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Public Inquiry  
Key members of the SSE Executive Committee, together with SSE's legal team and expert external 
consultants had little time for rest and relaxation over the December 2020 festive period due to the 
enormous amount of preparatory work for the Public Inquiry which would begin on 12 January 2021. 
The three key parties to the Inquiry – Manchester Airports Group ('MAG'), Uttlesford District Council 
('UDC') and SSE would all be represented by leading planning QCs.  The Inquiry was expected to 
last almost three months and, because of the pandemic, was to be conducted largely on a virtual 
basis – i.e. via Zoom. 
SSE and MAG each established a 'technology hub' at the Radisson Hotel, Stansted Airport where 
we could bring together our QCs and key witnesses as required, alongside administration and 
technical support.  UDC decided to proceed on an entirely virtual basis, i.e. with their legal support 
in London, admin in their Saffron Walden offices and witnesses working from their homes/offices.   
UDC gave evidence and cross-examined on just four topics whereas SSE gave evidence on 11 
topics and cross-examined 18 witnesses who gave evidence in support of MAG's proposals.   
UDC's strategy at the Inquiry came as a surprise to both MAG and SSE, as well as to the Inspectors, 
because it was based on trying to reach agreement with MAG on conditional approval rather than 
presenting a robust defence of the decision of its Planning Committee to refuse permission for the 
proposed expansion.  Needless to say, this gave rise to some tension between SSE and UDC. 
In all the circumstances it was hardly surprising that, despite SSE's best efforts, MAG won its case 
at the Inquiry. To quote from the Inspectors' ruling: “The Council’s own appeal evidence was that 
the planning balance was favourable such that planning permission should be granted.”  The 
Inspectors described UDC's conduct as unreasonable and ordered UDC to pay all of MAG's costs. 

 
Change of Name  
  

Coincidentally, on the same day that the outcome of the Public Inquiry was announced (26 May 
2020) SSE's parent body held its Annual General Meeting where, by a unanimous vote, it was 
agreed that SSE should be succeeded by Stansted Airport Watch ('SAW') – a change of name which 
was intended to mark a re-focusing of the campaign on the task ahead.   
Over the years, SSE had done far more than just dealing with the threat of expansion, for example, 
campaigning on night flights, on changes to flight paths, on aviation policy and taxation, on climate 
change, on phasing out noisier aircraft, on homeowner mitigation and compensation and far more 
besides. Rather than just opposing airport expansion, there was a need to ensure that the airport’s 
operations caused the minimum harm and, wherever possible, were managed to reduce harm. 
Covid-19  
The pandemic continued to have a devastating impact upon the air travel market.  In 2018 and 2019, 
prior to the pandemic, Stansted handled over 28 million passengers per annum ('mppa').  In 2021 it 
handled 7.1 just mppa, barely a quarter of the pre-pandemic total and its lowest number since 1998.  
Having spent four years in a planning battle to raise Stansted's annual permitted annual throughput 
from 35mppa to 43mppa, it was now clear even to MAG that this uplift was – at best – premature.   
Night Noise 

In September 2021 MAG sent a 144-page submission to the Department for Transport (‘DfT’) which 
included a proposal that the current limit on the number of permitted night flights at Stansted should 
be removed.  MAG also told the DfT that it opposed night time bans of the noisiest aircraft types. 

 



SAW pulled no punches in challenging MAG’s position, pointing out that it was in clear breach of a 
planning agreement which Stansted Airport signed with UDC in May 2003, as follows: 

“From the date of this agreement not to seek any relaxation of the night flight 
restrictions currently in force for the night period of 23.00 – 06.59 or for the night 
quota period of 23.30 – 05.59” 

SAW raised this matter in the strongest possible terms at the Airport Consultative Committee, 
with UDC, with the DfT and with the local MP.  The DfT is still considering the position and SAW 
will remain vigilant not least because night flights are such a major issue for local residents.  It 
could be two more years before the matter is settled one way or the other.  
Airspace Modernisation 
SAW continued to engage with Stansted Airport over plans for revising local flight paths as part of 
the airspace modernisation programme.  The development of local airport plans is the first stage of 
a long-term national programme co-ordinated by the CAA and there is an emphasis upon local 
consultation. Stansted is still at the stage of translating design principles into flight path options.  
Fly Less 
To mark the start of the COP26 international climate change summit in Glasgow, in October 2021, 
SAW launched its Fly Less campaign with a prominent banner at the main road entrance to 
Stansted Airport and supported by posters and car window stickers. 

 SAW also sent letters to the chairmen of the  
 FTSE top 100 UK companies, highlighting the 
 impact of air travel upon climate change and 
 encouraging them to lend support to our 'Fly 
 Less' campaign by reducing business flights.  
 The letter explained that First Class and 
 Business Class flights have a far higher carbon 
 footprint compared to economy class and 
 pointed out that fewer flights would generally 
 have a positive impact upon employee health 
 and wellbeing, could provide significant travel 
 cost savings and would potentially lead to more 
 productive use of key employees' time.    

Dig For Victory 
Also, to coincide with COP26, SAW launched a 'Dig for Victory' campaign to encourage tree 
planting as a means of combatting climate change.  One of the key agreements at COP26 was a 
commitment to stop global deforestation by 2030 and then begin to replenish the world’s tree cover. 
The campaign was aimed at encouraging our members and others to help achieve this objective 
and as a symbolic gesture, in November 2021, SAW volunteers planted more trees to increase the 
size of the SSE Wood, near Broxted Hill.  The Wood is now home to over 500 trees, primarily maple, 
oak, hornbeam, hazel, hawthorn, blackthorn, beech and ash. 
Consultations 
In the course of the year SAW responded to several important consultations including a Treasury 
consultation on reforming Aviation Taxation; a consultation by the Competition & Markets Authority 
('CMA') on 'Greenwashing'; the DfT's Draft Strategy for achieving 'Jet Zero' and a preliminary 
consultation on the next set of Night Flying Regulations, due to come into force in 2025.  
Calendar 
The SAW Community Calendar was once again an enormous success, raising much-needed funds 
for the campaign. The Calendar also provides local residents (and recipients all across the UK and 
around the world) with a reminder of the outstanding landscape and heritage of the local area.  The 
need to maintain this for future generations is why so many of us seek to keep the airport in check. 
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