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 Orange County Residents Suspect Special Interests Fuel Orange County Airport
Last night, the Southwest Orange  (White Cross) neighbors hosted a community meeting about Orange County Airport. About 250 people showed up to learn about UNC's plans for an airport in Orange County and the community's plan to oppose it.  SW Orange neighbors have been intensively focused on opposing a site in White Cross (known as Site H) that was given top priority in a 2005 report to UNC. The White Cross effort complements a county-wide effort, led by Orange County Voice who is opposing the airport at any site. The groups are collaborating to assure maximum coverage and strength in opposition.

 

The meeting leaders spent 2 hours discussing the recent airport legislation and UNC's plans and fielding questions and comments from the community. The leaders relied on information from news coverage, discussions with legal and other experts, the legislation itself, and two reports from UNC's aviation consultants, Talbert and Bright. One report, created in 2005 discusses UNC's options for serving their Area Health Education Coordinators (AHEC); the second, is a working document dated May 2008 called Economic Impact Report. The group explained that:

· UNC appears to be planning a regional airport for 100+ regional jets and private planes. Not for scheduled passenger flights but certainly for commercial use. This is not a replacement of Horace Williams. It’s a much larger airport with 6500 foot runways. This larger airport is the basis for federal funding.

· The economic benefits, widely touted by elected officials and others, are based on a preliminary report that contains many factual inaccuracies and mistaken assumptions. - especially about the current plane use and aviation needs in the county. The consultant acknowledges these weaknesses in their May 2008 report yet leaders like Bill Faison and Brad Broadwell are touting economic benefits of  $40-$53 mm.

· UNC's consultants have already recommended that AHEC operations (the justification for the airport) is best served using a private terminal at RDU and that an airport is not needed as all.  
The leaders believe that special interests - probably private pilots, possibly UNC alums and others are at play. Their groups are working to refute the entire legislation and disqualify all possible sites. They share goals to:

· Oppose UNC's right to plan and build a general aviation airport in Orange County. 

· Redirect AHEC operations to RDU (rather than a new airport).

· Discredit the airport plan as factually and economically incorrect, and an abuse of tax dollars.

The groups believe that UNC has a legal responsibility to decide that the airport is needed before they can proceed with selecting a site and planning an airport. They hope to encourage UNC to believe that the airport is unnecessary now - before any sites are under consideration. It’s early in the process and UNC has time to do the right thing. Once the airport authority is disbanded, we will work to repeal the legislation or find a way to legally protect our property rights for the long term.

"We would love UNC to return to its charter of delivering high quality education across North Carolina. They have not been authorized or invited to develop aviation or economic plans for Orange County,” says Bonnie Hauser of Orange County Voice. Cliff Leath of SW Orange Neighbors adds, "Underutilized aviation sites already exist in Burlington and Person County -and in this economy, possibly even RDU. Why would UNC consider destroying our unique and spectacular rural landscape for a commercial airport that no one wants or needs". "I simply cannot understand how UNC would consider bypassing our zoning and land use and consider compromising our watersheds - Haw River and Cane Creek - for an airport, when RDU will suffice" said Tony Blake, also of SW Orange Neighbors.

