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Reality Check:
Why politicians should reject the third runway
Sally Cairns and Carey Newson

The business case for a third runway is flawed and the environmental case rests on
hugely optimistic assumptions.

Given how long the debate about Heathrow expansion has worn on, it may be tempting for
politicians to think “let’s just get on with it”. There is a danger that the sheer weight of paper
generated, the time spent debating the issue, and the dogged persistence of the airport’s operator,
which has spent £30m promoting its cause1, now tips the scales towards development, whatever the
social and environmental cost. But a third runway represents a very serious threat to the health and
well-being of hundreds of thousands of people living around the airport2 and could also compromise
the UK’s ability to deliver on its climate change commitments3. The decision should be the right one,
not just the easiest. Proponents of expansion argue that there is an urgent economic need for the
runway; that mitigating measures will protect the health of those affected; and that we will still be
able to meet our climate targets. Up close, however, these claims rest on a web of tenuous
assumptions and highly optimistic predictions. And, although the House of Commons transport
committee has just come out in favour of expansion4, the endless caveats to its judgment only
highlight the huge uncertainties surrounding the scheme.
Take, first, the claim that we urgently need new capacity for business travellers. In practice, over the
last ten years, the number of flights made for business at the UK’s five largest airports, including
Heathrow, has not increased5. Latest DfT forecasts also suggest that a new runway will make little
difference to the number of flights taken for business across the UK in the future6.
Instead, the argument made is that business travellers will enjoy more services to key destinations,
fewer delays, and (even) cheaper fares7. However, this is all subject to future business decisions
made by the airport’s operator. The level of fares, for instance, depends on whether Heathrow
avoids passing on costs of the new runway to its users – something the airlines are deeply sceptical
about8, and one of many areas where the transport committee is now calling for safeguards.
Meanwhile, although Heathrow’s hub status may enable it to offer services to more obscure places,
there is no guarantee that flights will therefore go to emerging business destinations, rather than
more lucrative holiday hotspots.
We might expect the Government’s economic assessment to tell us about the effects on UK-wide
prosperity. However, the majority of calculated benefits for expansion come from adding together
estimates of small reductions in journey times or fares for individual passengers. Making flying
quicker and cheaper is not beneficial for ferry or rail operators, or thousands of UK businesses that
depend on domestic tourism. In 2016, UK residents flying abroad for leisure spent £33.5bn, whilst
overseas visitors flying here for leisure spent only £14.5bn – a deficit of £19bn9. This loss to the UK’s
tourism economy is not even factored into the cost-benefit analysis of the third runway. And latest
Government forecasts also suggest that regional airports will lose out from expansion, since, with
the third runway, they will have 17 million fewer passengers by 2050 than they would without it10.

The validity of the case for expansion is further undermined by the sheer volatility of the figures
presented. The maximum estimated benefits (over 60 years) have been repeatedly revised, from
£211bn in 201411, down to £74bn in 201712. When the costs of the project are then added in, latest
official figures show that, in some scenarios, the overall ‘net present value’ for the expansion is
actually negative13.
Worse still, the environmental case for the runway relies on a series of hugely optimistic forecasts. In
evidence to the transport committee, advocates of the runway argued that there will be no
additional road traffic, that air quality will stay within legal limits, that noise impacts can be
effectively managed, and that Climate Change Act requirements will not be breached. However, this
rests on the following assumptions: planes will get cleaner and quieter at a faster rate than has
previously been expected14,15; cars and vans will also get dramatically cleaner16; freight movements
will somehow be optimised17; the latest National Air Quality Plan will deliver all anticipated air
quality improvements18; the fledgling international aviation carbon offsetting scheme will generate a
high enough carbon price19; the national Aviation Strategy (not yet written) will come up with costeffective mechanisms for constraining aviation emissions further20; the new Independent
Commission on Civil Aviation Noise will prove effective; a review of airspace (that has not taken
place for over 40 years, because it is so controversial) will take place soon21; HS2, Crossrail and the
Piccadilly line upgrades will attract air passengers and airport staff in sufficiently large numbers;
funding will be found for Western and Southern rail access22; etc. It seems very unlikely that all of
these will fall into place.
Doubts about the timing and effectiveness of such measures are also expressed by the transport
committee, which is calling for more safeguards to be written into the Airports National Policy
Statement, including conditions withholding the use of new capacity if targets are not met. However,
for Heathrow to open in 2026, the scale of what would have to be delivered in the next eight years is
immense. It is unclear how, at this stage, any re-written paperwork can provide the certainty
needed. Nor does it seem credible to believe that, after billions have been spent on building the
runway, politicians will tell Heathrow they can’t use it.
Surely, instead, before taking any decision, it makes sense to wait and see whether, as promised, in
the next few years, air quality improves, planes get quieter, airspace becomes better organised,
carbon emissions can be managed, and an increasing share of air passengers and staff start using
public transport. If these things don’t happen – or, indeed, if the airport operator then decides that
it is no longer financially viable to build the runway – politicians will have made the right choice,
safeguarding both the health of local communities and the UK’s climate commitments. Giving a
green light to expansion now is an enormous gamble with the future.
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Emma Gilthorpe, Executive Director Expansion, Heathrow Airport Holdings Ltd: “More than that has gone into community engagement,
which I would not consider to be promotional. I would consider that just being a good responsible business.” Q360, House of Commons
Transport Committee Oral evidence: Airports National Policy Statement HC548, 5/2/18.
2
Val Shawcross CBE, Deputy Mayor of London: “..something like three quarters of a million people are already affected, so the potential
expansion could push one million people to experience significant noise nuisance.” Q264, House of Commons Transport Committee Oral
evidence: Airports National Policy Statement HC548, 15/1/18.
3
The aviation forecasts currently suggest that Heathrow expansion will lead to total UK aviation emissions from departing aircraft of
39.9MtCO2 p.a. by 2050, which exceeds the total needed to meet the Climate Change Act requirements (DfT 2017 UK Aviation Forecasts,
Table 39, p110). A review of theoretical additional carbon abatement measures was published in conjunction with the revised NPS,
however, critics have highlighted the potentially high costs and practical challenges to implementing them.
https://www.aef.org.uk/uploads/2017/12/AEF-comments-on-NPS-reconsultation.pdf
4
House of Commons Transport Committee (2018) Airports National Policy Statement. HC548. Third report of session 2017-19
5
Airports Commission (2015) Final Report shows the trend in the number of international terminal passengers travelling for business at
the UK’s 5 largest airports between 2000 and 2013, Figure 3.1, page 70. According to Civil Aviation Statistics, the total number of terminal
passengers travelling for business at the UK’s five largest airports (Heathrow, Gatwick, Luton, Stansted and Manchester) was 40.5 million
in 2006, 34.9 million in 2011 and 34.8 million in 2016.
6
DfT (2017) UK Aviation Forecasts. Table 31, page 100. In the unconstrainted capacity scenario, the forecast is for 93 million business
passengers p.a. (including UK business, foreign business and domestic business) in 2050. In the constrained scenario, the forecast is for 91
million. The forecast difference in total passenger numbers is 494 mppa compared with 410 mppa. Allowing a third runway at Heathrow
(which is expected to reduce constraints, but not reach the ‘unconstrained’ scenario) is expected to result in total passenger numbers of
435 mppa (Table 34). The Transport Committee’s report (page 17) states that “the passenger growth facilitated by a NWR scheme is
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