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1. Introduction
FlyPlymouth is a Plymouth-based business that seeks to acquire and operate Plymouth
Airport for business and general aviation use in line with Local Plan policy. Founded as
Viable in October 2011, this group of business people has for six years worked closely
alongside the airport issue to ensure that Plymouth retains this vital piece of transport
infrastructure.
FlyPlymouth has produced a fully-funded, robust, deliverable and sustainable business
plan that is backed by private sector investment. During the pre-revenue stages,
financial support has come from hundreds of donors who have contributed more than
£50,000 over the past two years. FlyPlymouth is followed by more than 4000 individuals
on social media and analysis has shown that support is most concentrated in the
communities located around the airport site itself.
FlyPlymouth welcomes and supports Policies PLY42 and SPT8.1 of the Joint Local Plan in
so far as they safeguard Plymouth Airport for general aviation use and in which
Plymouth City Council is fulfilling its duty to protect the city’s long term strategic
transport infrastructure. The role of air transport through general and business aviation
corresponds strongly with the economic and strategic objectives of the Plymouth Plan
and Joint Local Plan and should properly be more widely stated.
However, FlyPlymouth does object to the introduction of a five-year review period in
this case and argues that the airport’s safeguarding for aviation use should be extended
for the lifetime of the Joint Local Plan.
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2. Connectivity – It’s an airport
Plymouth Airport is an airport. It is a unique and irreplaceable piece of strategic
transport infrastructure that has successfully provided Plymouth with various levels of
connectivity for 85 years until mothballed in 2011.

Figure 1 Plymouth Airport as it exists today

This connectivity was the more valuable given Plymouth and the sub-region’s wellknown peripherality and accessibility deficit which have consistently been connected
with low investment, low productivity, low wages and social exclusion. The region has
among the lowest per capita transport investment in the country. Together with the
absence of a motorway, rail services limited to 75mph west of Exeter and the
vulnerabilities to the rail line at Dawlish, Plymouth is one of the UK’s most peripheral
and poorly connected cities.
Connectivity was addressed in 2004, by the South West Regional Assembly which
identified air services as being ‘essential to minimising the impact of peripherality on the
South West and to support the development of the economy of the region.1 It is
reiterated in the draft Joint Local Plan as: ‘The strategic connectivity of Plymouth and
South West Devon to the wider economy of the UK and indeed to global markets is vital
to delivering a strong economy’.

1

Developing the Regional Transport Strategy in the South West, SWRA 2004
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Plymouth airport is unique in that few sites covered by the Joint Local Plan have the
potential to deliver comparable improvements in strategic connectivity within the
lifetime of the Joint Local Plan. While the economic benefits of residential development
can be realised at a number of sites within the Plan area, Plymouth airport is uniquely
suited for transport use as was found in the exhaustive analysis of alternative sites
carried out by York Aviation for Plymouth City Council and Plymouth City Airport in
2006.

3. Closure
Plymouth Airport was closed in 2011 due to the withdrawal of passenger services at
which time the City Council found itself without a willing airport operator. Unable to
justify subsidising the airport, the Council was forced to accept closure. In the haste to
conclude the closure process, the analysis focussed predominantly on the airport’s role
in providing commercial passenger services. The significant volumes of general and
business aviation being carried out there were largely overlooked and tenants, users
and customers were driven off site.
At the time of closure, and a number of times since, various parties have attempted to
acquire Plymouth airport for general aviation use. In each case, initiatives foundered
because of development hope value that the leaseholder had set its sights on. As a
result, Plymouth airport has been closed for the past six years, not because it is unviable
but because it has not been available for sale for a fair market price as an airport. Once
it is made available at a fair market price based on aviation use, it will quickly return to
operation.
FlyPlymouth is one such willing would-operator. The company has developed a robust,
deliverable and sustainable business plan to acquire and reopen Plymouth Airport
backed by private sector investment.

