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London Assembly (Plenary) Meeting – 8 September 2015 
Transcript of Agenda Item 4:  

Question and Answer Session – Airports Commission 
 

Jennette Arnold OBE AM (Chair):  Before we move to the questions on the agenda from Members, can I 

invite Sir Howard to make a short opening statement? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Thank you, Chair.  It is only to say two things.  

Firstly, I am sorry for my very finely timed arrival.  I am teaching in Paris at the moment and I came in on the 

train this morning. 

 

Also, I have a minor and what may seem pedantic point but an important one, which is that I am the ex-

Chairman of the Airports Commission.  The Airports Commission has finished its work and has wound itself up.  

The Secretariat has been disbanded and Philip Graham, the [Head of the] Secretariat, is still there shredding 

papers and filling dustbins, but we are not now involved in the future decision-making on this issue.  It is quite 

clear that I have expressed my view and the Government now has its own process.  I can answer questions on 

my report and clarify things, but I am not involved in the future. 

 

Jennette Arnold OBE AM (Chair):  Thank you, Sir Howard, for that clarification and that will be noted.  

Thank you.   

 

Let us go then to the first question. 

 

2015/2492 - 3rd Runway Mitigation 

Richard Tracey AM 

 

Your report calls for a 3rd runway at Heathrow to be mitigated by a number of measures including the banning 

of night flights.  Can you confirm that, if those mitigating factors were not introduced then you would no longer 

support a 3rd runway? 

 

Richard Tracey AM:  Welcome at this rather important time.  Let us go straight into what you said in your 

report. 

 

One of the things we noted was that you said that for a third runway to go ahead there should be various 

mitigating circumstances.  One of them included the banning of night flights, which of course my constituency 

in Wandsworth and Merton is very anxious about.  Can you confirm that if the mitigating factors you 

mentioned were not introduced, then you would no longer support the idea of a third runway at Heathrow and 

Heathrow expansion? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Mr Tracey, we were clear in our report that 

Heathrow was the right answer to the question that was put to us, but we believed, as you say, that a number 

of accompanying measures were necessary for this to go ahead.  It is fair to say that they are in different 

categories in that some of them are, in our view, absolutely obligatory.  Measures to ensure that the area 

around Heathrow did not breach air quality standards are absolutely essential.  You could not allow the airport 

to expand unless you were confident that that criterion could be met because it is a legislated one and that is 

absolutely straightforward. 

 



 

There are a number of other areas where we, for example, were impressed when we went to Schiphol Airport in 

Amsterdam by the consultation arrangements they had in place.  The Alderstafel, as it is called, is a forum at 

which all issues related to the operation of the airport are discussed with the local community.  We believe that 

something like that should be done at Heathrow.  However, I cannot say that that is in exactly the same 

category as the air quality requirement.  We believe that an improved arrangement for consultation is necessary 

and, clearly, reasonable people could disagree or reach different solutions about precisely what model that 

should be. 

 

As for the night flights, our analysis of the responses to the consultations and also what local people were 

saying to us suggested to us that the flights arriving between 4.30am and 6.30am were disproportionately 

troublesome to communities.  These were the flights that people were most concerned about.  Therefore, we 

believed that we should look carefully at what you could do about that. Although it is the case that that would 

be inconvenient for the airport - particularly for the airlines and particularly for British Airways because most of 

those flights are actually British Airways flights arriving from the Far East - [by] analysing the places that they 

came from - in other words, asking if those flights could take off later - in all cases we believe they could.  The 

airports concerned are still open and so they could leave later.  Would it affect inward passengers?  It would 

affect some, but largely transfer passengers in the sense that there are some people who come in on those very 

early flights and transfer to some other flights to go elsewhere in Europe.  They might choose to go 

somewhere else.  However, overall, we believed that the impact of that would be manageable by the airport 

and the airlines and would bring significant benefits to the local community.  Therefore, it is an important part 

of our recommendations. 

 

It is difficult to answer your hypothetical question exactly because, clearly, there could be different packages 

of mitigations that you could put forward around an expansion of Heathrow and I would not want to prejudge 

what package might be put forward.  However, we certainly believe that that night flight one is important and 

would have a big impact on the communities around the airport. 

 

Richard Tracey AM:  As I understand it - and I have been to various meetings when Heathrow management 

have appeared - they have said that there is no way they could possibly take out night flights.  Is that your 

understanding? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  No, that is not my understanding.  We believe 

that it is perfectly possible.  As I say, it does have a cost, but everything you do in this area has a cost.  If you 

have a noise levy, it has a cost.  What you have to do is to balance the costs and benefits of different 

approaches to expansion.  Certainly, I do not think it is an impossible criterion to impose on the airport.  As I 

say, it is particularly for the airlines, really, as to how they manage their schedules, but I certainly do not 

believe it is impossible. 

 

Richard Tracey AM:  You came up with various other mitigating factors.  One of them was the noise element, 

which again is of very great concern to anybody who lives in west London or southwest London underneath 

the flight path.  They wake me up very regularly in the early morning. 

 

You also talked about banning the building of a fourth runway.  Of course, there are people who worry that 

there will be a third runway, then a fourth runway and then a fifth runway, conceivably.  Are these mitigating 

factors that you would consider to be absolutely mandatory? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  We have recommended that the Government 

should legislate to say that there will not be a fourth runway.  In our analysis of that, there are a number of 

factors involved, I would say. 

 



 

One is that our advice from the National Air Traffic Service (NATS) is that it would be extremely difficult - and 

indeed sometimes, they say, impossible - to manage more than 800,000 air traffic movements from one 

location in the southeast of England simply because of the complexities of managing that number of aircraft 

arriving in relatively narrow funnels, if you like, into one airport.  This was one of the considerations that led us 

to reject the idea of a huge Estuary Airport at over 1 million air traffic movements.  With the third runway, 

Heathrow would be at 740,000 air traffic movements, we believe.  Therefore, you would not get much 

additional benefit from a fourth runway anyway.  It would almost certainly be a cost-ineffective thing to do 

because you would get only 60 or at most 1,000 additional movements.  Therefore, we do not think it stacks 

up in terms of air traffic management and therefore not in terms of cost-effectiveness. 

