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INTRODUCTION

Air travel is now a part of our lives. At least in the west and amongst those with wealth and power in the developing world. It has become so familiar that we take for granted both its benefits and its unwelcome consequences. Indeed we hardly notice the accommodation we have made with it in order that we, personally, may be able to fly off to inviting destinations.

Air travel still gives rise to that mixture of excitement, apprehension and wonder that has accompanied it from its early days, though travelling across the Atlantic is a very different matter from those times just after the Second World War when the first commercial flights departed from Bournemouth/Hurn. 

I want to explore with you a little about travel in terms of some of the issues that surround air travel and to begin to consider some of those themes that might be the elements of a public theology of Air travel. 

SOME ISSUES SURROUNDING AIR TRAVEL

The ending of the commercial flights of Concorde by BA and Air France last autumn is a reminder to us of those heady days in the 50’s and early 60’s when we believed the world was at our feet. The white heat of technology, the first line of supersonic passenger aircraft, and cheap fuel created by nuclear fission. There was nothing beyond our power, we had a line on what Bonhoeffer meant by ‘Man come of Age!’

It is also a reminder of how much has changed and the extent to which our technological inventiveness has brought problems as well as possibilities. The world of air travel encapsulates some of our dilemmas. Six things.

1. Low cost carriers

It appears that the world, or at least Europe, is open for cheap weekends. Fly for next to nothing to Paris, Bordeaux, Amsterdam, Milan, Rome, Barcelona, Prague and so on. These are great and often new, possibilities. But there is a cost.

You will probably be familiar with the story of Bournemouth, Buzz and Ryanair. Potential passengers left with commitments to hotels and hired cars. No ‘insurance’ is offered beyond the flight. Airport development may well be dependent upon the hard commercial decisions of these new carriers. Some of these low cost carriers are not in the business of developing localised customer loyalty. The incentive to fly with them is minimum cost. As a consequence such companies will change schedules and remove routes quite frequently. Another reality with which regional airports have to live. It may well be that this is the only viable future for mass air travel on the shorter haul routes, but will it de-stabilise strategy and planning for airport provision?

Ryanair is able to provide such cheap flights because, in many cases, it pays little or no fees to the airport. They concentrate on small, regional airports who need the business. In some cases such airports will pay to get Ryanair flying from them. There was a case in September brought against Strasbourg Airport, which, as a publicly owned airport, was accused of offering a subsidy to Ryanair and this was deemed to be unfair competition. The European Commission has found against Ryanair with regard to Brussels Charleroi. This constitutes in fact a subsidy from the public purse. Michael O’Leary would have us believe that this marks the end of cheap fair travel, his competitors aren’t so sure!

There are other cost savings; no on-flight refreshments unless you buy them and therefore shorter turn-round times, (which have knock-on consequences for the air crews), no reserved seats, no hotel accommodation if your flight is delayed. I understand that Ryanair staff have to buy their own uniforms and pilots pay for their registration. 

2. The Government Consultation on the Future of Air Travel in the UK

Just over a year ago the Government issued a consultation document on the future of air travel in the United Kingdom which represented an attempt to build a strategy for the future development of airport provision.

Subsequent regional consultations have revealed the vast range of possibilities that are more likely to be driven by market pressures than government planning. The airports in our region, Southampton and Bournemouth could expand significantly, but only if there is little more expansion of the London Airports; Heathrow, Gatwick, Stansted and Luton. The White paper based on this consultation process and published in December last, year only confirmed this. Heathrow, that sees itself as a world airport in competition with Amsterdam, Paris and Frankfurt, is pressing very hard for another runway despite its impact on the locality. It may get it between 2015 and 2020.  Indeed, the response to the rumour that it was Stansted that was planned to have this runway brought a swift response from the CBI and British Airways that threatened to transfer many of its flights to Paris! The rumour was well founded for that is where the first new runway is planned to be built in the south east.

The pressure from the Metropolitan airports with their huge economic clout is likely to win the day over any policy of dispersal even in a government White Paper! What is clear is that further significant expansion of Air Travel is expected. The government says, “we need a balanced approach which recognises the importance of air travel, but which also tackles environmental issues.”

3. The Environment

There is no question that air travel is a great polluter. Pollution arises from aircraft fuel combustion, noise, extra road traffic around airports and the general impact of low flying aircraft. The expansion of air travel, and hence its impact on the environment, has been encouraged by several factors. 

