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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Montagu Evans LLP acts on behalf of Sutton Harbour Holdings Ltd (SHH), leasehold 

owners of the former Plymouth City Airport Site (FAS).  The 45 hectare (113 acre) site 

is identified at Appendix 1. 

 

1.2 SHH have been actively involved in the formulation of the Area Action Plan (AAP) 

having submitted representations at the pre-submission and revised pre-submission 

stages. 

 

1.3 This statement has been prepared to assist the Inspector at the Examination in Public 

(EiP) of the AAP.  In particular it seeks to assist the Inspector in connection with 

Matter 3 and the questions specifically raised by him in respect of this Matter. 

 

1.4 For brevity we do not report each question but instead deal with topic areas. 

 

1.5 This statement has been prepared by Montagu Evans with input from the following: 

 

 AWW – Masterplanners  

 Peter Evans Partnership – Transport Consultants  

 Fjori – Aviation consultants   

 DTZ – Agency input  

 WSP – Sustainability Consultants  

 Sutton Harbour Holdings  
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2.0 INSPECTOR’S QUESTIONS 

 

2.1 Matter 3 deals with the provision of shops and services and questions whether the 

approach advocated by the Council is justified and affective as required by the 

National Planning Policy Framework (The Framework). 

 

2.2 SHH consider that the AAP is unsound in regards to its approach to the delivery of 

the Major New District Centre (MNDC) (Policy DS16) for the reasons summarised 

below. 

 

Question 4a(v) – Assessment of Reasonable Alternatives 

 

2.3 The submission version of the AAP confirms that at its revised pre-submission stage 

the decision was taken to exclude the FAS from its boundary; a decision justified on 

the grounds the future of the FAS should be considered through the Plymouth Plan 

process.  This approach is wholly unjustifiable, frustrates the proper planning of 

northern Plymouth and undermines the ability of the AAP to deliver the most 

sustainable approach to development to meet its identified needs.  Failure to consider 

properly at this time the FAS as a reasonable alternative on which to deliver the 

MNDC is in direct conflict with The Framework (Paragraph 182). 

 

2.4 Despite their best efforts to implement an enhancement programme for the airport to 

address financial losses over the course of a decade.  SHH had no choice other than 

to serve Plymouth City Council (PCC) with a non-viability notice in December 2010.  

The Airport was subsequently closed in December 2011, following the Council’s 

Cabinet ratification in August 2011 that the Non-Viability Notice could not credibly be 

challenged; a decision based on independent advice from expert various consultants 

(including Berkeley Hanover and Grant Thornton) who considered both commercial 

viability and economic benefits.  The evidence was conclusive that the airport had, 

despite significant investment, recorded trading losses for eight years in a row, 

including the ‘boom years’ of 2004-2007.  The facts speak for themselves and have 

not at any point subsequently been challenged by the Council. 

 

2.5 More recently, a local action group known as “Viable” encouraged its supporters to 

write to the Prime Minster seeking Central Government support to reopen the airport.  

The response received from the Transport Minister, Simon Burns, in January 2013 

was unequivocally that there is no need for an airport in Plymouth and that people 

should instead use Exeter Airport, which is located only some [36 miles] away.  This 

is a similar  distance from which Stansted Airport is from Ipswich, and Cardiff Airport 

is from Swansea, yet Stansted and Cardiff Airports have adequately fulfilled the 

needs of both Ipswich’s and Swansea’s residents respectively following closure of 

their own unviable airports).  Indeed, there are larger cities than Plymouth in the UK, 

such as Sheffield, that rely upon airports situated in neighbouring cities for their air 

services.  There is already an international airport within Devon; namely Exeter 

Airport.   
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2.6 In the face of this very clear advice,  Plymouth City Council, as freehold owner of the 

Airport, has bowed to local political pressure and set a series of tests, or challenges, 

that any future operator must meet.  This exercise has no status in a development 

planning context. In summary, these challenges are to provide commercially viable 

passenger air services for the people of Plymouth showing there is a demand for 

such air services.  It is noted that the deadline for any party to satisfy these 

challenges comes shortly after the EiP.  Needless to say, no one has come forward 

with a proposal which meets these tests. 

 

2.7 As confirmed by the Transport Minister and indeed acknowledged by the Council 

itself, there is no opportunity whatsoever for public subsidy.  It is also self evident that 

the provision of an airfield for private general aviation or hobby purposes would not 

meet the test for provision of ‘air services’ for the benefit of the Plymouth population.  

In any event income from general aviation would not in itself be commercially capable 

of supporting a licensed operational facility. 

 

2.8 Reviewing the evidence base,  there is no reasonable prospect that a commercially 

scheduled service operator would base itself at the FAS again.  This has been 

endorsed by independent viability reports commissioned by the Council within the 

past two years. 