 

A second argument is that when we looked at the site of Heathrow, as you know, a number of different 

proposals for runways were put forward to us: the one we have chosen, another one, the Heathrow Hub, and 

one in the southwest where the reservoirs currently are.  For a variety of reasons, we believe that the other 

options are not feasible.  The southwest runway would involve removing reservoir capacity.  While it is true that 

there is no runway been built in the South East since the Second World War, there is also no new reservoir 

been constructed in the south east in that period.  To find another place for that looked to us to be infeasible, 

frankly.  We talked to the water people and they could not see where else it would go.  Therefore, we do not 

think that if you build a northwest runway that you could additionally build a southwest runway.  In fact, in 

practice, we do not believe that there is another place on that site on which you could build a runway. 

 

The third argument is that we do strongly believe that London overall benefits from a competitive network of 

airports, offering different packages of service at different prices to different airlines and different passengers.  

If further capacity were needed in London and the south east beyond the third runway at Heathrow - and 

there is a big issue there about whether you could fit that into climate change targets - we would certainly 

argue that from a competition point of view and for the provision of a wide range of services to the population 

as a whole, you would want to expand somewhere else. 

 

For all those reasons, we just do not think that a fourth runway at Heathrow is a feasible, practicable or 

sensible proposition.  Therefore, you might as well rule it out now because it just is not going to happen. 

 

Richard Tracey AM:  You have really left it, actually, as a very open-ended question because you are 

agreeing with the residents in west London that there is no way that there could be any further expansion 

beyond a third runway.  They are saying, of course, that there should not be even the expansion to the third 

runway but -- 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission): Not all of them. 

 

Richard Tracey AM:  No, I imagine you have statistics to show that but, frankly, the noises are very loud and, 

of course, some of them are, indeed, influential voices that say that it is not possible. 

 

Given what you are saying about the future, why did you therefore not opt for somewhere other, such as 

Gatwick, which seems to so many of us to make a much better solution to the problem of expansion? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  The question that was put to the 

Airports Commission by the Government was: what is the best option for maintaining the United Kingdom (UK) 

as Europe’s most important aviation hub?  That was the question put to us.  We believe that the type of 

connectivity that you need in order to remain in that position is available at Heathrow and is not available at 

Gatwick. 

 



 

If you look at Gatwick, it is predominantly a leisure airport.  It is predominantly point-to-point traffic.  It has a 

very small amount of freight traffic.  Therefore, if the question were about where you could expand leisure 

traffic to make us have more choice between different London airports, then Gatwick is an answer to that 

question but it is not a good answer, in our view, to the question that was put to us.  Gatwick has not 

developed a network of long-haul flights and, in our view, is unlikely to do so.  Therefore, we do not believe 

that that is the best answer to the question that was put to us. 

 

Richard Tracey AM:  Surely, if it had a second runway, it would be able to extend its cover, would it not? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  We modelled that.  We used consultants and we 

used the Organisation for Economic Co‑operation and Development (OECD) to look at it. 

 

We believed that while there would be some long-haul expansion at Gatwick, it would be almost entirely in the 

form of duplicating routes that are available at Heathrow.  The unattractiveness of Gatwick to business 

passengers is a very important factor.  Also, the lack of freight capacity around Gatwick and the lack of an 

infrastructure to deliver freight to Gatwick - the logistics companies are all clustered around Heathrow - mean 

that it is not a particularly attractive location to establish long-haul routes. 

 

Therefore, while there would be some if Gatwick were expanded and Heathrow were not to be able to expand 

at all from where it currently is, there would be significantly fewer than at Heathrow.  It simply does not 

produce the type of capacity that we think is economically most needed. 

 

Richard Tracey AM:  Just to wind up, my question was about the mitigating factors.  You are almost 

suggesting that although you put in the mitigating factors, other than your hope that there would not be a 

fourth runway, the other ones are likely to be ignored. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  I am not suggesting that at all.  I do not know 

how you could possibly draw that conclusion from what I have said.  First of all, I said that some of them were 

absolutely legislatively required and therefore had to be put in place.  I also said that we believed that in order 

for this expansion to be acceptable, important and expensive measures on noise mitigation, including night 

flights, ought to be taken.  I am not suggesting at all that these are just bells and whistles of no importance. 

 

Richard Tracey AM:  Frankly, I do not see any evidence that Heathrow itself is proposing to follow these 

mitigating factors that you have laid out. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  It should be told. 

 

Richard Tracey AM:  It should be told?  The Government -- 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Yes, the Government should [tell it]. 

 

Richard Tracey AM:  Have you been that categorical with the Government? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Absolutely.  We are completely clear that the 

Government should require this.  That is what I am absolutely clear about.  Of course, in the process of 

negotiation Heathrow and the airlines are likely to say, “No, you cannot do that”, but our assessment after 

two-and-a-half years is that they could and that the economic prize of expansion of Heathrow is such that 

some of the surplus arising from that expansion - a far greater proportion than in the past - should be 

allocated to compensating those people who are affected and to mitigating the effect of it.  It is absolutely 

clear that that is our judgement about the overall acceptability of such an expansion.  However, it does not 



 

surprise me for a second that Heathrow would say, “Oh dear, it would be very difficult”, and also 

British Airways.  They would be curious negotiators if they did not. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  Sir Howard, good morning.  We are very supportive of the idea of an independent aviation 

noise authority.  In December 2013, your interim report called on the Government to establish such a body.  

When has it said it will do so? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  It has not.  It was a matter of some 

disappointment to my Commission that it did not do so.  We thought that it would make a lot of sense to get a 

noise authority put in place before you made decisions about additional capacity. 

 

Actually, the noise authority would also have a valuable role to play in things other than the big question of 

additional runway capacity.  You will be aware that there have been trials of different landing and take-off 

approaches at Gatwick and at Heathrow recently, which have generated a lot of disquiet among residents.  We 

believe that an independent noise authority could have been involved in that process and would have helped 

to ensure that people understood what was being trialled, why they were being trialled and the pros and cons 

of different approaches would be.  Therefore, frankly, we are disappointed that the Government decided not to 

take any steps after our interim report except one or two things on surface access, which we might come on to. 

 

We think it would have been better if that noise authority had been in place now.  We certainly think it should 

be established early so that the complicated issues of flight paths and flight path design could have the benefit 

of a noise authority contributing to them.  Again, this is something where we have found a model in France 

that we think makes quite a lot of sense and we think that should be adopted here. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  Absolutely.  You have had no indication at all from it as to whether it intends to establish 

one? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  No. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  Did it give any reason for not establishing one in the aftermath of your interim report? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  I do not want to put words into its mouth 

exactly, but the last Government took the view that it would deal with all of these issues together.  Essentially, 

that is what it took the view of, which was not our approach. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  All right.  It has not given you a negative response? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  No, it has not said that it is against this.  