· There is no tax and VAT is zero rated on air fuel, thus the petrol for your car is about 76p a litre whilst the cost of air fuel is around 18p a litre. This stems from a time in the Second World War when the Chicago Convention was created to encourage harmonious international relations.
· VAT is zero rated on tickets, airport purchases, maintenance, baggage handling and meals.
· There is a cross subsidy for ticket prices from the income from retail outlets which enables lower landing fees.
· Air travel is not part of the Kyoto agreement on emissions because developing an internationally functional system was regarded as being too difficult. 
On the other hand air passenger duty was introduced in 1993, but presently only at £5 per person for European flights. The White paper does not suggest that this should be increased.

One way to tackle the impact of air travel on the environment and the commitment of governments to reduce the release of CO2 and NO2 is emission trading. Emission trading “is a mechanism by which those responsible for emissions are required to keep within specified limits by reducing their own emissions and/or buying additional ‘allowances’ from other parties with lower emissions. A limit is set by way of an overall cap on emissions of all participating industries.” In other words the developed countries can offset, to a greater or lesser extent, the required reduction in emissions by utilising the much lower emissions of the developing countries. Thus less restraint! 

Some months after September 11th 2001, there was a BA advert that suggested that you are more likely to obtain the trans-Atlantic contract if you fly to make your business case in person. This raises the question of ‘business miles’ in the same way as we think of ‘food miles’. In an age of ICT’s do we really need to make all the journeys we do? Air travel has opened up so much for us but how do we balance these opportunities against its impact on our eco-systems?

4. The Multi-faith world on our doorstep

After September 11th it was realised at Heathrow that a large proportion of the workforce are faithful Muslims. Not only is a workforce likely to be multi-ethnic and multi-faith, but those travelling through our larger airports represent a whole cross-section of the world’s population.

This intermixing of cultures, languages and faiths challenges us as to how we relate our world faith to others, and to recognising that Christianity is not a western faith alone. Thus some of the airport chaplaincies are doing pioneering work by developing their life and meeting places, (chapels or prayer rooms), as being places where all faiths are welcome and can be given appropriate expression. There is something here from which the rest of us can learn.

5. Air Travel as an economic force

Air travel is big business which, like all economic activity, is undergoing constant change. The impact of an airport on a local economy is not confined to the process of air travel centred on a terminal building. Most airports attract other businesses to their environs, some of which are related to servicing the industry, whilst others are not. The rent from the operations on the Business Park at Bournemouth Airport is a very significant part of the income of the airport itself.

This puts into perspective the discussions and negotiations about future airport development presently taking place. It constitutes too, the background against which the impact of air travel on the environment is going to be judged. In the case of Bournemouth Airport, improved road access from the Spur Road would be considered if the passenger numbers reach a certain level. At the same time the airport is bounded on its easterly edge by an area of Special Scientific Interest. There are other possible routes but each has its costs.

6. Air travel as a life changer

A few years ago attending a conference near Avelino in Italy I noticed flowers being loaded into a refrigerated lorry. I was told that they would be on the streets of New York the next day! We are now able to buy seasonal foods at any time of the year and air travel has contributed to this. 

Pictures of people with face masks at other airports last year demonstrate the way in which air travel can spread diseases such as SARS with great rapidity around the world. I don’t know if there will be similar dangers with Avian, (chicken), ‘flu if it mutates and attaches itself to a human form of ‘flu..

It is mildly disconcerting to be sitting in the café at Bournemouth Airport to have a Policeman with a machine gun walk past. It many years since the hijacking of aircraft begun, but now they have become a focus for terrorism.

The world has shrunk for holidays and journeys of discovery. With a daughter in Australia we are glad that we don’t have to go by boat and therefore hardly ever see her!

The availability of aircraft began the process, now taken on by ICTs, of bringing world events into our view with a rapidity that enables us to make an immediate response. When news only came by boat it was usually too late to offer instant help when we learnt of any disaster or conflict. Now we are faced constantly by happenings that challenge us to form an opinion or to give towards much needed relief in a way that earlier generations never were. 

I have highlighted some of the ways in which air travel has changed our lives and some of the issues which it raises.

TOWARDS A PUBLIC THEOLOGY OF AIR TRAVEL

In a very tentative way I want to suggest some pointers that may help us move towards something like a coherent public theology of air travel. The themes I have looked at will apply generally to many aspects and forms of travel; they are not exclusive to it, but air travel does relate to them all. There are four general points.

