[image: image1.png]lived for over 30 years, on the single
issue of aircraft noise

“This was once a quiet residential area
where many expats decided to settle
down, paying a high price for housing.”
he says. “Life was fantastic and then —
bang! - without warning, our heaven
turned into hell. A significant share of
air traffic has been moved away from its
normal flight paths, going against the
universally accepted and practised rulcs:
planes must land and take off facing the
wind. The result is that even talking to
my neighbours over the fence has
become a challenge. Meetings in my
office are puncruated by muted intervals,
waiting for plane X to fly away and the
next one to show up.”

Heslop rejects accusations of Nimby-
fsm (Not In My Back Yard). “I under-
stand plancs have to land and take off,”
he says. “We are ready to accept our fair
share of flights. But the powers-that-be
should come up with a new dispersion
plan that takes our wishes into account.”

Heslop points out that he is not the
only one upset: in 2005, 222,000 com-
plaints were lodged by inhabitants of the
area. But, he says, this doesn't seem to
have had much impact. On October 6,
the Cassation Court - Belgium's
Supreme Court - found in favour of cit
izens’ groups from communes around
Brussels airport complaining about nois
pollution. The verdict confirmed a pre-
ious ruling against the state for exces-
sive and dangerous use of a secondary
runway. Itis the first dme the court has
found in favour of residents against the
state,

“But even that ruling ~ by one of the
highest courts in the land - docs not
seem to prevail,” says Heslop. “Why?
Because of the endless Walloon-Flemish
conflict”

For many, the domestic political bat-
tle raging behind the scenes lics at the
root o this seemingly endless saga. The
issue of noise pollution has troubled suc-
cessive governments, but a final agree-
ment has proved elusive because the
problem involves two separate regions:
Brussels and Flanders, each of which has
its owen aviation policies.

Petit, who measures the aircraft noise
in his area via a device linked to a com
puter that sends data to the group's web-
site every 10 minutes, says: “It used to
be the case that take off and landing ‘cor-
ridors' were determined by the weather.
Notany more. s allabout politics. The
tworegions are at loggerheads over this.
On the one hand, the Flemings accuse
Brussels of jeopardising Zaventem's
long-term viability by continuing to
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object to flights over Brussels territory.
On the other, Brussels Region points to
its aircraft noise laws as justification for
keeping the number of light paths over
the city to an absolute minimum.”

Peit says population density should be
taken into account in deciding flight
paths. Brussels’ castern suburbs have a
population of around 230,000; those in
the north around 120,000, “We are not
saying planes should not fly over our
homes but that they should not be able
t0fly solow as to cause so much disrup-
tion,” he says. “Simply using a different
runway would go a long way towards
achieving this.” He also suggests a retum

——
‘Why should we be
forced to move?
Many of us have

lived here for years'

Frédéric Petit wants flights rerouted

0 the pre-2002 situation 5o that the east
nolonger gets a “disproportionate” vol-
ume of lights.

‘As Flemish and francophone politicians
continue to battle it out over the fairness
of subjecting one linguistic area to more
noise pollution than another, another
group of which, to date, litle has been
heard has entered the fray: airline pilots.
A confidential report seen by The Bul-
lecin from the Belgian Cockpit Associa-
tion (BCA), which represents not only
airline pilots in Belgium but also light
engineers and expatriate pilots, brands
the dispersion plan as “nothing but a
political decision” and calls fora radical
rethink on flight paths.

Petit has received numerous anony-
‘mous emails, also seen by The Bulletin,
claiming to be from pilors, voicing con-
cern about Runway 20. In one email, a
pilot suggests that use of the shorter run-
way posed a possible threat o air safety
“The airport is becoming just 100 busy
for such densely populated arcas. Why
not move some of the air traffic o other,
less populated regions, one in desperate
need of economic development, such as
Charleroi?”

Nadine Meesen, a spokesperson atair
affic control agency Belgocontrol, the
national body responsible for landings
and take-offs,insists Runway 20 is “per-
fectly safe”. “It has been in use for many
vears and we have never had any prob-
fems,” she says. “Itis also worth remem-
bering that wind direction, not the
choice of runway, can influence noise
levels during take-off and landings.”

