
 

We can't expand airports after declaring a
climate emergency – let's shift to low-carbon
transport instead
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The world may finally be waking to the reality of the climate and
ecological crisis after 30 years of inaction. But while the UK government
has declared a climate and ecological emergency, ongoing plans for 
airport expansions suggest we're flying full-speed towards crisis rather
than away from it.
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https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/jun/05/greta-thunberg-effect-public-concern-over-environment-reaches-record-high
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/climate-consensus-97-per-cent/2018/oct/15/theres-one-key-takeaway-from-last-weeks-ipcc-report
https://www.carbonbrief.org/guest-post-planned-growth-of-uk-airports-not-consistent-with-net-zero-climate-goal


 

Globally, greenhouse gas emissions from aviation are rising rapidly, and
set to further escalate. Passenger numbers are rising far too fast for
efficiency improvements and alternative technologies, such as electric or
biofuel-powered engines, to keep up. What's worse, the climate impact
of flights is two to three times larger than their CO₂ emissions alone, due
to the release of nitrogen oxides—powerful greenhouse gases—and the
contrails planes leave in their wake which trap even more heat in the
atmosphere. The aviation industry has also evaded fuel taxes, emissions
regulations, and is often completely omitted in emissions accounting.

This is particularly important as cities are setting targets to reduce their 
carbon emissions. While many of these cities have airports, their climate
strategies tend to focus on the emissions released within the city's
boundaries and from their electricity use. They don't account for
emissions from imported goods and services that are consumed in the
city but produced elsewhere, nor from flights through their airports. Any
emissions from residents travelling outside the city are generally omitted.

Take Leeds for example

One example is Leeds in the UK, where the city council recently
declared a climate emergency and committed the city to emitting no
more than 42 megatonnes of CO₂ from 2018 until 2050. But the city's
targets sit uncomfortably alongside plans to expand Leeds Bradford
Airport.
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https://phys.org/tags/greenhouse+gas+emissions/
https://www.transportenvironment.org/news/aviation-2-3-times-more-damaging-climate-industry-claims
https://phys.org/tags/climate/
https://www.transportenvironment.org/news/aviation-2-3-times-more-damaging-climate-industry-claims
https://carbonmarketwatch.org/2019/03/28/eu-tax-me-if-you-can/
https://climateemergency.uk/
https://phys.org/tags/carbon+emissions/
http://www.emissions.leeds.ac.uk/
https://twitter.com/KA_Nicholas/status/1064813573275336704
https://democracy.leeds.gov.uk/documents/s186136/WEB%20White%20Paper%202%20J%20Blake%20Labour%20-%20Climate%20Emergency.pdf
https://democracy.leeds.gov.uk/documents/s186136/WEB%20White%20Paper%202%20J%20Blake%20Labour%20-%20Climate%20Emergency.pdf
https://www.leeds-live.co.uk/news/leeds-news/climate-emergency-declaration-slammed-leeds-16106116
https://www.leeds-live.co.uk/news/leeds-news/climate-emergency-declaration-slammed-leeds-16106116


 

  

Climate impact of all flights through Leeds Bradford Airport if passengers
increase to 8m (red), remain at 2018 level of 4m (yellow) or fall to 1m by 2030
(green), compared to the target emissions for Leeds as a whole (black dashed
curve). Credit: Jefim Vogel, Author provided

The expansion should double the number of passengers using the airport
every year from 4m to 8m by 2030. The climate impact of all those
flights would be more than double the 2030 target emissions for Leeds
as a whole. If passenger numbers continue growing after 2030, even at a
slower rate, the overshoot would escalate to a factor of nine by 2040.

By 2050, the combined climate impact of all flights through Leeds
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Bradford Airport since 2018 would exceed the carbon budget for Leeds
as a whole by a factor of 2.5. Even if only one in four passengers are
Leeds residents, their flights alone would use up 62% of the city's entire
carbon budget by 2050.

As aviation is governed mostly at a national level, Leeds City Council
may argue it has little control over the expansion, but is it even trying to
stop it? Their Inclusive Growth Strategy suggests the opposite: endorsing
the expansion and promising new transport links to the airport with a
new commercial centre nearby.

Preparing an emergency landing

If the number of passengers using Leeds Bradford Airport remained at
their current levels, all flights from 2018 to 2050 combined would still
produce a climate impact equivalent to the entire carbon budget of
Leeds. Only if passenger numbers fell drastically could flying become
remotely compatible with climate targets.
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https://phys.org/tags/carbon+budget/
http://www.leedsgrowthstrategy.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Leeds-Inclusive-Growth-Strategy-FINAL.pdf


 

  

Even if passenger numbers remain at 2018 levels, air traffic at Leeds Bradford
would overshoot the city’s carbon budget. Credit: Jefim Vogel, Author provided

If cut in half by 2022 and 75% by 2030, the flights of Leeds residents
alone would use up 8% of the city's carbon budget. This might be just
low enough to squeeze all other activities in Leeds into the remaining
carbon budget—if these are also radically decarbonised.