1. To Travel or not?

God’s world is to be celebrated, explored and enjoyed. It is part of God’s generous gift to all. 

The concept of journeying is central to faith. The archetypal figure of faith was Abram, whom, we recall, was told to “Leave your own country, your kin, and your father’s house, and go to a country I will show you. I shall make you into a great nation; I shall bless you and make your name so great that it will be used in blessings:”(Genesis 12 1-2). As the writer to the Hebrews reminds us, the destination was unclear to Abram, that was in God’s hands.

Travel may be part of God’s plan, thus Joseph was sold and went down into Egypt to prepare for the later movement of Israel and the whole clan. 

Years later, when the Hebrew people were held in oppressive slavery it was Moses who led them out on a journey of liberation to the promised land at God’s command because he had heard their cry of pain and anguish.

A renewed sense of identity was forged for the Jewish people through the journey into Exile and the return; God using the tides of history to challenge the people as to their true allegiances. 

As we look towards Lent we are reminded of Jesus’ journey into the wilderness; and, at the climax of his ministry the way in which he set his face to go to Jerusalem, “They were on the road going up to Jerusalem and Jesus was leading the way; and the disciples were filled with awe, while those who followed behind were afraid.” 
Paul, the great missionary to the Gentiles centred his work on a series of great journeys. 

This is to say nothing of the significance of travel as a means of trade which runs right through the emerging story of the People of God as it is told in the Scriptures.

These were journeys of challenge; to undertake them at all often required a response of faith. They could be accompanied by danger, a loss of purpose, the uncomfortable nature of new sights, sounds, cultures and perspectives. 

Nevertheless, the theological reflection upon them is that through them God draws individuals and peoples forward into the future being opened-up to them enabling them to put the past behind them and to explore new possibilities in hope. 

It is not lightly that we frequently picture our Christian lives as a journey, a pilgrimage, of faith.

It may seem a little difficult to apply such a view of journeying to the crowded departure lounge as many of us head off to the sun! On the other hand much lies behind the various journeys that we are about to embark upon. Even in holidaying we are acknowledging the importance of rhythms in our lives, of work and rest from work, and of an openness to new experiences. 

Our travel may be a part of our commitment to others; to keep in contact; to be with them for particular events in their lives; to conduct necessary business.

I might add in parenthesis that, of course, journeys of migration are well established amongst animals and plants are sometimes propagated by air-born seeds or through seeds being carried by animals.

There may be nothing profound in these observations, but they act as a reminder of some of the significant aspects of being human. Travel, in any form, is one way to acknowledge our humanity; its challenges and opportunities. It does appear that God calls us to journey; both a state of mind and a physical undertaking. 

2. Constraints
Under this general theme are three sub-headings which have to do with the way humans inter-act with creation. Amongst other things I am indebted to the latest edition of Crucible that has the Environment as its theme:

(a). Limits to Growth

The Government White Paper on Air travel, whilst recognising some of the constraints on the future expansion of air travel, regards such expansion as both inevitable and desirable. This fits well with our present obsession with growth and ever expanding consumer choice. We operate as though there are no limits to growth. Rather we suggest that ever increasing opportunities and consumer items at our disposal are at the heart of human fulfilment.

Our experience surely tells us that this is not so. I am reminded of Jesus’ parable of the Rich Fool, (Lk. 12. 16-20), in which the man’s insatiable acquisitiveness is checked by God’s question, “To what end is all this accumulation?” The gaining of possessions for its own sake is not a fit purpose.  Much better their availability for the Common Good.

I understand that at the last Lambeth Conference a small group of bishops worked on a theology and a resolution in respect of our proper relation with ecology and the environment. One of the four principles they offered was that of the Sabbath as a feast of ‘enoughness’. In her comment on this theme, Claire Foster, (Crucible January – March 2004, page 36), says, “In the roaring voracity of desire that can so consume our waking hours and even our sleep in dreams, our religion calls us to stop. Stop completely, properly, for a period of time, not just to pause for breath before carrying on consuming, but to take a deep dive into God’s Peace.”

Air travel has many positive benefits, but does unlimited travel satisfy the soul? Is it only a consumer item lacking in either restraint or divine purpose?

