality of Life Counts the Government’s indicators for sustainable development is ‘Area of ancient semi-natural woodland’.
  The England Forestry Strategy also commits the Government to review the effectiveness of existing measures for protecting ancient woodland and, if necessary, to introduce new protection measures.
  Despite this ancient woodland often does not receive the protection that it deserves.

An example of this lack of protection was the Manchester airport expansion where 4 hectares of ancient woodland was lost.  Although the developers did offer a £17million wildlife mitigation package, the fact that the woodland that was destroyed is irreplaceable in that it has evolved over more than 400 years means that wildlife mitigation cannot compensate for the loss of this habitat.  Any plans to expand an airport must take into account the likely impact on the local environment.  The loss of an irreplaceable habitat is clearly not sustainable and we ask the Government to ensure that the pursuit of sustainable development indicator S11 is not compromised and commit to there being no further loss of ancient woodland to development associated with airport expansion.

We believe that the costs of unbridled airport expansion would be very high indeed both in terms of climate change and in terms of damage to valuable environmental assets through land take.  We have undertaken a survey of the main airports in the UK and have found that if the following airports were to expand through runway expansion or other related development they would potentially threaten many ancient woods.

Expansion of airports as a threat to ancient woodland – case studies:

Birmingham International – the airport will almost double its capacity by 2006 through expanding the main terminal, which will itself put increased pressure on the surrounding environment in terms of pollution.  This site would be unsuitable for an extra runway.  If a new runway were to be built to the south of the airport, there would be a risk that it would damage Hampton and Elmdon Coppices, which are areas of ancient semi-natural woodland (15 hectares, Grid ref: SP169815), it would also potentially damage two planted ancient woodland sites which are sites that were once ancient semi-natural woodland but have been replanted with non-native species and are still valuable because they maintain some characteristics of ancient semi-natural woodland and can be restored to native woodland.  Barber’s Coppice, (7.4ha; Grid Ref: SP183807), and Asbury’s Coppice (2.8ha; Grid ref: SP190805) would also stand to be lost.  If there were to be expansion northwards two areas of ancient semi-natural woodland would potentially come under threat – School Rough (3.9ha; Grid ref: SP178851) and Alcott Wood (5.4ha; Grid ref: SP173861).

RAF Finningly – if, as is currently proposed, Finningly were to become an international airport we would want to ensure that there would be no expansion east of the development as this would impact on one of the few areas of ancient woodland in the area – Savage Wood (17.8ha; Grid ref: SK640989), a planted ancient woodland site.

Gatwick – expansion northwards as proposed in 1993 by the RUCATSE working group would destroy Edolphs Copse, (17.6ha Grid Ref: TQ236423) a Woodland Trust owned ancient semi-natural woodland, which is designated as a local nature reserve.  Expansion westwards would potentially result in the destruction of Glover’s Wood (part of a larger 30ha ancient semi-natural woodland site Grid Ref: TQ226410) a site part owned by the Woodland Trust.  Expansion south-westwards would result in the potential destruction of Ifield Wood (17.5ha; Grid Ref: TQ244385).  Expansion eastwards would potentially impact upon Horleyland Wood (7.6ha; Grid Ref: TQ289405).  Huntsgreen Wood (1.5ha Grid Ref: TQ2822400), Picketts Wood (2.2ha; Grid Ref: TQ295407), Allens Wood (8.5ha; Grid Ref: TQ300402), and Blackcorner Wood (1.5ha; Grid Ref: TQ297396), Forge Wood (18.2ha; Grid Ref: TQ296390) among others.  Expansion of Gatwick airport by building another runway would also have potentially very serious impact on the ecology of the area as no matter where the runway was sited it would almost certainly destroy significant areas of ancient semi-natural woodland.  We would like to support the Charlwood Society’s submission to this consultation on this issue.

Liverpool Speke Airport – any expansion of Liverpool airport would be of concern to us.  At present Stocktons Wood lies in the middle of the airport area beside Speke Hall (11.32ha; Grid Ref: SJ423827).  Liverpool has little enough ancient semi-natural woodland in its boundaries and it would be unacceptable for this wood to be lost.  If the airport were to expand eastwards, we would be concerned for the fate of Mill Wood (8.7ha; Grid Ref: SJ457836) and Old Plantation (7.6ha; Grid Ref: SJ459823), which are both areas of ancient semi-natural woodland and should be given absolute protection.

London Luton Airport – again it is difficult to see how Luton airport could expand without damaging areas of ancient woodland that are important for the local area.  Winchill Wood (1.2ha; Grid Ref: TL135213), Withstocks Wood (9.7ha; Grid Ref: TL136200, a planted ancient woodland site and ancient semi-natural woodland site) 
Teesside – to the South and West of Teesside Airport lies the River Tees, which will probably constrain expansion in that direction however to the east lie Bunkerdale Wood (3.3ha; Grid Ref: NZ400131), Aislaby Wood (6.8ha; Grid Ref: NZ399115) and Newsham Bank Wood (3.6ha; Grid Ref: NZ386111), which are all ancient semi-natural woodland.  