4. Local Policy
In 2012, growing concern from the public and business communities found expression in
a local petition signed by 38,000 people urging the City Council to safeguard the airport.
That number represents around 15% of the local population.
Following a unanimous vote of full Council in favour of retaining the airport, the local
authority reviewed its options on the airport by commissioning a ‘Final Study’
comprehensive report from Arup which it published in 2014. This study showed that
while there are a commercial risks around scheduled commercial passenger operations,
general aviation (what the Study refers to as Option 5) was in fact viable and would
allow the city to retain the site as transport infrastructure.
In so doing, the Local Authority has rightly recognised that airports are unique and
irreplaceable infrastructure assets and that they must be considered not in the short
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term but with a view to the long term as commercial contexts can and do change. For
example, not that long ago, Plymouth airport provided four-times daily services into
Heathrow together with additional services to London City (which Plymouth was
instrumental in reopening) and Gatwick. With the addition of a new runway in the South
East promised within the lifetime of the Joint Local Plan the opportunities offered by the
airport have the potential to be transformational for the city.

5. Opposition to Policy
The leaseholder, which according to its public statements is primarily concerned with
addressing its own capital constraints, has opposed Council policy for the resumption of
general and business aviation on the site. It has supported its case with a series of
partial and straw man arguments each of which is addressed by reference to the facts.
We would challenge these arguments for closure which focus purely on the return of
scheduled services. Examples of these include:
1. In the Review of the Case for Safeguarding the former Plymouth Airport Site for
future Aviation Uses, Dec 2015, Fjori/SDG/BAP point to the decline in general
aviation between 1991 and 2014 – which has steadied since 2009 (Section 5.4). This
is in part due to the way data has been recorded. During the period, the Civil
Aviation Authority permitted flying training from unlicensed airfields and due to the
lower costs, much flying training subsequently moved to unlicensed airfields where
movements are no longer recorded by the CAA. However, Fjori also fails to identify
the simultaneous uplift in business aviation. The Department for Transport
commissioned York Aviation to report on the Economic Value of General Aviation in
March 2015. York found that while there had been 45% decline in the recorded
activity of aeroclub and private flying, there has been a simultaneous growth in
business aviation of 7% over the same period. This is important as business aviation
has a greater economic value and represents deliverable strategic connectivity for
cities such as Plymouth. Moreover, the Department for Transport has said that
“While the sector has been in decline, it is the Government’s intention to reverse
this decline.”2
2. In its Business Case Assessment (Section 5.3 of the same document), Fjori shows
how the airport could be run at a loss under two scenarios. Not only does this view
contrast with the evidence produced by Arup for Plymouth City Council in 2014, it is
also almost unique in UK aviation in that it relies entirely on aeronautical revenues
(landing fees and fuel sales) and omits to develop revenues from aviation-related
property uses such as hangarage, workshops, offices, parking and so on. Almost
every airfield or airport in the UK from the smallest to Heathrow benefits from
property revenue and it is this mix that makes the business viable. On the basis
presented most UK airfields would be forced to close. Plymouth is not an
exceptional GA or business airfield.

2

Department for Transport: General Aviation Strategy, 2015
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3. The same Review document claims in section 8 that noise would present an
insurmountable issue for a reopened Plymouth airport by treating an aviation noise
level of 57 dB LAeq,16hrs as being a SOAEL (significant observed adverse effect level)
that must be avoided. However this ignores both historical planning consents and
Environmental Statements together with recent planning appeal decisions for
Heathrow and London City airports where 57 dB LAeq,16hrs was treated as a LOAEL
(lowest observed adverse effect level) and 63 dB LAeq, 16hrs was taken to be the
SOAEL.