Indeed, as I say, I do not want to put words into its mouth, but my feeling is that the Department for Transport 

is sympathetic to such an idea but the Government decided collectively that it would look at all of these things 

together. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  The paragraph in the report that talks about this talks about it having a statutory right to 

be consulted and to be a source of advice, etc.  Do you envisage that if such a body were created, it would 

have some teeth and actually be able to enforce? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Yes.  We did suggest that it should have a 

fining power, in fact, which is in paragraph 14.100 [of the Airports Commission’s final report].  I apologise that 

I do not have every paragraph of this report in my mind at any time, but my man clearly does.  It should be 



 

able to require changes to guidelines, etc, and in extreme cases to fine organisations.  That is something that 

the French one has and we think that should happen here. 

 

Len Duvall AM:  Thank you for your earlier clarification around where air quality fits into the hierarchy of 

mitigation issues, but could you just clarify in terms of your report and your findings?  Is it that pollution levels 

must come down around Heathrow before it is even built or could you envisage it being built and then taking 

pollution levels?  Others would argue that some of your findings around air quality, comparisons and issues are 

slightly unrealistic.  Give us the background of that. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Mr Duvall, it is an important point and there 

has been less clear understanding about this.  The position was somewhat complicated by the Supreme Court 

judgement, which was actually, in our view, helpful in this case but created a bit of confusion when it 

happened. 

 

What we have said formally in our report is that we do not think that new capacity can be released into use 

unless the Government could be satisfied that the utilisation of that capacity would not cause breaches to the 

guidelines.  You can do that in advance because you can pretty much model the impact of expanding capacity 

and of more take-offs and landings on the air quality around.  What that means is that before the capacity is 

released - and, therefore, in practice, before it is constructed because no one is likely to construct it if they 

think it is not going to be used - you have to have a clear and persuasive plan that is highly likely to deliver 

you air quality in the affected areas below the requirements in the European directives. 

 

When we looked at the proposals, we believed that the northwest runway was capable of that.  There are 

various measures that can be taken on the airfield in terms of the way planes move around the airfield, electric 

vehicles and all that kind of stuff.  There are also measures that can be taken about traffic around the airfield 

because, of course, a lot of the air quality problem comes not from the aircraft but from the associated traffic 

around the airfield.  We also believed that it is likely that the Government’s response to the Supreme Court 

ruling will have a positive impact around Heathrow as elsewhere.  At the moment, Heathrow is not the worst 

place.  The worst place is on Marylebone Road at the moment and that is the one you have to get down.  

However, the measures taken to do that would have consequences for Heathrow and would reduce it. 

 

Therefore, the combination of the response to the Supreme Court and reductions in particularly particulates in 

London and the south east generally, plus some changes to airfield management and some changes to traffic 

management around the airport and possibly a congestion charge around the airport, together could deliver 

you a plan that would allow the utilisation of this capacity without breaching the limits. 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  Sir Howard, I wanted to ask a little further about night flights.  When we last met 

when you appeared in front of the Assembly, you revealed to me, as somebody who lives under the flight path, 

this surprising idea that no flights land at Heathrow between 6.00am and 6.20am and that there was a 

moratorium on that.  Since then, Heathrow rather helpfully produces on its website the actual landing times of 

flights and, of course, there are dozens and dozens of flights that land between 6.00am and 6.20am every 

single morning, including this morning. 

 

Would you accept that the history of the night flights restriction thing has effectively been a sort of gaming 

exercise by Heathrow where it makes various claims about safety, timetables and all the rest of it that actually 

mean that it sneaks the flights in anyway and gets away with it, and that there is no indication that that would 

not happen anyway, even we you did put the restrictions in place that you are proposing?  You can go on the 

website today and see that at least 15 flights landed between 6.00am and 6.20am this morning. 

 



 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  What we said was that there were none that 

were scheduled, actually, to land between 6.00am and 6.20am.  There are 16 that land between 4.30am and 

6.00am and none that are scheduled to land between 6.00am and 6.20am.  Some flights do land between 

6.00am and 6.20am, either ones from the 4.30am to 6.00am slot that are late, although that is relatively 

unusual, or ones from later slots that are early, which is more common.  Yes, what we said in that previous 

report - it was the interim report where we recommended some measures, but that has fallen by the wayside 

given what we are now saying about night flights - would have shoved the 4.30am to 6.00am ones somewhat 

later, but that has not happened. 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  Sorry, that means the schedule and the reality are two different things and so the 

schedule becomes irrelevant, really, because the reality is when the plane actually touches down--  

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Yes, but we would say in relation to night 

flights that we would stop night flights landing.  Clearly, there might be some extreme safety case when a 

plane had to land early - a sick passenger on the Hong Kong flight that was due to land and needed to land 

early or something like that - but, otherwise, it would be a breach of the planning conditions of the new 

runway if the flights were landing before 6.00am with fining consequences as a result. 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  Wind conditions and all the rest of it can shave a couple of hours off some quite 

long flights.  You would propose that they are made to circle out in the Channel or whatever until the 

appropriate time? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Yes.  Normally, they would take off later.  The 

11.45pm from Hong Kong would take off at 12.45am or 1.00am.  That is effectively what would happen. 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  All right.  That is all predicated, of course, upon the terminals at the other end 

saying, “OK, that is fine.  We will all roll over to accommodate Heathrow”. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  That is why I said in answer to Mr Tracey that 

we had looked at whether there were problems at the other end.  In other words, were we requiring flights to 

take off from airports at times when those airports were closed?  That is not the case and so we do not believe 

it is impossible.  It is of course -- 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  Sorry, maybe I am being a bit thick.  Say, for instance, a transatlantic flight from 

Toronto is normally seven hours scheduled and a strong wind can shave an hour off that.  I thought you had 

indicated that the expectation was that the plane would wait at Toronto an extra hour before it took off. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  The schedules are what I am talking about.  The 

plane would take off, yes, later, but there is not a Toronto flight, actually, that lands before 6.00am.  There is 

one from Boston.  I do not know quite why.  I cannot see any particular value for that.  However, that flight 

would be scheduled to take off later.  Of course -- 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  Sorry, scheduled? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  -- it would not be able to land until 6.00am. 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  Sorry.  I thought you had said that the take-off time would be weather-dependent 

rather than the landing time, which is currently weather-dependent. 

