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Sally Cairns considers some crucial questions left unanswered in the
decision to build a third runway at Heathrow Airport

On 25 October, the Government announced a
decision – in principle – in favour of a third runway at
Heathrow. The Government is planning to produce
a draft National Policy Statement containing details
of the scheme for public consultation early in 2017,
and for subsequent parliamentary vote.
In announcing the scheme, Transport Secretary
Chris Grayling described the decision as ‘long
overdue’ and sending ‘a clear message today that
Britain is open for business’. Indeed, much of the
positive commentary around the new runway has
focused on the benefits of expansion for business
travellers. This is surprising since at the five
biggest airports in the UK, including Heathrow,
the number of flights made for business has been
relatively static in absolute terms over the last

15 years (see Fig. 1, overleaf, and page 70 of
the Airports Commission: Final Report 1). Instead,
growth in air travel has been for leisure activities.
Since the nature of the trend in visits to family
and friends overseas must be in question postBrexit, the only clearly growing market in the
future is likely to be holiday travel. On this basis,
the case that capacity increases are needed
urgently is unclear – instead, it is crucial that any
expansion of commercial activities is balanced
with a full understanding of the impacts. Since
the Heathrow runway announcement, one of
the key revelations has been the number of
unanswered questions surrounding the proposed
expansion. Some of these are discussed in this
article.
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Fig. 1 Passengers at Heathrow
Source: Data taken from the Civil Aviation Authority passenger survey reports, available at www.caa.co.uk/ Data-and-analysis/UKaviation-market/Consumer-research/Departing-passenger-survey/Survey-reports/

Does the economic case stack up?
When the decision was announced, the proposed
new runway was praised for potentially bringing
economic benefits worth up to £61 billion (excluding
costs) over 60 years. The basis for this assessment
is illustrated in Fig. 2. As shown there, the largest
component of benefits is lower fares for
passengers.
However, various commentators,2 together with
the Chair of the House of Commons Treasury Select
Committee,3 have previously queried who will pay
the costs of the capacity expansion, whether
passengers can be insulated from fare increases,
and whether the economic model proposed is
robust to any variation in forecast passenger
demand. It is therefore of particular concern that
Department for Transport sensitivity testing found
that as little as a 1% change in either the monetised
costs or benefits of the Heathrow proposals might
be enough to change the overall economic case
from positive to negative.4
Another concern is the omission of the tourism
deficit from any calculations. As shown in Fig. 3,
every year British people going abroad spend more
money overseas than overseas visitors spend in
the UK, and, over time, the gap is widening. In 2015
the difference was £16.9 billion.5 In 2001, when
there was a general reluctance to fly after the
attack on the World Trade Center on 11 September,
the UK tourism industry actually benefited in the
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short term.6 Over 60% of flights from UK airports
are made by UK residents, and over 80% of those
flights are for leisure.7 Given this context, do the
potential impacts on the UK tourism industry need
further consideration?
What are the real surface transport impacts
and costs, and who will pay for required
improvements?
Ensuring that a higher proportion of people reach
the airport without driving is central to the case for
mitigating the environmental effects of expansion.
In 2015, the House of Commons Environmental
Audit Committee found significant differences in
estimates of the volume of surface travel that will
be generated by the expansion, and in the likely
costs of required infrastructure.8
Heathrow Airport Ltd was reported to have
allocated over £1 billion in funding for public
transport improvements. However, the Airports
Commission estimated that capital costs would be
around £5 billion, while Transport for London
estimated that £15-20 billion would be required.
There was also debate about how far the airport’s
responsibility for surface access traffic should
extend. It is crucial that the impacts of any
generated travel are understood; that the real
costs of catering for those journeys are properly
identified, together with who will pay them; and
that, if public money is involved, there is a