6. National policy – GA and Business Aviation
The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) states in Clause 33 that when planning
for ports, airports and airfields, plans should take account of their growth and role in
serving business, leisure, training and emergency service needs. This point is echoed in
Clause 1.90 of the Government’s Aviation Policy Framework.
Plymouth was for many years very active in each of these areas and would still be today
were the airport open. The role and growth of business and GA traffic was not
withdrawn as scheduled services were, rather it has been interrupted. FlyPlymouth has
been approached by two potential flying school operators, business charter operators
and the police helicopter service among others that are interested in returning to a
reopened Plymouth Airport.
The Government has begun to take General Aviation (GA) seriously in the time since
Plymouth Airport closed. In 2015, following its GA Red Tape Challenge, the Department
for Transport published Economic Value of General Aviation in the UK (Feb 2015)
followed by the General Aviation Strategy, 2015 in which the Government set out its
value and priorities for GA in the UK. The Government found that GA is worth £3bn to
the UK economy each year and supports 38,000 FTE positions while supporting the
£60bn aviation industry through the development of skills and training and
development and business innovation. For this reason the Government is keen to see
GA to thrive in the UK. Among its commitments was that a network of GA airfields be
recognised within the NPPF as strategic national infrastructure. There is good argument
on safety grounds for inclusion of Plymouth Airport in such a network given that it is the
sole hard runway on the South West peninsula in the 90 mile gap between Newquay
and Exeter in an area characterised by poor weather and hills or moorland.
The Aviation Policy Framework addresses Business and GA in Clauses 1.86 - 1.91. The
APF recognises the network of UK airfields that serve GA and business aviation and
states that it is vital to maintain access to such a network. It observes that business and
GA connects many UK and international destinations that do not have, and are unlikely
to develop, scheduled services or other direct transport links. And that these links are
particularly important for local businesses, citing Oxford Economics that 96% of city
pairs served by business aviation have no scheduled connection.
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According to Booz/Allen/Hamilton’s Economic Impact of Business Aviation in Europe
published in 2016 for the European Business Aviation Association (EBAA), the UK
business aviation sector is worth over €8 billion and contributes some €2.6 billion in
GVA and supports 35,000 FTE positions. Business aviation provides city-to-city travel
with minimal check in and handling time and is a key consideration in investment
decisions.
The business aviation case for the expansion of permitted movements at Farnborough
from 28,000 to 50,000 per annum was accepted on appeal by the Farnborough Inquiry
inspector in which he acknowledged that business aviation makes a positive economic
contribution to Rushmoor. By definition, albeit smaller but facing less competition than
Farnborough, the same criteria could well apply to Plymouth Airport. Members of the
team that contributed to the success of the TAG Farnborough were from Mott
MacDonald, led by Laurie Price and Alan Cooke who are now working for FlyPlymouth.
Business aviation would provide almost immediate strategic connectivity to the UK and
European mainland once Plymouth Airport reopened as there would be no requirement
for scheduled airline involvement. A series of innovative business aviation models are
now emerging from the US and Europe from providers such as Jetsuite, Surfair,
Wheelsup and NetJets, where all-you-can-eat memberships or fractional ownership
models are making business aviation cost effective for many more businesses than has
previously been possible.
Lastly changes finally adopted by the European Regulator EASA in March 2017 will see
the broadening of single engine turbine operations known as SetOps to include poor
visibility and night time operations (SEIMC) in line with established practise in the USA.
Single engined turbine aircraft such as the Pilatus PC-12, Cessna 208 Caravan, Quest
Kodiak, PAC-P750, TBM900 are just some of those now able to provide such services.
Plymouth with its peripheral location, growing business community and lack of business
travel options is well positioned to benefit from exactly these kinds of services which are
typically lower cost than twin engine alternatives and competitive with road and rail.

7. Government Study
In 2016, the Department for Transport published its Study of Consultants Reports
Conclusions on Reopening Plymouth Airport for Commercial Passenger Services. Being a
review of existing reports, this study produced little that was new but it did set out a
framework by which any future business plans to restart operations might be assessed.
The Study restates established factors and commercial risks such as runway length and
future passenger demand and cautions that business plans would need to show
consideration and mitigation of these.
However, the Study does not make a decision on viability which it leaves to the private
sector. Neither does the Study consider viability as a GA or business aviation airport, nor
does it consider a range of passenger service model options such as, for example, a
SetOps service.
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Lastly, the Study does not take into consideration the local transport context or factors
such as the closure of the rail line at Dawlish. Nor does it assess the economic impact of
local passenger services on Plymouth and the sub-region.
In summary, the Government Study does not address general and business aviation at
Plymouth airport and has left the matter of commercial services to the Local Authority
and private sector.

