Objections to Leeds Bradford Airport surface access improvements
Anthony Rae of Friends of the Earth, and member of the government ‘hotspot’ study reference group said: “Either a new road or rail link to Leeds Bradford airport would be a spectacular waste of scarce public money because the government’s own study has confirmed it isn’t actually a congestion hotspot at all! So there’s no ‘problem’ to solve. The Leeds city region would be better off if the government brought forward proposed rail investment in HS2, HS3 connecting East to West, electrification and more rolling stock.”
Leeds Bradford Airport isn’t that important for the city region economy. LBA is a relatively small airport - just over 3 million passengers per annum; mostly used for outbound tourist traffic - and will need to remain so if the government’s climate change targets are to be respected. It won’t grow much larger because it will never be able to compete with the much stronger Manchester Airport air route network. Leeds’ growth as a financial centre in the 1990s-2000s occurred without the benefit of the airport; in the future rail links (especially HS2 and HS3) will be far more important.

The government study demonstrated it isn’t actually a congestion hotspot. In 2013 the government had strangely claimed that Leeds Bradford airport is one of the six ‘the most notorious and longstanding road hotspots’ in the country
, even though this had never been argued even by the airport itself. Now the government’s own study - prepared by independent consultants - has disproved this assertion: there’s plenty of spare capacity (although there is a case for some small scale junction improvements) whilst the morning and evening peaks of normal road traffic, and traffic generated by the airport, do not clash.

The study couldn’t establish what would be the ‘justification’ for surface access improvements. Under questioning, the rationale for a new road/rail link kept changing as each one was challenged: ‘because it’s a congestion hotspot?’ - the evidence shows it isn’t ; ‘to promote the growth of the airport?’ - this would be contrary to government policy to leave this to the market; ‘to better connect the airport to its catchment area?’ – this can’t be done by rail because the quantity of traffic diverted to rail would be too small, whilst the existing road network is adequate across the entire length of a typical journey.

Public funding for road or rail improvements would be contrary to the government’s and Treasury’s own policy that airport owners “should pay the costs of upgrading or enhancing road, rail or other transport networks or services where there is a need to cope with additional passengers travelling to and from expanded or growing airports.” 
 The airport’s owners - a venture capital company which probably paid too much when they acquired it in 2007
 - have no ability or intention to make a financial contribution to a new link. Why should their poor investment be bailed out with public money?

Neither a new rail or road link make financial sense. A rail link to the airport would be very expensive (probably around £100 million), and the rail service itself would be loss-making: only rail links to airports with more than 10 million passengers a year are financially viable. A road link will be cheaper but its Cost Benefit has been inflated by assuming excessive passenger growth at the airport. Those benefits - almost all journey time savings of a few minutes on a typical road journey - would be accrued just in the ‘last mile’ to the airport. 

Money wasted on a pointless airport link would be better spent elsewhere. Although there is quite a lot of clamour for an airport link - indeed it is something of a vanity project for local politicians - this is only on the basis that central government will pay up for it. The real alternatives - more rail rolling stock for overcrowded train services, faster rail journey times from better signalling, rail electrification, a proper Leeds or Bradford tram system, a step change in Trans-Pennine rail services (HS3) - have never been set alongside an airport link and the public given a choice: which would you want? And all of these alternatives would bring larger business benefits to the Leeds City Region.
� Investing in Britain’s Future 2013


� DfT Aviation Policy Framework 2013 paragraph 5.12


� www.bridgepoint.eu/en/news/press-releases/2007/bridgepoint-acquires-leeds-bradford-international-airport/