 

2.9 In addition to commercial scheduled services, previous activities that contributed 

financially historically such as Flag Officer Sea Training (FOST), the NHS and 

Plymouth Flying School have all relocated to existing or new facilities. 

 

2.10 Aviation operations that are inherently commercially risky would be highly unlikely to 

take root at the FAS even in stronger economic conditions as it would entail pursuit of  

a marginal operation with a history of failure at their own financial risk. 

 

2.11 Furthermore any future investment decisions would need to be balanced against the 

significant environmental implications of developing a larger airport located within a 

densely populated urban area and also the licensing, risk management and insurance 

constraints.   

 

2.12 Failure of any party to satisfy the tests or challenges set is therefore inevitable and is 

is irresponsible of the Council to delay the consideration of the future of the FAS and 

the role it could play in the planning of northern Plymouth.. 

 

2.13 Notwithstanding this, Viable continue to pursue a PR campaign to secure the future of 

the Plymouth City Airport, blindly ignoring the operational constraints of the site that 

render any airport offering relevant passenger service levels to be commercially 

unviable and completely unrealistic for the following reasons: 

 

 The FAS has one of the shortest and structurally weakest runways of all the 

UK’s mainland regional airports, a constraint that stifled growth right up to it’s 

closure. 
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 The FAS is situated on a very tight site which means that the length of any 

instrument runway will always be restricted in length due to complimentary 

constraints on runway strip width which can only be alleviated and widened 

by the purchase and demolition of a number of local residences; 

 The CAA revoked the airports license in December 2011.  The CAA has 

subsequently confirmed that the pre-existing License variations and 

dispensations would no longer be granted in the event of any attempt to re-

start operations at the FAS.  This would result in the mandatory provision of 

certain safety requirements that are commercially undeliverable or would 

render the airport too physically constrained to be of interest to airlines;   

 The FAS is located in what is defined by the Air Navigation Order 2009 as a 

‘congested site’ which means that it must be licensed by CAA in order to 

carry out any flying operations involving take-off and landing over these 

areas; 

 Notwithstanding lack of commercial viability general aviation and for 

scheduled air services, even commercial helicopter services were previously 

restricted due to the noise implications and proximity of residential properties 

adjoining the site.  

 There are well placed alternatives for both flying schools and the  wider 

general aviation community which offer better facilities  all easily accessible 

from Plymouth. 

 There is overwhelming historical evidence that even in better economic times, 

the air services offered from the FAS had a poor uptake from the local 

community and it is evident from the experiences at Bristol and Exeter 

Airports that direct air services to London from the southwest region cannot 

compete with rail services; 

 Through independent analysis, no existing airlines have been identified as 

being strong potential candidates for offering passenger services from the 

FAS, with other nearby airports offering better operational facilities without 

constraints on service levels; 

 Opportunities for cargo operations at the FAS would be extremely limited due 

to cargo operator aircraft being too large, available facilities and 

environmental restrictions on night flying within this residential area; 

 The investment required into the aviation related facilities alone at the FAS 

would far outweigh the aviation related revenue potential and without any 

prospect of public subsidy the FAS is simply commercially unviable. This has 

been independently verified by Plymouth City Council and Sutton Harbour 

Holdings plc. 

 

2.14 In summary the combination of physical constraints and aviation market conditions 

make any thoughts of a viable airport ever operating from the site fanciful.  It cannot 

be right that such romantic dreams should frustrate the ability to make land use 

decisions now in respect of the FAS and the role it must play in proper planning for 

northern Plymouth.  The question should not be would people want to see a 

commercial airport re-open, which of course the answer would be yes for Viable 

supporters (save for those who made noise complaints about previous operations).. 
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Instead the correct question is can a commercial airport be viably opened – for which 

the answer is no.  

 

2.15 As previously developed land, it is important, therefore, to consider the role the FAS 

can play in delivering the strategic objectives for Plymouth and in particular delivering 

a sustainable community in northern Plymouth.  (The Framework Paragraph 111). 

 

2.16 SHH’s case is that the interests of North Plymouth will be best served by realising 

and accepting the enormous potential offered by the FAS to provide for the existing 

and future needs of the area with unconstrained opportunities for development. 

 

2.17 The Council’s failure and unwillingness to consider this potential as a reasonable 

alternative is in itself reason to find the AAP unsound (Question 4a(v)). 

 

2.18 The Council will no doubt contest this and argue it has considered the FAS, as a 

reasonable alternative, yet its own submission version AAP proves otherwise.  

Paragraphs 1.16 - 1.17 identify earlier representations on behalf of SHH to the 

revised pre-submission AAP, which proposed the FAS as an alternative development 

site.  