8. GA and Business Aviation at Plymouth
General aviation and business aviation both have a long and active history at Plymouth
Airport. The Civil Aviation Authority (CAA) collects air traffic movement (ATM) data at
UK airports and the data for Plymouth is presented below together with FlyPlymouth’s
projections for the first ten years of activity following the airport’s reopening.

Figure 2 Historic and projected air traffic movements at Plymouth Airport

Air traffic movements are a key business driver for an airport – generating landing fees,
parking fees, fuel revenues and handling charges. What the data shows is that in terms
of ATMs, commercial scheduled passenger movements (the grey areas) formed just part
of the activity. All the rest is General Aviation of one kind or another.
Military movements dropped off in 2007 when the Royal Navy ceased air training
operations at Plymouth but continued thereafter at around 3000 movements per
annum due to the military presence in the area. Commercial passenger movements
dropped away in 2011 with the sale of Air SouthWest by the airport’s parent company
Sutton Harbour.
However, private and aeroclub movements continued at a steady level. Aeroclub
numbers includes all based aircraft flying school activity and both these categories
continued until being evicted. It is possible that the private flying data conceals part of
the real business aviation traffic depending on how movements were recorded.
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In terms of FlyPlymouth’s projections, cautious but steady growth is assumed in key
historical categories over a ten-year period. These are aircraft movement numbers and
so while these show a significant level of future air transport traffic, this is based on
smaller aircraft than the 50 seater Dash 8-300 that Air SouthWest used. It also assumes
growth in business aviation that will pick up the high value traffic no longer served by an
airline but which still requires journey time savings and city-to-city connections.
As an example of the business demand logic, CAA data also shows Edinburgh and
Glasgow to have been among the strongest routes from Plymouth in terms of passenger
demand, very likely because of the 8-9 hour road/rail journey times involved and the
Naval and dockyard connections. First class rail return ticket prices to Glasgow and
Edinburgh are presently around £660 making business aviation both competitive and
attractive.
It should also be stated here that business and general aviation are no longer the
reserve of a wealthy elite. Rather they are increasingly allowing businesses to move
investors, management and staff around the UK and Europe efficiently and in the case
of Plymouth, reducing the burdens of doing business in the far South West. Flying
schools at Plymouth have historically offered access to aviation to a wide range a
people, providing entry to skills and careers and reducing social exclusion.

9. FlyPlymouth Business Plan
FlyPlymouth’s Business Plan for General Aviation at Plymouth Airport shows how
general aviation at Plymouth Airport is both deliverable and sustainable based on the
existing use of the site in its present form and given the historic and forecast demand.
Stronger commercial performance may be achieved over the ten-year plan period
through the resumption of some form of scheduled passenger service. While this is
entirely possible and desirable, it is not assumed or required in the present business
model.

10.

Development Framework

While FlyPlymouth’s business model and plans will operate successfully from the airport
site as it stands today the airport’s commercial potential would be maximised by the
development of aviation-related and permitted commercial property development for
hangars, offices and workshop space. These developments would allow the airport to
multiply its revenue streams and so establish its commercial viability and resilience.
In addition, it has also been long recognised that a short expansion to the east of the
runway would allow the runway to be extended to 1199m, the maximum extent
presently permitted by the CAA for Code 2 runways, together with the 90m minimum
RESA (runway end safety area) required by the CAA. While this runway extension is by
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no means an assumption or requirement for the Business Plan as it stands, doing so
would ease constraints on airline operations and enhance the airport’s future viability
during the lifetime of the joint Local Plan.
These items therefore form part of FlyPlymouth’s future Development Framework for
Plymouth Airport that would take the operation from the deliverable and sustainable
use of the present site, to maximising the commercial and aviation potential of the site
and so ensure its longer term viability.
The various phases of FlyPlymouth’s Development Framework can be described as
follows and are illustrated in the figures below:

