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N E W S

His Excellency, Andrew Gurr, Governor of St

Helena, has expressed the deep dismay of the

people of St Helena at today's announcement

by the British Government that negotiations

over the contract constructing an airport on the

Island are to be delayed.

Describing the statement as "a severe set-back

to the future development of St Helena and the

Islanders' hopes of reducing their dependency

on the UK", Mr Gurr said:

"The construction of the airport is vital to

stimulate economic development and reverse the

decline in population. At present there is only

limited access to St Helena by sea.  An airport

would bring about an unprecedented stimulus

To: Rt. Honourable Douglas Alexander MP

Secretary of State for International

Development

We, the Elected Members of the St Helena

Legislative Council, wish to express our deep

concern regarding the contents of today's written

statement from the Department for

International Development. Our bitter

disappointment stems from the repeated raising

of expectations that have subsequently been

dashed by delay or indecision.

We would like you to consider the following

facts:

• This Island can only progress towards

sustaining itself economically when we have

air access.

• The robust economic modelling carried out

over the past few years shows clearly that

reliance upon sea access will be more costly

in the long run.

• If we are prevented from achieving self

sufficiency, international obligation means

that the cost will continue to fall on the UK

taxpayer.

• Back in 2000 HMG decided that a viable

private sector proposal for an airport was

unsuitable and in effect forced us down a

publicly funded route.

• We have now been preparing for the

construction of that publicly funded airport

for the past 7 years; all our planning and

thinking has been specifically focused on air

access. A great deal of investment from both

sectors has been committed as a result of that

expectation.

• The existence of the project has enabled us to

stem the unwanted outflow of "Saints" to
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Plans to fly thousands of

tourists to St Helena have

been put on hold

In Jamestown's 18th century castle, overlooking

the churning South Atlantic, the governor of St

Helena spoke of a "deep, smouldering anger"
among the island's isolated population. Eric

Benjamin, a councillor, who had just returned

from a carol concert in St Paul's cathedral,
described it as "a lousy Christmas present".

After seven years' detailed planning for a £100m
airport and the promise of economic self-

sufficiency, the remote British dependency was

yesterday consumed with resentment about a
sudden freeze imposed on its long-cherished

project. Plans to fly in thousands of tourists,

generate sustainable incomes and link the territory
to the outside world, have become the latest victim

of the global credit crunch.

The government announcement at Westminster

was slipped out in a written parliamentary

statement late Monday afternoon. The
Department for International Development (DfID)

and the Treasury were "in continuing

discussions about issues of concern regarding
access to St Helena", the secretary of state,

Douglas Alexander, revealed. "As a result, there

will be a pause in negotiations over the St Helena
airport contract." Many of the 4,000 residents of

the 47-sq-mile volcanic outcrop believe "pause"

means "cancelled". The governor, Andrew Gurr,
said he had been told that the delay was due to

"international financial unrest.Most of the people

are very upset. Gutted was one word used. They
feel very let down. All our planning and all our

thinking has been towards the airport for some

time. The cost of [travel] by sea is more
expensive. It will almost be back to square one if

we don't go ahead with the Italian contractor

[Impregilo]. This will cost more for the British
taxpayer if we don't have the airport."

St Helena was the last home of emperor Napoleon.
During the 19th century, it was a Royal Navy

base for operations against slave traders. The

bodies of 10,000 slaves, who had died before
they could be liberated, are buried on the island.

St Helena has grown accustomed to being let

down, Gurr added. The creation of the Suez canal
diverted much of the seaborne trade 150 years

ago. Over the past decade the population has

dropped by almost a third as younger people
have emigrated to the Falklands or Ascension

island where wages are significantly higher.

The only way of reaching St Helena by a regular

service is aboard the ageing RMS St Helena. The

ship leaves Portland, Dorset, twice a year and
calls at other remote Atlantic territories and at

Capetown. There is no jetty and sometimes cruise

ships which anchor off Jamestown cannot land
their passengers.

"This decision is devastating," said Benjamin. "It

is keeping the island in limbo." It has been made
at a time when the UK government is submitting

claims to the UN for extending control of the

seabed around many of its Atlantic dependencies.
A DfID spokesman yesterday denied that the

project has been cancelled: "There are a number

of financial and economic questions to discuss,
taking account of the changed economic climate."

Taken from ‘The Guardian’, Wed 10 Dec. ‘08

to the island and its inhabitants.  The potential

for tourism is significant and the project would

benefit the British public, who are currently

supporting St Helena through their taxes and

the people of St Helena in their quest for greater

self-sufficiency.  I very much hope an

affirmative decision will not be long delayed."

In a separate statement, the Island's Legislative

Councillors stressed the disappointment felt

by their constituents:

 "This project has been seven years in the

making during which the plight of St Helena

has worsened.  The UK has a legal

responsibility to ensure the political, economic

and social development of Overseas Territories

such as St Helena and to promote constructive

measures of development.  The longer a

decision on the airport is delayed the more

costly it will be for UK taxpayers and the

people of St Helena alike.  Doing nothing is

not an option.  We earnestly hope for a positive

decision soon."

work abroad, but now we are convinced that

any future uncertainty over an airport will

cause widespread disillusionment and rapid

depopulation, as well as discouraging inward

and local investment.

• It was remarkably difficult to obtain

compliant bids for the construction of an

airport. If the favoured contractor is to be

disappointed at this stage, we have serious

doubts about our ability to attract bids in

the foreseeable future.

• Our electorate of "Saints" is renowned for

loyalty to Britain, but if this current

statement is hiding an indefinite delay in an

airport, then we are certain that there will be

a very negative backlash from our people.

The credibility of all that we have achieved

in the areas of governance, planning, and

consistency, as well as the social

development pathway so clearly outlined

in our Sustainable Development Plan is at

risk.

We believe that the issue before us is about

more than finance. It is a moral issue that is

founded on our long term relationship to the

UK. We have embraced the "partnership"

concept proposed by the UK in the 1999

White Paper with genuine commitment. The

decision to build an airport was announced

clearly to the House back in 2005 and was

dependent on the people of St Helena

preparing for the project. Thus far we have

embraced many difficult changes in keeping

our part of the bargain - we hope that our trust

in HMG is not misplaced.

The Legislative Councillors

Government of St Helena