For people living close to airports in
Brussels, Liége and Charleroi, help may
soon be on hand because they will be el
gible for grants if they want to move
away from the noise. Tn October, the
‘Walloon Region's government launched
proposals to help people and businesses
move away from the worst affected
areas. Under a current programme,
1,565 properties have benefited from
government sponsored noise insulation
and 1,124 were bought outright from
people wanting to move.

Petit and other residents, however, say.
the grant proposal does not go (o the
core of the problem ~ noise - and adds:
“In any case, why should we be forced to
move? Many of us have lived here for
years.”

Despite this, the pilots'intervention in
the debate is timely, coming as it does
o the eve of the imminent Council of
State ruling. In August, an Airbus 330
taking offfor Kinshasa from Brussels Air-
port lost the power of one of its two
engines, fuelling fears of future crashes.
Heslop and his fellow campaigners see
this as a consequence of the dispersion
plan that, they say, now directs planes
above densely-populated areas. ‘Do we
need a massacre to see common sense
prevail?” Heslop says. “I hope not.” &
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some proposals on how to tackle it
including substantially reducing the
number of flights using Brussels Airport
and devising an updated dispersion
plan. Air traffic has increased dramati.
cally in Belgium as clscwhere in thelast
few years.

Raf de Baerdemacker, onc of two
ombudsmen for the airport, has a simi-
lar view. His office has received 400,000
complaints from 1,500 people about air-
craftnoise in the last year. While he sym-
pathises with those affected, he points
out: “Logically, if you live near an air.
port,as those in the eastern suburbs do,
then surely you would expect more air.
erafi noisc than those who do not?

“Yes, the dispersion plan has led (o an
increase in aircraft frequency over cast-
em areas, but” he adds, “l would seri
ously challenge the asscrtion that th
has also resulted in higher noise levels.
Inso many ways, the eastern communes”
pressute groups have a valid case — but
then o did those i the north when they
had the problem.”

Even so, Anciaux’s dispersion plan
went down like the proverbial lead bal
Toon with people like Petit and British
born lawyer Simon Brown (not his real

es reaches 100 d

name), who has lived for 10 years in
Wezembeek, about seven kilometres
from the airport. Incensed at being
woken by aircraft noise up to four times
a night, Brown has spent €12,000 triple-
glazing his home, but says his family sill
has to endure “ear-splitting” aircraft
noise, particularly at weekends,

‘Can you imagine what it is like hav-
ing jumbo jets taking off and landing
above your head, often emitting noise
levels at one hundred decibels which,
ithas been proven, can damage the hear
ing of your children if they are playing
outside?” he says.

Brown, who has three children, says
Anciaux’s plan also raises important
safety issues. Under the plan, one of the
airports three runways known as Run-
way 20 is now systematically used at
weekends. This runway was previously
rarely used, and only then when wind
conditions dictated its use; Anciaux’s dis-
persal plan hinged on resorting to it
more frequently.

“The problem is that this secondary
runway points directly at our homes,”
says Brown. “Because it is about one
kilometre shorter than the other run-

ays, the planes using it cannot reach

els - which can be harmful to children

the same immediate altitude. The result
is that at weekends aircraft are flying as
low as two hundred metres above our
heads. There has been no consultation
or impact assessment despite the fact
that we effectively have an overhead
motorway running through our com.
munes. Courtjudgments are ignored by
ministers and we have lttle or no legal
redress. You get no real justice in the
Flemish legal system because it is polic
ically biased. It is an absolute night-

He adds: “The Flemish in the north
merely wanted to shift what I call the
cancer of aircraft noise clsewhere,
instead of tackling the problem at its
source. Their attitude seems to be: why
wake up a few thousand people when
you can wake up even more?”

Brown does not see the problem as an
expatriate_versus _Flemings
though: “That's a bit too simplistic
Whatever your background, we are all
human beings and affected by noise.

The problem was a key issuc in the
recent communal elections, not least for
Michael Heslop, another British cxpa-
triate. He stood, unsuccessfully, as an
independent in Kraainem, where he has
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Get out of our air!

Residents of Brussels’ eastern suburbs say they have had enough of
flight noise. Martin Banks reports on the politics behind the flightpaths

ing aireraft over your home
every two minutes during
the weekend and in the

middle of the night.

