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PCC Test 7J Airport 

Summary of key points 
1. In the autumn of 2005, the Council commissioned York Aviation to undertake 

a study into the current viability and future potential of Plymouth City Airport. 
2. The report studied a range of scenarios, from ‘do nothing’, through short (48m) 

and long (158m) runway extensions, to a major expansion of the facility.  It 
also considered whether there were any viable options for relocating the 
airport to another site. 

3. The conclusions of the study can be summarised to be: 
 The airport is of significant economic value to the city, both directly in terms 

of employment and indirectly in the promotion of investment in the 
Plymouth sub-region. (see paras. 24 – 33 of the study). 

 The current main runway will become obsolete with the next generation of 
Regional aircraft, which will come into service during the period of this LDF.  
Without some enhancement, the airport would therefore close. (see paras. 
15 – 23 of the study). 

 It is considered to be credible for finance to be raised by the owners and 
operators, to extend the runway to some extent and to reposition the 
terminal and engine testing facilities.  A larger expansion at this point would 
incur considerable financial risk. (see paras. 6.47 – 6.53 of the study). 

 The closure of the second runway and the subsequent release of land to 
the south of the airport would, in-part, provide the resources for this project.  
(see para. 6.46 of the study). 

 Environmental noise can be minimised by the replacement and relocation 
of the engine testing facilities.  (see paras. 6.29 – 6.31of the study). 

 Additional flights will generate some incremental noise increase, but the 
greater efficiency of new aircraft will mitigate this to some extent.  (see 
paras. 34 – 39 of the study). 

 There is no clear viable alternative site for Plymouth airport.  (see paras. 
44 – 46 of the study). 

4. In addition to the York Aviation study, the “Vision for Plymouth” highlights the 
importance of Plymouth airport to the city’s vision (see page 33, last 
paragraph). 

5. It is the opinion of the Council the provisions of the Core Strategy (Policy 
CS27) are soundly based and represent a sensible trade off between the 
economic needs of the area and the commercial and environmental 
sustainability of the airport. 
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Detailed points with the Council’s response 

The first issue has been raised by Plymouth Green Party, the subsequent 
issues have been raised by the Environment Agency. 
In the light of the need to reduce carbon emissions, any expansion of the 
airport should be avoided. 

6. Environmental impact of air travel is a national and international issue, and it is 
at this level where the policy framework needs to be set – having regard to the 
global sustainability issues.  While there is undoubtedly an adverse 
environmental impact of the growth of air travel in general, current government 
policy seeks to accommodate this growth and to make better use of Regional 
airports - in part to reduce demand on, and travel to, the main London hubs.  
The Council’s Policy for Plymouth Airport is thus in consistent with 
Government and indeed Regional policy (see draft RSS policy TR9). 

7. The Air Transport White Paper Progress Report (December 2006) expresses 
great concern about the impact of climate change and devotes the whole of its 
first chapter to the topic. However, it concludes that passenger numbers will 
more than double by 2030, even if the social cost of carbon is incorporated 
into air fares.  This forecast assumes the gradual phasing in of carbon pricing. 

8. The European Commission’s proposals for an Emissions Trading Scheme is 
supported by the UK government, although the Commission states that the 
likely impact of carbon trading on traveller numbers will be ‘a very small 
reduction in the rate at which demand grows’, as air travellers are drawn 
predominantly from the higher income sectors of society, which are less likely 
to alter their behaviour in response to price increases. 

9. By way of emphasis, the Prime Minister was quoted in the Guardian on 9th 
January 2007 during the growing controversy over how individuals can help to 
tackle global warming by declaring that he has no intention of abandoning 
(his) long-haul holiday flights to reduce his carbon footprint. 
"I personally think these things are a bit impractical actually to expect people 
to do that," Mr Blair says in an interview. 

10. In the White Paper Progress Report, the DfT states that ‘rising incomes, lower 
air fares, a greater choice of ticketing options and a greater range of services 
from UK airports are all contributing to making air travel a more realistic option 
for people across the UK’. 

11. The report acknowledges the growing contribution of aviation to carbon 
emissions, but notes that to meet the 60% CO2 reduction target by 2050, UK 
carbon emissions would have to fall from 152.2m to 65.8m tonnes, whereas 
UK domestic aviation emissions are forecast to double from 0.8m to 1.6m 
tonnes by 2050. 

12. The assumption in the report is that carbon trading will be brought into effect, 
but that air service providers will continue to operate and expand their 
services, by buying credits from other sectors.  Even if the transport sector is 
ring-fenced (as suggested recently by the shadow Transport Secretary), such 
cross trading would therefore need to be primarily be at the expense of private 
vehicle emissions. 
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The current Sustainability Appraisal does not adequately demonstrate 
how the competing objectives of commercial viability and environmental 
impact have been balanced. 

13. The role of the Sustainability Appraisal is to appraise the performance of the 
plan in relation to sustainability objectives, and thus to promote the most 
sustainable form of plan. 