Such a drastic reduction might seem difficult, but perhaps some flights
are more dispensable than others. For UK residents, 70% of all flights in
2014 were claimed by just 15% of the population, and while many
business leaders fly every week, more than half of the population didn't
fly at all in 2014.

Given how sharply the number of flights has to decrease, the difficult
question then is who gets to fly, and for what purpose. Should priority be
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https://fullfact.org/economy/do-15-people-take-70-flights/
https://fullfact.org/economy/do-15-people-take-70-flights/


 

given to someone taking their fourth flight this year to their second
home in the Mediterranean, or to someone visiting their family living
abroad? And how is this decided? A first step might be to increase taxes
in line with the number of flights a person takes, with what's called a
frequent flyer levy.

But that's not enough. Price mechanisms can't make the value
judgements at the heart of this—and they could just make flying
exclusive to a rich elite who could still afford it. It seems more
appropriate to make these decisions through democratic deliberation
processes like citizens' assemblies.

Read more: To tackle the climate crisis we need more democracy, not
less
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https://phys.org/tags/flight/
http://afreeride.org/
http://afreeride.org/
https://sharedfuturecic.org.uk/citizens-assemblies-citizens-juries-and-climate-change/
https://sciencex.com/help/ai-disclaimer/


 

A low-carbon transport system

Reducing flights will need to come with wider changes in transport
systems and society. A large share of current air traffic could be made
redundant by using video conferences for meetings. Improving rail
transport could make for a low-carbon and affordable alternative to
flying for medium-distance travel. More overnight trains with sleeping
facilities and better cross-border integration of rail operators would help.
Carefully developing attractive holiday locations closer to home, made
accessible by electrified public transport, and promoting low-carbon
activities like bike trips could also reduce demand for flights.

Another major issue is car transport which accounts for the lion's share
of transport emissions and causes severe air pollution, with dramatic 
impacts on public health. Road accidents are a major cause of death
worldwide, far exceeding deaths from malaria or war, and road networks
and car parks take up lots of public space.

Making transport systems sustainable means ending the dependence on
car travel. This involves massively expanding reliable and affordable,
low-carbon public transport within and between cities. It also means 
better urban planning, with more bike lanes, bike sharing and car-free
zones. Suburbs should be designed so that a car isn't necessary for
getting around. And a drastically reduced car fleet could be bound to
fuel efficiency standards before eventually becoming fully electric.

Deep and rapid changes to the world's transport systems are needed to
halt climate change, and many of these would also improve human well-
being and public life. But to get there involves challenging powerful
vested interests in aviation and the car and oil industries. The challenges
are vast, but doing nothing means accepting an unacceptable future.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
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https://phys.org/tags/transport+systems/
https://phys.org/tags/transport+systems/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20190313STO31218/co2-emissions-from-cars-facts-and-figures-infographics
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20190313STO31218/co2-emissions-from-cars-facts-and-figures-infographics
https://www.who.int/airpollution/ambient/health-impacts/en/
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/the-top-10-causes-of-death
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/global-health/climate-and-people/death-road-traffic-accidents-kill-malaria-hiv-tb/
https://www.slideshare.net/GiulioMattioli/the-system-of-car-provision-elements-of-a-political-economy-of-car-dependence
https://www.slideshare.net/GiulioMattioli/the-system-of-car-provision-elements-of-a-political-economy-of-car-dependence
https://phys.org/tags/public+transport/
http://www.unlockingsustainablecities.org/car-free.html
https://phys.org/tags/transport/
https://medium.com/@JKSteinberger/climate-breakdown-capitalism-and-democracy-e11b16c7d9ef
https://medium.com/@JKSteinberger/climate-breakdown-capitalism-and-democracy-e11b16c7d9ef
https://www.breakthroughonline.org.au/papers
http://theconversation.com


 

Commons license. Read the original article.

Provided by The Conversation

Citation: We can't expand airports after declaring a climate emergency – let's shift to low-carbon
transport instead (2019, July 30) retrieved 24 June 2024 from 
https://phys.org/news/2019-07-airports-declaring-climate-emergency-shift.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

8/8

https://theconversation.com/we-cant-expand-airports-after-declaring-a-climate-emergency-lets-shift-to-low-carbon-transport-instead-120740
https://phys.org/news/2019-07-airports-declaring-climate-emergency-shift.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

