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Environmental Hoo-ha

Little publicised plans for a new airport in the South East
compare favourably with other, more contentious proposals

BY LIZ BAILEY

A proposed airport at Thames Reach
in Surrey could spare travellers time
and misery and save the taxpayer a lot
of money, while still protecting the
environment.

The scheme, for a compact, modu-
lar airport and integrated transport
hub, compares very favourably with
other proposed schemes — additional
runways at London’s three major
airports, for instance, or other new
builds. Yet Thames Reach Airport
Consortium  (TRAC), developed
by  Clerkenwell-based  architect
Bluebase, has received little attention
despite its many — seemingly obvious
— benefits.

Bluebase’s proposal focuses largely
on environmental concerns. The
airport, on the Hoo Peninsula, would
have a tiny physical footprint: only
11km’ It would have no check-in
facilities but would instead offer

in-train  check-in, as when the
Eurostar used to have on-board pass-
port control.

The airport would be designed on
the ‘gill system), arranging gates
orthogonal to runways to enable pas-
sengers to get to planes, and planes to
runways, more quickly. Underground
people-mover systems to convey pas-
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Plans for a new
airportand
integrated
transport hub at
Thames Reach,
eastofLondon,
would affect just
20homesand
leave maximum
marshland
undisturbed for
migratory birds

sengers from one end of the airport to
the other are planned.

Planes would take-off and land
over the Thames Estuary, admittedly
disturbing birds, but this is consider-
ably preferable to disturbing humans.
The airport could therefore operate
all day, every day, as even night flights
would disturb few.

Since it was built on thinly popu-
lated, low-grade, flood-risk land,
rather than Green Belt or prime
countryside,  developers  would
reclaim 1km? from tidal mudflats and
raise the remaining 10km’ on the
marshes, thus leaving maximum
marshland undisturbed for migrato-
ry birds. Thames Reach would affect
20 homes and no listed buildings.

To reduce the environmental
impact, a proposed transport link, the
Lower Thames Tunnel, would pro-
vide the only access to the airport.
The airport and its tunnel would use
locally generated wind, wave, tidal
and solar power.

Spoil from the tunnel and termi-
nal buildings would raise the site six
metres above the level of the marsh.
A perimeter consisting of a hidden
moat or ‘ha ha’ would provide securi-
ty and drainage.

The airport would form the centre
of an integrated transport hub for the
South East, replacing the current
radial road system with the tunnel,
which Bluebase has modelled on the
@resund Link between Denmark and
Sweden.

The tunnel would carry road and
rail transport plus utilities and ser-
vices directly under the airport site.
Sections would accommodate a two-
track rail link, an eight-lane highway
and two service roads, plus high-
power lines; gas, water and aviation
fuel pipelines; and telecoms.

The highway would provide dual-
carriageway access to the new airport
and would link the main radial arter-
ies north and south of the Thames,
without adding traffic to the M25.
The rail tracks, including a six-plat-
form station, would link the airport
with central London, Crossrail
(assuming it goes ahead) and the new
Eurostar terminal at King’s Cross.

Cliffe hanger

TRAC’s benefits seem pretty straight-
forward when compared with adding
additional runways at Heathrow,
Stansted or Gatwick, and even the gov-
ernment’s own stalking horse further
east along the Thames at Cliffe. More
runways would affect hundreds of
homes and a score of listed buildings.
Proposals to increase the number of
night flights at Heathrow currently face
huge opposition from local residents.

Heathrow, Stansted and Gatwick
already face enormous competition
from Paris, Amsterdam and other
European airports with strong links
to a country’s high-speed rail net-
work. Thames Reach could well
return the challenge. Also, Thames
Reach’s gill layout provides what
Bluebase calls ‘comparative proximi-
ty’ — nearness of passengers to planes
and of planes to runway. Compara-
tive proximity would save passengers,
and airlines, time and money.

At Heathrow, passengers may face
lengthy taxi, train or bus rides from
terminal to terminal, and signs saying
‘Please allow 25 minutes to reach
your gate’ once through security and
passport control. Bluebase architec
Mark Willingale says: ‘Even some-
thing as recently designed as Stansted
only has a one-gill system, and you
ride a little noddy train to get to it.’
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