 

2.19 Subsequently alongside consultation on an addendum to the Council’s Sustainability 

Appraisal the Council simply took this opportunity to ‘seek views’ on SHH’s 

representations between 26 October – 7 December 2012.  

 

2.20 Paragraph 1.18 suggests an intention to prepare a summary of comments received 

and to analyse the main issues raised.  However nothing has been inserted to give 

substance to paragraph 1.18.   In fact, after the close of the consultation period, the 

Council only took a matter of days to submit the AAP to the Secretary of State.  Self 

evidently this is neither a reasonable time period for due consideration nor an 

adequate approach given the requirement of The Framework.  It is simply not tenable 

that any proper consideration could have taken place during this short period of time.  

The FAS has not therefore been properly considered as a reasonable alternative to 

the AAP proposals.  

 

2.21 Instead the Council has chosen to sideline what is clearly a consideration of 

fundamental importance given the scale of the site and its favourable development 

characteristics.  The development potential of the FAS raises issues of such 

magnitude that they can only have very significant influence on the proper planning of 

development to meet the AAP objectives.   

 

2.22 Yet, the Council made no attempt to hide its intentions as evidenced by its published 

response to representations of support for re-inclusion of the airport in their Summary 

of Representations which states: 

 

“The Council considers that matters relating to the future of Plymouth Airport 

should be considered as part of the Core Strategy Review.” 
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2.23 The attempt by the Council to seek views on the SHH Masterplan appears an 

acknowledgement by them that they should have considered it as a reasonable 

alternative, yet this is not what they have actually done.  

 

2.24 The future of the FAS as an available, viable and deliverable development site 

undoubtedly could and should have been properly and thoroughly considered through 

the AAP process.  If this had been the case, it is our view that the AAP would be very 

different to that in front of this Examination. 

 

2.25 SHH consider that the Council has looked to avoid any proper consideration of what 

is a political “hot potato”  and continues to do so in the forlorn hope of getting a 

different answer on the question of viability to that previously received (and accepted 

by the Council) from highly qualified independent consultants -  Such actions should 

not undermine the planning process – which is required by The Framework to make 

the right decisions at the right time and requires local planning authorities positively to 

seek opportunities to meet development needs of their area. (Paragraph 14). 

 

2.26 The FAS has not been properly considered as a reasonable alternative for the district 

centre and other development needs for northern Plymouth, despite clear evidence to 

the contrary.  The AAP is therefore not justified in this regard and in its current form 

can only be found unsound.  

 

Question 4d 

 

2.27 The Core Strategy (SO7) states clearly that the objective of the MNDC is to remedy 

an identified gap in the spatial distribution of food shopping in the city, serving 

northern Plymouth.  Success of the proposed MNDC at Seaton Barracks in meeting 

this objective is considered in more detail under Matter 1.  In summary however, 

Seaton Barracks is not the most suitable or deliverable location on which to bring 

forward the MNDC to serve the needs of northern Plymouth.  It is therefore contrary 

to Core Strategy Area Vision 9 and Policy CS07. 

 

2.28 On the contrary, the FAS is very well located in relation to existing and the potential 

future residential population and to major employment, education and health sector 

uses.   

 

Question 4g 

 

2.29 Located at the northern edge of the original AAP boundary, delivery of the MNDC on 

the FAS can only help minimise the potential impact on the city centre.  .  This will 

help ensure the role and functions of the two centres are complementary, a key 

requirement of the Core Strategy.   Furthermore, Phase 1 is deliverable without the 

Forder Valley Link Road (FVLR).    

 



DERRIFORD & SEATON AREA ACTION PLAN EXAMINATION IN PUBLIC 7 
POSITION STATEMENT IN RESPECT OF MATTER 3 
 
 

 

Question 4h 

 

2.30 SHH question the deliverability and viability of the MNDC at Seaton Barracks within 

the timescales required for the following reasons: 

 

i) There is no evidence of any viability testing.  There must be a question mark 

over the attractiveness of residential development on this site, given its 

relative isolation from existing residential communities. 

ii) It requires delivery of the FVLR which at this time has no confirmed source of 

funding.  Given the acknowledged non-viability of the MNDC at the recent 

NWQ Inquiry, any significant exceptional costs such as the FVLR imposed on 

Seaton Barracks can only bring into question viability.  The lack of publically 

available viability testing does not allow necessary and proper examination of 

this matter in order to make site specific allocations. 

iii) Given procurement requirements, as a local authority asset, a minimum of 12 

months would be required to procure a development partner for the Seaton 

Barracks site.  This alone would frustrate early delivery of the MNDC on this 

site.  Other sites such as the FAS are unencumbered. 

 

2.31 There is no evidence to demonstrate DS16 is viable or deliverable within the required 

timescales.   
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