 



 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  I did not say that, although in some 

circumstances they actually do that already, yes. 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  All right.  On the basis that what you are saying is that there should be a fining 

system for breaches of whatever controls are put in place and given that if they get a third runway you are 

effectively creating a kind of monopoly for Heathrow -- 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  No, I do not think so.  I do not think we are 

creating a monopoly for Heathrow.  There would still be two runways: at Gatwick and at Stansted. 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  It would be the only hub, right? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  It is the only hub at the moment that offers a 

lot of particular connectivity on long-haul flights, but I do not believe that we would be creating a monopoly. 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  A near monopoly or whatever it might be, what is to stop it passing on those fines 

as part of the cost of a ticket?  What is to stop it saying, “The fine is a few thousand quid.  It is worth to us 

with the business class; we will just shove an extra 10% on the flights and absorb the cost”? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  This suggests that an airport like Heathrow 

would deliberately connive to break the law and pay for it.  I simply do not believe that would be something it 

would do -- 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  It happens all the time. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  -- or that the Government would remotely 

tolerate that behaviour.  I think it would remove the planning permission to use the runway. 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  You really do not think in civil circumstances that businesses of all sorts take a 

calculation about the penalty versus the cost? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  If the penalty were to restrict the planning 

permission or to restrict the use of the runway, it would be very serious.  I do not think it would run that risk. 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  The truth is that that is unlikely to happen.  I guess part of our nervousness around 

this table is that the history of Heathrow, for those of us who have been involved in it, has been effectively a 

salami-slicing exercise.  I sat as a junior councillor with John Egan [former Chief Executive Officer, BAA [plc], 

when he said, “Terminal 5 and that is it.  We will never need anything again, ever”, and here we are again not 

that long in the future.  This salami-slicing exercise, which all of us have experienced and campaigned against, 

is what we are fearful of.  Essentially, the history of Heathrow has been, “OK, we will let you have this but no 

more”, and then, slowly but surely, by a war of attrition and by spending quite a lot of money on public 

relations, promotion, recruiting friends in the City who do not live under the flight path and all the rest of it, it 

has gamed and pushed the Government and the authorities to get what it wants. 

 

You may say that is a failure of governance and of the authorities and that the authorities should be harder, 

but that is the nervousness.  Would you accept that that has been the history and that therefore there might 

be a possibility if you proposals went through that that could be the case? 

 



 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  I accept that that has been the history and our 

report was deliberately couched with some very tough requirements around it, including legislation, to prevent 

that happening again. 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  You mentioned the movements and that NATS was jumpy about movements over a 

certain number. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  It was 800,000, yes. 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  The busiest airports by movements are in the United States, are they not, O’Hare 

and Atlanta, who manage something above that number? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Yes, but they are not in very congested areas in 

terms of flight management.  As you know, there is a lot of overflying of UK airspace at a high level and flights 

going elsewhere and London is the biggest aviation market in the world with three or four other airports all 

competing for airspace not very far away.  Although there are some general aviation airports around it, Atlanta, 

which has the biggest number of movements, is not 20 miles from Chicago.  If it were, then there would be a 

significant problem.  The UK’s southeast London airspace is not comparable to the airspace around Chicago or 

Atlanta. 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  The implication, from what they are saying, is that there is essentially a safety 

concern. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Yes, it is a safety concern, if you like, because 

there is a constraint in terms of the distance between planes.  It is an overall congestion concern but that is 

dictated by safety considerations, yes. 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  If that follows logically, is it the case that putting a third runway in also diminishes 

the safety levels around Heathrow? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  No, it does not diminish the safety levels 

because the additional flights, according to NATS, can be managed within existing constraints and taking 

account of the other airports around.  However, beyond that would be difficult if not to say impossible. 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  All right.  We will get the same level of safety even though there will be significantly 

increased aircraft movements? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  The experts on this are NATS and the 

Civil Aviation Authority, but they are comfortable with what is proposed. 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  Did they give you an upper ceiling on movement numbers that would be safe?  You 

said 800,000.  How close would the third runway take us to 800,000? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  It would be at 740,000.  

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  All right, within that safety envelope? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Yes. 

 



 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  Did you look in terms of mitigating factors at safety mitigation around the third 

runway, disaster scenarios, a plane coming down in the western suburbs, what other facilities would be needed 

for the emergency services nearby and that kind of thing? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Yes, all of that we considered. 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  That all came in within a satisfactory envelope? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Yes.  The Civil Aviation Authority is, as I say, 

comfortable with this plan. 

 

Kit Malthouse AM MP:  All right.  Thank you. 

 

James Cleverly AM MP:  In your explanation as to why Atlanta and O’Hare are able to have almost double 

the air movements that Heathrow has, we are at 400,000 and something and they are at 800,000 and 

something air movements.  Is that right? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Atlanta, from memory, is just over 1 million, 

actually. 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  I do not think it is even that. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Is it not even that? 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  It is just under 1 million. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  It is under 1 million, yes. 

 

James Cleverly AM MP:  OK, but a very significant increase compared to us.  You are saying that is less 

about the runways and the airport itself and actually more about the congestion in the airspace above it? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  It is the management of the airspace above it. 

 

James Cleverly AM MP:  It is the management of the airspace above it.  From that, are you suggesting that 

in terms of the management of the airspace, it almost does not matter where the runways are around London 

but that actually the air above London is the limiting factor and, really, irrespective of where the tarmac is on 

the ground, about 800,000 aeroplanes in the air is what London and the South East of England can take in 

terms of air traffic management? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  No, that is not what I was saying.  What I was 

saying was that managing the take-off and arrival of more than 800,000 in one location in London and the 

south east is deemed by NATS to be highly challenging if not impossible.  It is that location. 

 

James Cleverly AM MP:  Sorry, I am thrown.  When Mr Malthouse was discussing O’Hare and Atlanta, you 

were saying that they can do it because there is not anything else near them, which would imply that is the 

airspace -- 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Yes, it is in one location in a congested region.  

That is the combination. 