Wider
economic
impacts

Fig. 2 Breakdown
of the forecast
economic
benefits from
Heathrow
expansion

Government revenue
Reduced delays
Frequency
benefits

Lower
fares

discussion about whether this is the best use for
this resource.
What are the environmental safeguards?
The aviation and automotive industries are
impressive in their drive for environmental mitigation
through technological improvement. However,
ambitions are not always achieved.9 For example,
for cars, recent Department for Transport work has
shown that real-world emissions of nitrogen oxides
(NOx) from Euro 5 and 6 vehicles are typically six
times higher than the respective emissions test
standards that those vehicles have met.10 The
Environmental Audit Committee has raised a
number of fundamental points in relation to the
environmental case for airport expansion, stating
that the Government:
‘will need to set out, before making the final
decision to go ahead, clear and binding
responsibilities and milestones to ensure
environmental standards are enforced and
measures can be implemented, monitored
and evaluated in a timely way. Failure to do so
could see the project caught up in protracted
legal disputes, lead to environmental standards
being missed and introduce an element of
commercial risk.’ 8
When announcing the Heathrow decision, the
Government released new analysis to show that a
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new runway at Heathrow would be deliverable
within air quality limits.11 However, this analysis
was partly based on assumptions relating to the
December 2015 national Air Quality Plan, which has
since been judged as inadequate and over-optimistic
by the High Court.12
Meanwhile, with noise from Heathrow already
affecting at least three-quarters of a million people
to some extent,13 the question of future impacts is
controversial, not least as they will depend on
decisions about flight times, flight paths and the type
of aircraft used. Heathrow Airport Ltd has offered
£700 million of noise insulation measures. However,
the Environmental Audit Committee noted evidence
suggesting that a previous £4.8 million programme
to provide noise insulation in schools and community
buildings around Heathrow took ten years to deliver –
raising questions about the likely speed of programme
delivery. In particular, it is unclear why any airport
expansion should start before air quality has been
consistently met at all nearby sites, planes are
quieter, or schools have been protected from noise.
Once building work starts and billions of pounds are
spent, will any government realistically stop the
development if environmental limits are not met?
There is a particular lack of clarity in relation to the
climate change impacts of the proposals. Work for
the Airports Commission has suggested that total
operational emissions will increase by between
259,604,192 and 308,860,409 tonnes of carbon
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Fig. 3 Spending by UK residents abroad, and overseas residents visiting the UK
Data taken from the Office for National Statistics’ International Passenger Survey, available at
www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/leisureandtourism

dioxide at Heathrow (depending on the option
chosen) over 60 years, compared with the situation
if the new runway is not built.14 Some commentators
have suggested that these figures are too low, and
that assumptions that such emissions can be offset
through an emissions trading scheme are flawed.15
Presumably, the non-carbon-dioxide emissions from
aircraft which affect climate change (not currently
included in the calculations) will also increase
dramatically.
Forecasts suggest that, even without a new
runway, UK aviation emissions may exceed those
envisaged to deliver the commitment set out in the
Climate Change Act.16 The Committee on Climate
Change immediately responded to the runway
announcement by calling for strategic action to limit
aviation emissions17 and has subsequently requested
clarity about how the proposed expansion will fit
with overall national carbon targets.18 Meanwhile,
some have questioned whether such expansion can
ever be compatible with the Climate Change Act
and the more demanding requirements of the UK’s
commitment to the Paris Agreement.19
Are demand management measures needed
anyway?
For road transport, it is clearly established that
providing additional capacity can generate extra
traffic.20 Increasing airport capacity is likely to
encourage people to build cheap air flights into
future decision-making – encouraging, for example,
trends towards more exotic holidays, second homes
abroad, and more geographically dispersed
networks of families and friends.
514
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Aviation enjoys a privileged tax status, in that
flights do not incur fuel tax or VAT. Air Passenger
Duty – a special aviation tax partly invented to
compensate – is estimated to cost less than a third
of those taxes if they were applied at the same
rates as for motoring.21 There is evidence that much
of the growth in flying has been driven by the real
reductions in air fares that have occurred.6
Increasing the cost of flying via more appropriate
taxation measures would arguably help to manage
demand – with the leisure market likely to be most
affected, thereby potentially freeing up capacity for
business flights. At the moment, Heathrow provides
direct routes to places like Ibiza, Tenerife and the
Bahamas. If part of the argument for expansion is
to ensure that the airport supplies business-critical
routes, cannot more be done with the existing
capacity – and what mechanisms will be in place
post-expansion to ensure that this happens?
What are the social equity implications?
Every year, just over half of the population does
not fly.22 Meanwhile, 10% of the population flies
four or more times per year. At Heathrow, about 70%
of flights are for leisure purposes, and the mean
household income of these leisure travellers is
£61,111 per year.23 Presumably, the direct passenger
benefits in the economic impact assessment of the
new runway will accrue primarily to those who take
flights. Meanwhile, environmental pollution is
typically experienced more by poorer households.24
A key issue, therefore, is how the costs and
benefits of the new runway stack up for different
social groups. The Prime Minister has pledged to

make Britain a fairer country that works for all – will
the new runway contribute to meeting this
commitment? And if not, what are the implications?
● Dr Sally Cairns is a senior researcher working jointly at the
Transport Research Laboratory and University College London.
The research for this article has been funded by the TRL
Academy, building on a major study conducted in 2006 by
Sally Cairns and Carey Newson, with Brenda Boardman and
Jillian Anable, for the UK Energy Research Centre at the
Environmental Change Institute of the University of Oxford
(S. Cairns and C. Newson: Predict and Decide: Aviation,
Climate Change and UK Policy. Environmental Change
Institute, University of Oxford, 2006). Grateful thanks are due
to the Aviation Environment Federation for expert input. The
views expressed are personal.
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