(b). Sustainability

Many of the documents being produced now that outline plans, strategies and targets for economic development refer to it as needing to be ‘sustainable’.  Yet there is a very limited definition of ‘sustainability’ that underlines the fine phrases. For the most part it is insisted that economic development must have regard to the (near) future. Resources must be considered in the longer term. Will you be able to utilise them in five or ten years’ time? 

This view is still based on an understanding of the earth’s resources as being available to human’s to exploit, albeit with care! There is no sense in which we, as human beings, are inextricably bound-up in the eco-systems we inhabit. 

The Emissions Credit scheme to which I referred earlier appears to be based on a similar understanding. It is unlikely to encourage a significant reduction in harmful emissions when you can ‘buy in’ some relief!

There is much in the creation stories of Genesis that encourages us to recognise, explore and affirm our essential unity with creation/all creatures, as human beings. 

An approach that allows us to regard creation as a series of resources available for humans to use, even with some care, needs to be challenged by a recognition of the integrity of creation.

(c). Justice

Of course emissions credit schemes demonstrate that harmful emissions are created unequally. In particular it is the developed world that creates the vast majority of them yet all have to live with the consequences. 

Quite rightly, the developing world challenges the developed world with this form of exploitation. Why should we live with the consequences of your consumption? Is it always and inevitably that Lazarus will only have justice after death? Not surprisingly it is those nations who emit the greatest percentage of greenhouse gases that also possess the greatest purchasing power. In other words the disparities in emissions in harmful gases is mirrored by similar disparities in economic strength. There has to be a connection. 

In Summary of this section:

Travel, and especially air travel, has many positive aspects and benefits but that is not the whole story. This is a very broad subject that is, at heart, about co-existence and justice between nations and peoples. In terms of the availability of air travel is it necessary to kerb human ambition and freedom when it threatens to be destructive? 

3. We can’t uninvent aircraft!
I think that we would acknowledge that Air Travel has transformed our lives. There is no way we are going to abandon the aeroplane, except for something better! God-given human ingenuity, which it is our responsibility to put to use, leads us into one dilemma after another! The task is to set such gifts in their right context. For Paul human gifts, skills and abilities were to be seen within the Christian community and their purpose was for the health of the whole body. Surely the same applies to all human communities and groups. 

In the midst of the compromises that necessarily surround research and development is the challenge to address the question: “For what purpose? For whose benefit? Who are the winners and losers?”

There is no stopping Air Travel except when determined by considerations that call us to question its advisability in a particular way, or on specific occasions. It is now a given of our situation, for what purposes is it to be utilised?

4. The Development of local economies
How do we judge the value and effectiveness of economic activity? You may expect someone who has been involved for a while in Industrial Mission to have an answer to that, but, of course, there is no straightforward one!

In the purposes of God, it is clear that economic activity is a route to providing resources that contribute to the health and wealth; ‘common-wealth’, of human beings and the created order. Yet there is much in the Bible that makes clear that all economic activity is not good per-se. That depends upon how it is undertaken, for whose benefit and whose loss, how it impacts upon the environment, what new opportunities it opens up and how the resources it creates are understood. In addition is the perspective of time-scale. Over what length of time will its benefits and disbenefits prevail?

The economic impact of Air travel involves all of these factors. It creates direct employment around the hubs of travel; aircraft and airports, and around the physical perimeters of these hubs; aircraft servicing, freight handling and business parks. In Scunthorpe it was said that for every job on the steel works there were another two directly or indirectly related in the town. 

Beyond this there are jobs arising out of providing an infrastructure for airports to function, and further, the attraction of employment to existing focal points of economic activity.

On the other hand these very jobs make an impact on the surrounding area not least in terms of levels of traffic and associated pollution. What is emerging is increased stress in the industry as quick turn rounds and anti-social hours make their impact. 

We have to set these conflicting interests and outcomes in the context of God’s call to co-create localities, communities and groups that experience ‘well-being’; shalom. At the same time to determine over what period of time we believe we may be prepared to tolerate that which destroys on the way to the further realisation of God’s communities of peace. 

CONCLUSION

Air Travel; there is no such thing as cheap! I hope that I have given you a glimpse of the world of air travel with all its possibilities and its challenges. For many of us it has opened up many new horizons for which we should rejoice. It has its costs, some of which are about the struggles of economic activity and development whilst others are about our priorities and yet others are about the way we seek to be part of the eco-systems we inhabit. All these themes are ones that offer challenges to us as Christians and to the churches of which we are a part.  
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