 



 

James Cleverly AM MP:  All right.  One of my concerns is with the idea about a fourth runway and you were 

saying that the Government should legislation for no fourth runway at Heathrow.  However, if it is felt by 

future governments that the southeast of England does need additional air capacity, you are by extension 

saying that, therefore, any future capacity has to be at one of the other airports in that circle around London. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Yes, which we think would make sense because 

they do serve different catchment areas and they offer different combinations of service.  We think that 

London needs a diverse airport sector and, therefore, the next expansion, were you to want to go there, would 

be somewhere else, yes. 

 

Jennette Arnold OBE AM (Chair):  Sir Howard, we are going to go on to the next question, which is in front 

of you, I believe. 

 

2015/2493 - Meagre benefits from a third runway 

Darren Johnson AM 

 

What proportion of new passenger journeys generated by a third runway by 2031 would be new origin and 

destination flights, as opposed to international transfers and passengers swapping from other British airports? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  First of all, I should say that this is modelling.  

We did some rigorous modelling using the Department for Transport model, but we also used the OECD and 

we used some academics.  We believe that with expansion of Heathrow with a third runway, there would be 

about another 9.5 million domestic passengers at Heathrow by 2030 - that is quite shortly after the runway - 

and 15.5 million extra UK passengers by 2050; about 5 million foreign passengers by 2030 and about 9 million 

by 2050; and roughly 15 million interlining passengers extra in 2030 and about the same, actually, or slightly 

more by 2050.  Therefore, the balance of expansion is as set out with a combination of UK, foreign and 

interlining passengers. 

 

Darren Johnson AM:  According to your report, around three in ten of the new Heathrow passengers are 

simply people who would fly out of other London airports.  Around five in ten of the new passengers will be 

just transferring between international flights.  You then add another one in ten who would otherwise be using 

other UK airports.  That is actually leaving just one in ten of the flights providing a new connection for British 

passengers.  That seems like an awful lot of problems that we are creating in terms of air pollution, in terms of 

noise and in terms of the environment.  It seems like an awful lot of problems to provide only such a small 

proportion of new connections for new passengers. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  You are focusing on the initial phase in 2030, 

but of course it assumes that the only possible benefit to the UK is from additional journeys.  However, if 

people are swapping from one airport that they would less prefer to fly from to Heathrow because Heathrow 

becomes a more convenient airport, it is a benefit. 

 

It also assumes that there is no benefit at all to interlining passengers, whereas in fact, although we did not 

focus heavily on their interests, they are important in that they do make viable routes which would otherwise 

not be viable just by domestic traffic.  They are important to incubate new flights, actually, because otherwise 

you cannot justify often a new destination unless you are pulling in transit passengers from elsewhere.  We 

have set out very clearly what the overall combination of traffic is. 

 

Of course, you do not get additional environmental consequences if people shift from airport to another 

because they are removing the flights at the other airport and so there is some sort of double-counting in your 

point.  What we have not -- 



 

 

Darren Johnson AM:  Can I just pick you up on that?  In terms of air pollution, if we condense the problem 

and we compound the problem with more passengers and more movement around Heathrow away from other 

airports, then that is making the situation, which is already critical around Heathrow.  We already have serious, 

serious air pollution problems.  We have serious legal challenges ahead.  To compound that problem by 

bringing in yet more passengers does seem to have a very negative environmental impact because you are 

taking people away from other airports and bringing them to somewhere where there is already a massive 

pollution problem. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  There are, of course, several different elements 

to this.  One is the local air quality, where, as I say, we believe that there are ways of handling that around 

Heathrow.  There is also, of course, the question of climate change and carbon emissions.  Our analysis 

suggests that a suboptimal allocation of flights, which we have now and which we would have if Heathrow 

were not expanded, would in fact be adverse from a climate change perspective because you would have more 

flights, less full, travelling in a suboptimal way.  Therefore, there are trade-offs to be made here. 

 

Our view is that the combination of that climate change argument plus the fact that you get more 

economically significant destinations from agglomerating traffic at Heathrow is a powerful argument in favour 

of doing it there. 

 

Darren Johnson AM:  In spite of the very significant air pollution obstacles that -- 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  As I say, we do not think that they are 

insuperable obstacles.  Part of this is a national problem, as you know, which has been highlighted by the 

Supreme Court; helpfully, in my view.  There are measures that are needed to reduce air pollution in London 

overall that will have a significant benefit for Heathrow.  Therefore, we do not believe that these air quality 

issues are insuperable around Heathrow. 

 

Darren Johnson AM:  Your Commission openly admits that air pollution will breach legal limits but simply 

claims they will not be as high as Marylebone Road is today.  The Greater London Authority (GLA) has 

described this approach as legally doubtful and in practice flawed and suggests that this represents a level of 

risk no new investor would accept.  Are you concerned that you are on very thin ice with this air pollution 

argument? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  We have taken extensive legal advice on it.  I 

am not sure that is made by the GLA.  I think you are talking about Transport for London (TfL), are you? 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  Yes, it was in a paper released by TfL. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  It was in a paper released by TfL.  We believe it 

is wrong.  We have taken advice from senior counsel expert in this area and we prefer our advice.  Also, in 

terms of what investors say, investors have looked hard at this - as we have - and say they are ready to invest.  

I do not know quite why TfL thinks that it knows better the minds of investors than the investors themselves. 

 

Darren Johnson AM:  In the remaining time that I have left, we can just come on to the issue of noise as 

well.  According to your report, around five in ten new passengers will just be transferring between 

international flights.  That is going to be very hard for Londoners who are overflown to accept that hundreds 

of thousands more Londoners will have to put up with more aircraft noise ostensibly so that people can just 

stop off and pick up some duty-free at Heathrow. 

 



 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  The question that we were asked to answer 

was, as I said earlier, how the UK’s position as Europe’s most important aviation hub can be maintained.  Being 

a hub requires that you are able to agglomerate traffic.  You have a benefit of doing so because, as a result, 

you get routes from your own city that you would not get if you did not attract traffic from other places in 

order to go on to that route.  It is inherent in the idea of being an aviation hub that you have some transfer 

traffic.  That is the airline business model.  Residents of London get a huge benefit from the fact that they 

have a very broad range of destinations available to them at Heathrow.  Those destinations are made viable by 

the fact that they are pulling in passengers from Los Angeles who are transferring in London to go to 

Hyderabad.  That is inherent in being a hub.  Therefore, the question that was put to us pointed us in the 

direction we have taken. 