Phase 1- Restoration of Aviation Activity
Given the successful outcome of the allocation within the Joint Local Plan, a programme
of works to address the dilapidations as described in Arup’s Site Condition Assessment
and Capital Investment Update for Plymouth City Council (Feb 2017), landside and
airside repairs will be prioritised and implemented to enable flying operations to
commence. Therefore, the first move will be to allow the site to be brought back to the
condition required under the terms of the current lease from Plymouth City Council to
Sutton Harbour Holdings. This will address the relocation of the Aviation Fuel Farm and
the AGL/DME control building.
In the initial stages for flying to commence, surface repairs will be made to runway
13/31, the pavements and airside installations which appear to be structurally sound.
This will allow unlicensed GA aerodrome use for private flying as a first stage. The
requirements to move to licensed operation with a precision approach are set out in
Tables 4, 6, 7 and 8 of the Arup report and would form part of a second stage of
investment to restore a safe operational environment together with refurbishment of
the existing buildings.
This phase will allow an ICAO Code 2 instrument runway as a first stage of the airport to
be licensed for precision instrument operations (CAT1ILS/GPS). The required runway
landing/take-off distances are illustrated on the Phase 1 diagram including the RESAs
required. Due to the change of use Public Safety Zones (PSZ) will be redefined.

Phase 2 – Short Runway Extension
This phase identifies the potential, previously considered by the York Aviation Report
dated April 2006, where reinvestment of the sale of land from runway 06/24 was
envisaged to facilitate runway 13/31 to be extended by 60m together with a RESA of
90m. This could be phased with a RESA implemented before the runway is extended.
This proposal, known as the short runway extension, facilitates a maximum fully
compliant ICAO Code 2 runway to be accommodated. It encroaches onto land owned by
Plymouth City Council known as Tamar House, which we understand is likely to become
available within the plan period.
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The diagram for Phase 1 indicates the spatial arrangement for this proposal and the land
take required to form a simple banked/grassed RESA to be formed to allow aircraft to
operate commercially. Declared distances will conform to the maximums permitted by
the CAA as per CAP168.

Phase 3 – Commercial Development
There is likely to be a need to develop commercial activities alongside flying operations
and possibly to support aerodrome activities. Phase 3 indicates the constraints for
maximum building heights that can be achieved to comply with current CAA guidance
(CAP 168 Licensing of Aerodromes) for Obstacle Limitation Surfaces (OLS) in areas
surrounding the runway. A survey will be undertaken to establish constraints of the
existing and proposed developments to guide a detailed masterplan. The masterplan
will respond to the commercial drivers as airport operations evolve and can offer
considerable potential to successfully relate to adjacent land uses. This will be
developed within the current curtilage of the airport land holding.

Phase 4 – Expansion of Airport Facilities.
In the Plymouth City Airport Masterplan, dated October 2008, the rationalisation of the
airport landholding was set out to allow for the closure of runway 06/24 and release of
part of the site for residential development. The receipts of the sale were to assist with
airport redevelopment. This plan describes how new airside and landside improvements
would be achieved including new hangars, taxiways, aprons, and commercial units
accessed by a new link road, now Runway Road, to connect the A386 Tavistock Road
along the western boundary of the airfield with the Plymbridge Lane entry to the
terminal. These airfield facilities were never undertaken and a space reserved for
navigational aids together with the Blue Hangar (Old GA Hangar) were subsequently
transferred by Plymouth City Council to Sutton Harbour Holdings. This is in addition to
the residential land sold with a view to reinforcing airport activity.
This land lies well within the OLS area and therefore building heights would be restricted
and public safety zones potentially jeopardised. This zone therefore offers considerable
benefit to airport operations, as previously identified by Plymouth City Airport, and
should be reserved for that original purpose to allow this key component of the city’s
transportation infrastructure to be protected for the long-term economic
competitiveness of the City.
As the future market potential for passenger air services is explored, the framework
should remain flexible to accommodate a new passenger terminal and car parking close
to the city’s park and ride facility at the George junction. This will align to road
improvements proposed by dualling of the A386 at the position.
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Figure 3 Phase One - Resumption of aviation within existing site

Figure 4 Phase 2 - Short runway extension
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Figure 5 Phase 3 - Initial Commercial Development

Figure 6 Phase 4 - Extended Commercial Development
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11.