Stansted – several important ancient semi-natural woodland sites surround this airport: to the north-east lie Pigeon Wood (1.88ha; Grid Ref: TL556245), Philipland Wood (3.05ha; Grid Ref: TL582245) and Eastend Wood (which is an SSSI site, 32.99ha; Grid Ref: TL561254).  To the east lie Airfield Wood (4.75ha; Grid Ref: TL583230) and High Wood (41.59; Grid Ref: TL603219).  To the south-east lie Priors Wood (8.11ha; Grid Ref: TL564217), Runnels Hay (an SSSI, 5.47ha; Grid Ref: TL575210), Canfield Hart (27.52ha; Grid Ref: TL563197), and Brick Kiln Spring (1.89ha; Grid Ref: TL560192).  To the South lie The Wilderness (2.36ha; Grid Ref: TL542224), Taylors Wood (2.68ha; Grid Ref: TL534218) Priory Wood (7.16ha; Grid Ref: TL533215) and Hatfield Forest (an SSSI site, 365.84ha; Grid Ref: TL538201); and to the West lie Round Coppice (4.54ha; Grid Ref: TL528224), Digby Wood (3.02ha; Grid Ref: TL513229) and Parsonage Spring (2.44ha; Grid Ref: TL512234).

If, as was suggested in the Observer recently a new runway were to be built at Heathrow
 this would clearly have significant implications for the local community and the whole of the already degraded environment around the airport.  Failing that there are a few other airports such as Leeds / Bradford and East Midlands where any expansion would probably have very little effect on ancient semi-natural woodland and would therefore be slightly more acceptable from the Trust’s perspective.

Whilst this list is not comprehensive it is clear from the above that any expansion of airports is going to have to be undertaken very carefully.  In view of the Government’s stated policy that it “is keen to ensure best use is made of existing capacity”.
 Many of the major airports in the country are in fact surrounded by ancient semi-natural woodland.  It would in our view be an unacceptable price to pay were these airports to be expanded in such a way that causes the loss of, or damage to, ancient woodland.  We hope that the Government will take the pressing need to protect this irreplaceable habitat into account when it draws up its proposals for regional expansion of airports next year.

b) How should the Government ensure that aviation meets external environmental costs for which it is responsible?  Should greater emphasis be placed on regulation, economic instruments or voluntary agreements? 

Aviation clearly makes a significant contribution to greenhouse gas emissions, as the consultation paper itself points out ‘the contribution of aviation to climate change was 3.5 per cent of the global total from all human activities.  By comparison, the UK’s total contribution is 2.5 per cent of the global total from human activities’ (para 131).  Climate change is perhaps the greatest threat to biodiversity in the UK.  Ancient woodland is especially vulnerable, as many characteristic species will be unable to migrate in response to rapid change due to their poor powers of dispersal.  As aviation is a major emitter of greenhouse gases we believe that it is essential that growth of the sector be regulated and that stringent controls be placed on emissions from aircraft.  

The Government should not in our view see the choice as either regulation or economic instruments but should use a combination of methods.  Strong regulation is in our view essential to ensure that emissions from aviation are cut and kept to as low a level as possible.  These need to be imposed nationally and internationally and will require negotiation between the UK and other countries, we hope that the UK will take the lead in ensuring that emissions from aviation are limited as far as possible.  Regulation should be undertaken alongside incentives for airlines to take a more environmentally responsible attitude towards the environment.  We hope that Government will continue the policy set out in the integrated transport White Paper to “pursue in ICAO the potential for environmental levies and to press for removal of the exemption from tax on aviation fuel, to encourage fuel efficiency.”
  It is also important that a way of internalising the environmental cost in a way that is acceptable to consumers and airlines is found.

There is also, as Transport 2000 recently highlighted, an “urgent need to remedy the anomaly whereby airports are excluded from the provision of the Integrated Pollution Control system”.
  We hope that the Government will remedy this anomaly and include airports in the Integrated Pollution Control system.

c) If aviation covers its environmental costs, should capacity then be provided to meet demand?

It is difficult to see how aviation can cover its environmental costs both in terms of its contribution to climate change and to land take.  The loss of irreplaceable natural habitats cannot be compensated for.  Mitigation or compensatory measures will not adequately compensate for loss of irreplaceable habitats.

Questions on environmental effects:

d) Is a balance between mitigation and compensation the best approach for local impacts?  Are there further steps the Government could take to mitigate the environmental effects of aviation?

It is extremely important that the Government addresses the fundamental unsustainability of unbridled aviation demand.  Mitigation and compensation at a local level implies that expansion is acceptable, whilst it is easy to see the economic arguments behind such an assumption we believe that it is a dangerous one to make.  There is clearly a pressing case for increasing the capacity of the UK”s airports and expansion of the aviation sector seems inevitable.  However, it would be extremely disappointing if this were to happen without taking the utmost precautions to protect the natural environment.  It is impossible to mitigate for the destruction of ancient semi-natural woodland as this habitat has evolved over at least 400 years and may have links back to the ice age, planting new trees to ‘mitigate’ this loss is not adequate compensation – once lost the habitat cannot be replaced.  Rather than mitigating and compensating at a local level the Government should ensure that any expansion harms the natural environment as little as possible so that there is no further loss of ancient woodland around airports.

e) In the long term, where should the UK concentrate its efforts in international negotiations on environmental impacts?

It is in our view essential that in terms of international negotiations, the UK takes the lead in regulating airlines to ensure that they contribute as little to global warming as possible and to favour airlines that favour the latest technologies that reduce emissions and run efficiently.  

As Transport 2000 have shown: “Aviation’s very rapid rate of growth means that it is forecast by 2050 to become on of the single biggest contributors to climate change.  A mid-range forecast suggests that the radiative forcing effect of annual aviation emissions will increase by 700% by 2050.  On this basis, 10% of all new man-made radiative forcing would come from aviation by 2050.”
  As we argue above, regulation is essential.  We hope that Government will take action to ensure that airlines take up new technology as quickly as possible and clamp down on operators who are the most damaging for the environment.
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Ed Pomfret on 01476 581 111, Email: edpomfret@woodland-trust.org.uk, or 

James Cooper on 01476 581 127, Email: jamescooper@woodland-trust.org.uk
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