 

Fiona Twycross AM:  In answer to a question earlier, you suggested that Gatwick would not deliver more 

long-haul flights, but your report’s analysis shows that by 2050 Heathrow will deliver 133 long-haul routes 

while Gatwick will deliver 131 and both airports will deliver a total of 405 destinations. 

 

Given your view that a key objective for expansion should be to facilitate new connections or more marginal 

long-haul routes to emerging markets, is it not the case that both airports actually fulfil this objective? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Sorry, I am slightly puzzled.  

Phil [Philip Graham] will look at those numbers, which I did not immediately recognise, I have to say. 

 

At the moment, Gatwick serves a small number of long-haul destinations, mainly with a leisure focus to them.  

That is principally in the Caribbean and so it is leisure and visiting friends and relatives, and some in Florida and 

one or two places like that in the United States.  Gatwick has over a long period not succeeded in establishing 

a network of routes to destinations important to business travellers. 

 

We do believe that if you capped Heathrow as it currently is and allowed the only expansion to occur at 

Gatwick, you will get some additional long-haul routes at Gatwick.  They are not what airlines would prefer to 

do.  It is quite clear that there is a queue of airlines to get into Heathrow and a number have got into Gatwick 

first and then, when a slot has become available at Heathrow, have quickly transferred.  Therefore, at the 

moment, the pattern of demand and the weight of demand are clearly signalling that airlines would prefer to 

establish new routes at Heathrow rather than Gatwick.  However, if you cap, there would be some expansion at 

Gatwick. 

 

Fiona Twycross AM:  Can I just let you know where I think the figures are from?  It is in one of the 

background reports, tables 6.31 and 6.33 in Strategic Fit: Forecasts.  It is one of the background reports.  

These are figures from one of the background reports and they were reconfirmed by Gatwick’s response to the 

final report. 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  These are the forecasts that have been made 

of the number of routes that might be generated at national level rather than referring to forecasted routes 

that would occur at Heathrow or at Gatwick.  This comes back to what Howard was saying previously.  The UK 

aviation system and the London aviation system is dynamic.  People’s demand for aviation is relatively 

enthusiastic.  People are generally keen to fly.  People value the travel.  If that demand is unable to be met at 

one airport, it is possible - indeed, likely - that in many cases routes will be generated elsewhere.  Those will be 

less convenient.  They will often be planes that have fewer people flying on them and that are less full.  That 

has an environmental impact.  In many cases, the routes that are established are not necessarily the ones that 

are most economically beneficial to the country. 

 



 

Fiona Twycross AM:  Obviously, BAA was broken up due to its monopoly position in the market.  I just 

wondered if you could comment on whether you think the Competition and Markets Authority will support 

your proposals, which will effectively hand Heathrow an even bigger market share?  It seems unlikely given 

that it is going to be an issue in terms of monopoly. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  We thought about that and we do think that 

the recommendations are consistent with the Competition Commission’s previous ruling.  The 

Competition Commission focused on the ownership of the three airports, not on their relative scale.  In fact, in 

its report, it did anticipate the possibility that Heathrow might expand because that was the Government’s 

policy at the time, actually.  It noted that even in that context there would be benefits from separate 

ownership of Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted.  It did envisage expansion of Heathrow because, as I say, that 

was the previous Government but one’s policy.  Therefore, we do not think that anything that we are 

recommending would damage competition.  There would still be a healthy level of competition in the London 

airports system as a result of the separate ownership, which we think has been beneficial at any rate. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  Sir Howard, could you tell me how many domestic destinations will be served by Heathrow 

by 2030? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  No. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  None whatsoever? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Sorry, no.  I cannot tell you the answer to that 

because what we have ... sorry, are you puzzled? 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  I am puzzled because I thought that was why we spent all this money on your Commission: 

to know answers like that. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  I am sorry to have disappointed you. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  How many?  You were looking at Heathrow as the strategic answer to some problems with 

air travel for the UK.  Surely you must know how many domestic destinations are likely to be served by 2030.  

There must have been some kind of planning. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  The report shows that the number of domestic 

destinations served by Heathrow has been in decline for a considerable period of time.  The reason for that is 

that in a constrained airport there is a natural tendency - it is the airlines that do this, of course - to replace 

short, thin routes with long, fat routes if they possibly can because that generates more business for them and, 

indeed, for the airport.  Therefore, what you have seen is a reduction in the number of destinations.  We think 

that if nothing is done that reduction will continue.  There are currently seven destinations and it seems likely 

that that would decline to perhaps four destinations in the future. 

 

Some of this, of course, is understandable and, indeed, some of it is positive.  If you have faster, better trains, 

then to some extent that will take away traffic from the airlines and that is, on the whole, I would say, a good 

thing.  Therefore, you have to be careful about distinguishing.  The ones you have lost where people are very 

steamed up are, say, in Inverness.  I went to Inverness as part of this work.  They lost their connection into 

Heathrow in the late 1990s.  That was very unfortunate for them because they are attracting American tourists 

to go to Inverness.  They cannot fly to Inverness and they cannot transfer and so that is significant.  Some of 

the others, perhaps Liverpool, maybe, you would regard as perhaps somewhat less significant given the 

improvements in the west coast train service that there have been. 



 

 

What we have said is that, in an expanded Heathrow, the Government should use public service 

obligations (PSOs) in a different way and in a more active way than it has done in the past in order to require 

and incentivise the maintenance of important domestic routes.  That is why I cannot answer your question as 

to how many there will be.  I do not know whether the Government will accept that recommendation and, if it 

does, how much it will do.  It has started to do that and there are new routes from Dundee to Stansted and 

from Newquay to Gatwick, which are supported as PSOs, just in the last six months or so.  Policy is moving in 

this area in favour of a more activist approach to the PSO possibility with modest amounts of Government 

support available to incubate new routes.   

 

We would argue that the Government should use that ability and should incentivise important regional routes 

into Heathrow.  Inverness would be an obvious one where there used to be a route and some of the northeast 

airports similarly.  Belfast will probably keep its connections anyway because the amount of traffic is sufficient.  