14. The Sustainability Appraisal has quite properly identified the issue of potential 
adverse sustainability impacts from increases in air travel from Plymouth.  
(See page 17 of Sustainability Appraisal for Key Changes to Preferred Options 
Report, April 2006.  See also page 39 of Sustainability Appraisal of Submitted 
Core Strategy).  However, it also highlights: 
 the potential economic benefits 
 the potential environmental benefits of minimising travel to other regional 

airports were Plymouth airport to close 
 the fact that studies show that emissions released if a plane is full is less 

than those generated by vehicular movements of the same distance. 
15. Given the uncertainty behind precisely what the impact would be, the 

Sustainability Appraisal states that a detailed Environmental Impact 
Assessment would need to be prepared as detailed proposals are developed.  
This is entirely appropriate and is provided for in Policy CS27. 

16. It is notable that the Plymouth Airport Study, 2006 (York Aviation), concluded 
that the small expansion of the airport would have no significant effect on CO2 
emissions given the low number of flights compared to other airports and the 
predominance of turboprop engine aircraft (Table 8.4, page 147). 

17. The choice to make is between the closure of the facility in the medium term 
(and a significant negative impact of the ability of Plymouth to deliver on its 
ambitious economic and growth agenda), and the potentially relatively small 
increase in environmental and noise pollution given the modest enlargement 
of the airport proposed in this LDF.  While it is not possible to calculate 
accurately the increase (or decrease) in emissions and noise from a 
generation of aircraft that have yet to enter service, it is felt that this trade off is 
credible in the light of current situation. 

The conclusions of the York Study are in stark contrast to comments in 
the Sustainability Appraisal of the (concurrent) Regional Spatial 
Strategy, which states that it should ‘explicitly resist airport expansion, 
because it would undermine all the efforts within other sections of the 
RSS to reduce greenhouse gas emissions’ 

18. Recent announcements concerning the Newquay and Exeter facilities indicate 
that the Plymouth approach is actually the most environmentally prudent of the 
South West airports.  While it is not the role of this paper to discuss the RSS 
or other LDFs, it is noted that the expansion of other SW Regional airports 
should not prejudice the development of similar facilities in Plymouth. 

19. Investment at Plymouth airport does not preclude much greater investment in 
more sustainable travel modes, especially as the funding would be derived 
from other sources. 
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The study does not acknowledge the risk of using the low-cost Regional 
airline model 

20. The report acknowledges that the future is not certain.  However, the expertise 
of York in this field is considered to be the best available, given similar studies 
that they have undertaken at other Regional airports. 

21. While it is accepted that there is a degree of risk in making any projection in a 
constantly changing financial and social environment, the extrapolation of 
current trends is considered to be prudent – and in line with the decision-
making process in use nationally and across the Region. 

22. The selection of the expansion based on the shorter runway extension 
embodies the risk-aversion of the Council in this context. 

The airport cannot be seen a key driver of economic growth 
23. The York Aviation report states clearly the economic benefit to Plymouth of 

having local air transport services. 
24. While it is not the only means of long-distance connectivity, the weakness of 

the rail service and the physical distance from potential markets (both of which 
are outside the remit of the LDF) tend to reinforce the importance of the airport 
to the city. 

25. The airport is a key enabler of economic growth – but not the only driver. 

The Council is developing a strategy . . . based on an unsustainable 
policy option. 

26. It is disappointing that the Environment Agency has taken such a simplistic 
view of sustainability in making this comment, and surprising that it should put 
itself at such loggerheads with national and regional policy.   

27. Insofar as Plymouth airport is concerned, only a modest runway extension is 
proposed and this is necessary to the very survival of Plymouth airport.  As 
mentioned above, the York Aviation report considers that there would be no 
significant impact on CO2 emissions from this. 

28. Were the airport to close, not only would this be very damaging economically 
for the city, for its image internationally, and for its ability to develop as a 
sustainable community in support of the national Sustainable Communities 
Plan.  It would also in itself generate adverse environmental impacts.  For 
example, increased road travel to other regional airports and missed 
opportunities to attract customers from south-west Cornwall who currently 
travel longer distances over land to fly from Newquay (see para 4.54, 5.36, 
7.62-7.63 of York Aviation report).  There would also be potential 
environmental problems associated with developing a huge vacant airport site 
in the north of Plymouth.  (The site is large enough to accommodate hundreds 
of homes each of which would generate significant CO2 emissions, not to 
mention the road travel needs generated by the new population). 
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Conclusions 
29. The Council regards a modest expansion of the local airport infrastructure to 

be consistent with national and regional policy, and important to the long term 
economic and growth vision for Plymouth.. 

30. In terms of its own commercial survival, the airport needs to expand.  A ‘short’ 
(48m) extension of the main runway would enable the airport to support the 
next generation of Regional aircraft.  It would also buy time, at a manageable 
risk, to consider the rapidly changing climate of air travel provision.  

31. Without it, the airport is likely to close within the period of this LDF and the 
city’s ability to deliver its Vision would be seriously impaired. 

PCC Suggested Adjustments 
32. None 

Related Document 
Plymouth City Airport Study – York Aviation, 2006 
A Vision for Plymouth – David Mackay, Roger Zogolovitch & Martin Harradine, 2004 
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