THE REAGAN ADMINISTRATION — SUS UNDER A NEW NAME

CHALLENGE TO POLICE DETENTION — FRENCH POLICE

THE SAS AGAIN — NATIONALITY BILL

STORNOWAY: RESISTANCE
TO NATO EXPANSION

The Ministry of Defence will have to defend
its plans for expansion of Stornaway airport
in the Western Isles at a local planning
hearing, as a result of vigorous opposition.
The hearing was announced by the
Secretary of State for Scotland, George
Younger, on December 30, 1980. It will
only consider objections on planning
grounds — consideration of issues of national
defence or Britain’s role in NATO have
been ruled out from the start, which has
angered local people opposed to the plans.

The main concern is that the Ministry of
Defence intends to turn Stornaway into a
full NATO base which would replace the
Keflavik base in Iceland if that country
withdrew from NATO. (Itis believed that in
the early 1960s, Stornoway was to be
developed as a full base but that difficulties
arose gaining access to fuel.)

The airport, now primarily in civilian use
(it is leased to the Civil Aviation Authority).
was acquired by the government in 1939
under the Requisitioning Act for, as local
crofters recall, ungenerous compensation.
It 1s used as an emergency stand-by base for
NATO.

The plans for expansion were first
announced by the Ministry of Defence in
August 1977 and comprised mainly a 1,200
feet extension to the present 6,000 feet
runway, which was described by the
Ministry as being ‘vital for operational
requirements in the event of hostilities.’
Planning clearance was sought from
Combhairle nan Eilean (Western Isles
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Council) and was granted in October 1977.
It was withdrawn in mid 1978 once
councillors began to realise the full
implications of the plans and after extensive
objections had been made by several local
organisations and individuals. By 1979 the
expansion plans had themselves been
expanded to include a further runway
extension, the construction of a parallel
runway, improved lighting and fuel storage
tanks. (The Scotsman, 1.6.79)

By December 1979 it had become known
that a mile-long undersea pipeline was also
to be built, allowing tankers to feed fuel
direct from the sea to the airport (7The
Scotsman, 6.12.79) and in the same month
the Ministry of Defence announced that it
also planned to build 30 feet high hardened
aircraft shelters to protect NATO aircraft
from enemy attack. (The Scotsman,
17.12.79)

Opposition to the plans is widespread and
includes both the local Labour and Scottish
National Parties, the local SNP MP Donald
Stewart (Western Isles) and a local Keep
NATO Out group. Objections are
NuUMeErous.

The first is to Stornoway becoming an
eventual replacement for Keflavik in the
event of an Icelandic withdrawal from
"NATO. The threat of this, or withdrawal of
NATO facilities, is less now than several
years ago, when an increased left-wing
presence in the government led to
discussions about a phased NATO
withdrawal. Nevertheless, NATO facilities
on Iceland continue to be negotiatedon a
year to year basis and it is conceivable that
Iceland will at some point withdraw them.
NATO would then require a fall-back base
to cover the North Atlantic and the only
alternative in such a situation would be
Stornoway, a site, as local people point out,
which is ‘cheap’ in terms of its social and
environmental cost.

This is emphatically denied by the
Ministry of Defence, which says that the
airport would act only as a forward
operating base in times of hostilities or
international tension, particularly to protect
Polaris installations in the west of Scotland
for example, at Holy Loch, from a Russian

airstrike coming through the ‘northern gap’
between Iceland and Britain from
Murmansk. In peacetime, say the Ministry,
Stornoway would only serve as an exercise
base for aircraft such as the Phantom,
Nimrod and Tornado.

Even if Keflavik remains the main NATO
base for the area the north west of Scotland
is of considerable importance to current
military thinking. It is crucial, in official
thinking, as a base for short range
surveillance of Soviet activity in the north
Atlantic. Its proximity to the north Atlantic
allows increased aircraft range and it would
in any case act as a recovery point for the
new Tornado aircraft which will probably be
based at Leuchars on the east coast of
Scotland. |

In NATO Review (No 2, April 1980) Nils
Orvik, Director of the Queen’s Centre for
International Relations, Kingston, Canada,
argued that ‘with the high rate of
nationalist/socialist sentiments in Iceland
and Greenland it would seem politically
unwise and unduly risky to try to make any
drastic changes in either the size or the
function of these bases. A possible
alternative would be to establish a new
NATO base on some British-owned site
either in Britain itself or in the island area
north of Scotland.’ Such a base ‘would also,
by its very existence, demonstrate Western
determination to put up an effective and
credible defence of the whole area.’ The
article adds that a new Northern NATO
base was first proposed in 1975 at a
conference organised by the International
Institute for Strategic Studies in Rejkavik.

Local people remain highly sceptical of
official assurances, arguing that they have
heard it all before, especially in the case of
the missile testing ranges on Benbecula
since the mid-1950s. They argue too that
even if Stornoway did not replace Keflavik,
Ministry of Defence plans must lead to a
greatly increased presence on the island;
and they point not only to the extension of
the plans themselves, but also to the general
experience of the highlands and islands with
military expansionism. This has involved a
gradual build up of military personnel and
installations, including the missile testing
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