However, we would certainly argue that if you do not do anything active, then the likelihood is that domestic 

connectivity into Heathrow will diminish. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  Could you tell me what contact you have had with the European Union as to whether or 

not those remodelled PSOs would be state subsidy of private companies and therefore illegal? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  We note that the Government has already put 

in place a scheme and, as I mentioned, there are already two examples of how it has been done, and that has 

not been challenged by the European Commission.  Therefore, we do not believe - and we have taken legal 

advice on it - that the PSO scheme that we propose would be challenged. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  You have taken legal advice on that? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  We have taken legal advice on it, yes.  It is not 

easy to go to see the [European] Commission and ask if this is going to be OK when you do not know precisely 

what it is going to be, but our belief is that this will be acceptable. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  With expanded PSOs, does that not mean that you are effectively reducing the number of 

slots for Heathrow to become profitable? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  It is profitable. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  Airlines take up spaces and slots and, if you are increasing the number of PSOs, you are 

reducing, effectively, the revenue stream for Heathrow from those profitable airlines.  Is that not right.  I am 

quite simple and I may not understand. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  The PSO scheme involves a small Government 

subsidy, which goes to the airlines. 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  It goes to the airlines and the airlines 

continue to pay exactly the same per-passenger charge to Heathrow that they would whether there is a PSO in 

place or not.  Therefore, it will have relatively little impact.  Heathrow Airport Ltd is currently consulting - 

because it recognises the value of domestic routes - on slightly reduced per-passenger charges for domestic 

services.  It clearly thinks that it can take forward interventions of this kind and still be a profitable business. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  At the margin, if you look at just one flight in 

isolation, you could say that the landing charge is the same but maybe those passengers will spend less in the 



 

shops or whatever.  However, the reason that places like Inverness want this route is mainly because they want 

to attract passengers who are connecting to other flights as well.  You are getting a second benefit of the 

passenger coming in and then going out.  Therefore, it is actually very difficult to say whether a route of a 

smaller plane for a UK domestic would increase or reduce the overall profitability of the airport.  Certainly 

Heathrow itself believes that a larger domestic network, encouraged in some way, would actually be beneficial 

overall for the airport.  I cannot judge that, but the impact would probably be quite marginal either way. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  What is the cost to the British taxpayer of these PSOs?  Have you modelled how much it is 

going to cost the taxpayer to subsidise these firms? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  At the moment, the Government has a fund 

available of £20 million. 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  It is £20 million. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  The Chancellor put in place a fund in the 

Budget of 2014, I recall, of £20 million, which was available to promote routes from regions into the London 

airports system.  At the moment, it is significantly underspent.  I believe only about £2.5 million of it has been 

spent on two routes, one from Dundee to Stansted and the other from Newquay to Gatwick. 

What airlines will say to us is that there would be much more demand if there was scope and if there was 

capacity at Heathrow because a lot of the demand from these airports would be demand from connecting 

passengers.  £20 million is available and is currently significantly underspent.  I cannot give you a precise 

figure, Mr Boff, because I do not know, but that is the sort of territory we are in. 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  Indeed, the PSO and the support funding 

are separate things.  It may be for an airport that is as profitable as Heathrow that the PSO in itself is sufficient 

to see the domestic route safeguarded. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  Fascinating though it is knowing what the costs of PSOs are now, I rather want to know 

what the costs of PSOs are going to be in 2030 when we massively expand them, as you have indicated in your 

report. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  I think it would be small.  As Philip said, if you 

require it, it may happen without any subsidy.  The PSO is one thing: the obligation to provide a route.  Then, 

if you cannot get an airline to do it except with a subsidy, then the subsidy is available currently within this 

£20 million.  I cannot believe that this would be very expensive, actually, but I cannot give you an absolute 

number because I do not know how many applications there would be, and it would be for the Government to 

decide how many obligations it wished to impose on the airport. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  How many routes are you recommended it would be expanded to?  You are currently 

talking about seven now.  It has declined, I understand and as you have indicated, over the past few years and 

is set to decline even more.  Where are you aiming to increase that to?  What numbers? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  We have not made a detailed recommendation 

because that would depend on the profile of demand and what the airlines think.  I am afraid we did not think 

it was sensible to try to model now what the regional network would like in 2026 or 2027. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  I thought what you were trying to do was to model exactly that and what the situation is 

going to be-- 

 



 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  We said: what would happen if nothing 

happened and if you did not do anything?  We believed that the number of domestic connections would fall.  

What we then said was that that would be not very attractive and that therefore you should put in place a 

system to try to increase that, but that would then be on a place-by-place basis in negotiation between an 

airline and the other airport and Heathrow to do that.  We have not done the detail of that because that would 

be infeasible now at ten years’ distance. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  You started off the session telling me that you do not know how many it is going to 

decline to -- 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  I did not say that, actually. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  All right.  You did not.  The ’no’ did sound quite explicit to me. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  We said that we think it is declining to four.  

That is what we think: it is declining to four.  What you asked me was how many routes there were going to be 

and I said I could not answer that because I do not know how many PSOs there will be and how much support 

for them. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  We do not know how many there are going to be; we cannot predict how many there are 

going to be; and we do not know how much they are going to cost the British taxpayer, which is a summary of 

what you just said to me.  Is that right? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  It is a pejorative summary of what I have said.  

What I have said is that we have produced an imaginative scheme -- 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  I just ask questions. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  -- which will go down very well in the regions.  

You might not find this in London, but I have spent quite a bit of time travelling around the regions.  This is an 

issue that they are very keen about in Belfast, in Aberdeen -- 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  I am sure they are. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  -- in Inverness and in other places that I have 

visited.  Therefore, to ridicule this is a very unappealing thing to do, if I might say so, because there are a lot of 

people in the regions who believe that access to Heathrow is very important for them in terms of attracting 

business, attracting inward investment and attracting tourists.  Therefore, what we have tried to do in this is to 

produce a scheme that we believe would work and that Heathrow in fact itself is prepared to collaborate with.  

However, if you turn this into a legalistic argument and ask precisely how much it will cost, I cannot answer 

that question. 

 

What I can say is that we have produced a scheme that London could be positive about, saying that we 

recognise that London is a national asset with its local connectivity and that we need to make sure that that 

national asset is made available to other parts of the country for which it could be decisive in influencing 

inward investment and inward tourism.  Just to sneer at it is inappropriate, if I might say so. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  I am not sneering.  The regional airports want to access and Scotland wants to access a 

hub.  Wales wants to access a hub.  Northern Ireland wants to access a hub.  What you are telling me is that 

the third runway solution is not the answer -- 



 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Yes, I am telling you that it is the answer 

because the -- 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  because we are going to have to rely on PSOs in order to do that. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  I am precisely telling you that it is the answer. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  You can make no predictions of how many you are going to have.  You cannot say how 

much it is going to decline to.  Actually, what they want in the regions is answers, not more questions.  Thank 

you anyway.  Thank you very much. 

