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T. S. Eliot might have said "On Maplin Sands I connect nothing with nothing" -- if he had had in mind the 
wasteland of official reports and inquiries into a new airport for London. 

This week, largely prompted by press harrying, a study group on south-east airports found three sites 
previously rejected by the government to be suitable after all.  The chairman of the study group, Mr Gavin 
Dick, a rather smug official from the department of trade, confounded a press conference by admitting with a 
grin that he had not read the report of the Roskill commission, the massive £2m London airport study of the 
late 1960s, before reaching his recommendations.  Mr Dick may believe that past is irrelevant in the forma-
tion of public policy but his group did include in its list the site of Maplin Sands off the Essex coast just be-
cause the government had made it the leading contender from 1971-74.  

Apart from Mapln, the study group presented five sites: Hoggeston (near Leighton Buzzard in Bucking-
hamshire), Langley (near Royston on the borders of Hertfordshire, Essex and Cambridgeshire), Stansted (an 
existing British Airports Authority airport near Bishop's Stortford), Willingale (near the farthest point that the 
Central underground line reaches into Essex), and Yardley Chase (roughly equidistant between the towns of 
Northampton, Bedford and Milton Keynes).  Most of these sites are identified by the name of the village that 
would be obliterated if the airport were built there. 

The villagers of Hoggeston have already started to pray in the streets for salvation from the jumbos but 
the study group, a creature of an ad hoc advisory committee on national airports policy set up last year by 
the Labour government, has much to do before its results are presented to a cabinet committee in the au-
tumn.  The equation still has many unknowns.  How far can subisidiary London airports at Luton and Stan-
sted be expanded?  How may a decision on a third big airport be deferred? 

Heathrow and Gatwick are almost certainly incapable of handling the projected increase in passengers, 
expected to reach 80m a year in the south east by 1990.  Whether these airports can expand to handle 38m 
and 25m passengers respectively depends on the outcome of planning decisions on new terminals in the 
hands of the department of the environment.  All forecasts are tinged by uncertainty.  How will oil prices 
affect jet travel, for example, and will London remain a mecca for tourists? 

If a new airport is needed (and there were doubters also back in 1964 when Stansted was the favoured 
site and air traffic in Britain was a third of last year's) what the government sorely lacks is a way to weigh in-
tangibles. 

Some protesters would make Maplin's Brent geese a British parallel to the snail darter fish that stopped 
the construction of a dam in Tennessee.  The Marquess of Northampton feels put out by a decision to bull-
doze a section of Yardley Chase.  Each of the six named sites has its drawbacks.  The trouble is that all are 
blighted until the government decides.  Mr Dick and his colleagues on the study group seemed at least to 
recognise the need for speed. 
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