FlyPlymouth Objection to JLP Policy - Five Year review

FlyPlymouth is clearly broadly supportive of the Joint Local Plan and particularly so
where is comes to the safeguarding of Plymouth Airport for general aviation use in
policies PLY42 and SPT8.
However, FlyPlymouth believes that these policies are potentially undermined by the
strategy to cap the safeguarding of the airport site for five years. While on face value
this may appear to be a reasonable approach to take, given the turbulent commercial
realities at play, it could ultimately result in the Plan being frustrated and the airport site
lost to aviation.
1. Firstly, the five-year safeguarding period does little to encourage investor
confidence. FlyPlymouth’s business plans are drawn over a ten year period and
investors require certainty that the airport use could not be altered during that
period if their funds were committed.
2. Secondly, the five-year review policy does little to encourage the existing
leaseholder and its investors to recognise that the airport must be sold for aviation
use. Rather it risks encouraging them to sit the period out, undermining the policy
and ensuring the airport remains closed for a further 5 years.
3. Thirdly, safeguarding the site general aviation use makes little sense if Plymouth City
Council does not set out a clear process by which it intends making the site available
for an operator to acquire at the fair market value for aviation use. Such a process
must include measures that the City is prepared to take to ensure that the freehold
is unified.
4. Fourthly, the City Council must make clear that it will not allow the site’s return to
aviation use to be disrupted by unreasonable delays and vexatious legal challenges
that would amount to filibustering and undermine the aviation use policy.
5. Fifth, it is important that the City Council re-establishes previously existing planning
safeguards on the sites to the east of the main runway. These prevent development
that might prejudice airport operations and recognised the site’s potential use for a
runway extension to the east.
6. And lastly, we would urge that Clause 4.173 of the Joint Local Plan be updated to
take account of Clause 33 of the National Planning Policy Framework and Clauses
1.86 – 1.91 of the Aviation Policy Framework, each of which informs decision making
when it comes to general and business aviation airfields.
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12.

Summary

Plymouth City Council, West Devon Borough Council and South Hams District Council
are to be congratulated for an exemplary Joint Local Plan that addresses the needs of
the region with foresight underpinned by careful analysis.
FlyPlymouth is one of the potential operators that would like to acquire and operate
Plymouth Airport once it is made available at a fair market price based on the aviation
use. FlyPlymouth welcomes and supports Policies PLY42 and SPT8 as being sound for the
reasons stated in this document but objects as being unsound, to the introduction of a
five-year review period which while appearing a reasonable approach, in fact exposes
the Plan to being undermined as it stands.
Like much of Britain, Plymouth and the region requires new housing. But the Joint Local
Plan has demonstrated an adequate supply of housing land for the plan period without
resorting to the irreversible destruction of strategic transport infrastructure. Some 30
airfields across the UK are presently at risk of closure and redevelopment being
regarded as soft brownfield targets for developers. And while there is good argument
that a number of these should be developed, there is also the possibility that important
strategic connectivity will be lost in the process.
Plymouth is the largest city on the south coast, the largest conurbation south west of
Bristol and home to the largest naval base in Western Europe. But the city and region
has a long-standing transport deficit that road and rail solutions are unlikely to be able
to significantly transform within the plan period. Plymouth Airport by contrast offers
strategic connectivity from day one in line with NPPF clause 33, the Aviation Policy
Framework, General Aviation Strategy and in a way that the many sources of industry
analysis agree as being supportive of the Strategic Objectives of the Joint Local Plan.
Again and again it has been said that the region’s economic potential is tied to its
transport links. We believe that by recognising the near and longer term potential of
Plymouth Airport as a unique and irreplaceable piece of transport infrastructure and by
ensuring that it is returned to aviation use without further undue delay, the Joint Local
Plan will succeed in maximising the benefit it has on the region for decades to come.
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