Petit docs not live in a war zone, but
in the affluent outskirts of Brussels.
still, the 52-year-old and thousands of
others in the east of the ity are engaged
in a battle to reclaim their lives from
what they call the *hellish disruption”
caused by aircraft using the nearby
Brussels Airport.

Father-of-two Petit and his fellow suf-
ferers are keeping their fingers crossed
that an important court decision will
soon bring an end to their ordeal. By the
end of this year, the Council of State —
which rules on the constitutionality of
government decisions and administra-
‘e matters — s expected to make a rul
ing in a landmark legal action that was
Taunched two years ago.

Just one of 22 legal cases brought by
residents, the court has been asked o
overturn the decision of former trans
port minister Bert Anciaus to redistrib
ute flights away from the Flemish
communes n the north of Brussels to the
castern suburbs, home to much of the
citys expatriate community. Broadly
speaking, and with wind direction the
most obvious proviso, planes are now
cutting a curve over Brussels instead of
flying straight up.

The case has been brought at a cost of
€500,000 by three residents’ associa-
tions: UBCNA (the Belgian Union
Against_ Airplane Noise), Wake Up
Kraainem and Awacs (the Association of
Wezembeek-Oppem Against Contra-
ventions to Silence and Security), of
which Petit is administrator

The groups are also preparing to lodge
4 complaint with the European Com
mission, claiming that the so-called dis-
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persion plan flouts EU directives on noisc:
pollution and safety. Their demands
have been endorsed by over 15,000
people who, over the past three
years, have signed an online petition
(www.stoplanduyt.be).

Petit, who lives in the Flemish com-
‘mune of Wezembeek one of the areas
worst affected by the dispersion plan
says that the time, energy and expense
invested by residents is a sign of their
determination to win the day. “Let's
hope that common sense and
long-term_vision replace the petty
political decision-making of recent
years,” he says.

To get a handle on this most complex
of Belgian sagas, you need to rewind a
few years. Flights from Brussels’ airport

e
‘At weekends, there

areplanesflyingas
low as 200 metres

above our heads'
T

in Zaventem used to be evenly distrib-
uted over the city, ie over northern,
southern, castern and western com-
munes. But in October 2002, then-trans-
port minister Isabelle Durant narrowed
the flight-paths from Zaventem over the
northern Flemish communes, such as
Vilvoorde, Meise, Neder-over-Heem-
beek, Haren, Diegem and Grimbergen.
The reasoning was that the noisc would
affect less people, as northern com-
munes havea lower population density.

Ttwas a decision that, unsurprisingly,
failed to take off with the Flemings. So
when a Flemish politician, Bert Anciaus,

replaced Durant as transport minister,
he reversed the decision. Under Anci
aux's dispersion plar', lights were now
redistributed over the eastern suburbs,
such as Woluwe-Saint-Pierre, Tervuren,
Overijse, Auderghem, Kraainem, Ster
rebeck and Wezembeek-Oppem. The
theory was that this would spread the
same amount of noise over a wider arca
and thus share the problem more equally
among Brussels residents. But this raised
the ire of castern-based action groups,
who claimed that Anciaux’s Flemish
roots were behind his routing of flights
from the Dutch-speaking norih to

the largely francophone eastern com-
The current transport minister, Renaat

Landuyt, is widely seen as having con
tinued Anciaux’s policies (which is why
the petition is named after him). Anci-
aux has since become minister for cul

ture, youth and sport in the Flemish
government, but he flatly denies the
ceusation that his dispersion plan was
motivated by linguistic bias and stil
strongly defends i, saying it was in the
“best interests” of al concerned.

Alfons Rocbben, a close adviser to
Anciaux and an aviation expert,fold The
Bulletin: “Before, most of the aircraft
noise was largely concentrated in not
‘much more than ten percent of an arca
tothe north of Brussels. The feeling was
that Durant’s proposals were designed
to liberate’ her francophone regions
from aviation noise. Now if there is dis
ruption, itis at least evenly spread over
& wider geographical area. Surly, that

only fai. L accept that those in the east-
ern suburbs have a problem with noise
and that they are perfectly entitled to
complain. But I would ask: what solu-
tions do they offer? They see to simply
want to push the problem lsewhere.”

Roebben says Anciaux sill feels
strongly about the problem and has