 

Mayor John Biggs AM:  I would like to be in a position to apologise for some fellow Members of the 

Assembly. 

 

I will start by thanking you enormously for the work you have done and for the very thorough way in which 

you answered the question you were asked, while recognising that there is a significant minority of people who 

believe it was the wrong question and that there are quite a lot of other people who seek elected office - and 

maybe occasionally I am a bit like this - and who would like to pretend that the desire of our constituents to 

travel can in some way be achieved by not allowing aeroplanes to land. 

 

However, what is interesting in your report, though, of course is the way in which it has been attacked by 

Gatwick.  I had a particular question about projections.  Your report said that Gatwick will have 40 million 

passengers by 2024, but Gatwick says that this will already have happened by next year and that that shows a 

fundamental flaw in your analysis which shoots a hole in the report.  How do you respond to that? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Yes, Gatwick had a very good year last year.  

The economy was picking up and it is the case that its number of passengers was a bit larger than the model 

would expect.  However, the key element of the forecast is what the model shows in the long run because that 

is the basis on which you have to make decisions about capacity. 

 

All of the arguments that Gatwick is making now were made to us in the course of our work.  We consulted on 

them.  We took advice from a distinguished professor at Imperial College when looking at these things and, I 

have to say, found little merit in the Gatwick arguments.  Gatwick benefits at the moment significantly from 

the fact that Heathrow is capacity-constrained and, therefore, it is not surprising that at the margin additional 

flights go to Gatwick when there are no landing slots available at Heathrow.  Therefore, the present position is 

not the one that is relevant when you are trying to make a decision about future capacity because it is looking 

at the behaviour of the system when your biggest and most in-demand airport is not able to satisfy that 

demand.  In those circumstances, it is not surprising that Gatwick has been doing well. 

 

I have no difficulty about it doing well.  As we said in our interim report and in the final report, in a 

circumstance where there is no additional capacity at Heathrow, it is absolutely crucial economically for the 

other London airports to be expanding.  I very much welcome the fact that Gatwick is doing well - and 

Stansted is growing healthily at the moment as well and certainly Luton and also Southend - because it is 

crucial that it does so in this interim period when there is no additional capacity at Heathrow. 

 

However, frankly, the fact that its numbers in any one year are a little bit more than the model suggests is not 

really a relevant point in terms of deciding where you put additional capacity.  Therefore, these are arguments 

that I regard as rather beside the point. 

 



 

Mayor John Biggs AM:  Thank you.  Thank you, Chair. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Thank you for your thanks. 

 

Joanne McCartney AM:  Can we move to issues raised in chapter 7, the economic impacts assessment, and in 

particular the PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) report into the wider economic benefits of Heathrow?  I 

understand that you put the PwC report out to your expert panel to do a peer review and it came back.  If I can 

quote from its report, it said, “We counsel caution in attaching significant weight either to the absolute or 

relative results of the ... PwC report”, and stated that the methodology used was “unique or at least very 

unusual”.  Yet your final report quotes extensively from this and uses its findings to come to your conclusions.  

Why are you using that report when your own peer review does not seem to back it? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  We are a very transparent Commission and we 

thought that we should publish what our two other expert advisers produced, but we talked extensively to 

people and PwC put out its work for consultation and took account of responses.  We met [Peter] Mackie and 

[Brian] Pearce [expert advisers to the Airports Commission] at the Commission and what they say is what they 

think.  They are cautious about it.  They say it is innovative and it is unusual. 

 

We thought it was necessary to undertake that work because the benefits of an airport are very broad and the 

second-round and third-round consequences of expanding and airport are not captured by the usual 

straightforward net present value (NPV) calculations.  We looked at the PwC work and we took account of 

Mackie and Pearce’s comments on it.  They are cautious academics.  What they said was what they meant.  

They did not say that we should not use it.  They said that we should be cautious in the way we use it and, as a 

result, we produced quite broad ranges of figures.  However, we believe that it is a thoughtful and interesting 

way of assessing the economic impact of a major increase in capacity. 

 

What I have not seen is any other independent analysis that picks it apart, apart from the analysis that we 

ourselves commissioned.  We decided to weigh that in the balance but nonetheless to believe that the PwC 

work was worth publishing and that it gave us, directionally, a useful steer about the relative economic benefits 

of the different options. 

 

Joanne McCartney AM:  You said it was an unusual piece of work. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  It is quite unusual, yes.  Another way of saying 

‘innovative’ -- 

 

Joanne McCartney AM:  It is also untested, then? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Yes.  I do not make any apology for that.  We 

decided that we should use a broader approach to assessing economic benefits than we had in the past.  I 

should say I appeared in front of the House of Lords Economic Affairs Committee and we were praised for 

doing that because they thought it was an innovative way of approaching the assessment of this kind of 

national-scale project. 

 

Joanne McCartney AM:  Have you had any feedback from the Government yet as to whether it thinks that is 

an acceptable way of-- 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  I have not, but I am not really expecting 

feedback from the Government in that sense.  I am expecting that the Government will make a decision.  



 

Certainly we have set it all out and, if people believe that the thing is flawed, then I would be interested to see 

it but I have not seen that yet.  All I have had is people quoting back to me what I published myself. 

 

Valerie Shawcross CBE AM:  Thank you, Sir Howard.  I am just looking at the table on NPV and social 

benefits on page 147 [of the Airports Commission’s final report].  Without being economists, we are trying to 

grapple with the issue of calculating the benefits and costs and the negative and positive aspects of the 

proposal.   

 

While you say Gatwick is a feasible proposal, you are saying the economic benefits would be considerably 

smaller than Heathrow.  If you look at the bottom line of the calculations you have done - and I accept there 

are a lot of variables in here - what you show is that the NPV of the scheme benefits is £11.8 billion for 

Heathrow and £10.8 billion for Gatwick.  Given the strength of your recommendation towards Heathrow, it 

actually does not look like a large numerical gap in terms of this calculation of net present benefits. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Yes, you are right.  Phil, do you want to have a 

go at this?  There is the difference between the NPV calculation and the broader calculation of the impact on 

the economy. 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  There are three points I would make in 

response.  The first is that this is not a public investment scheme and so it is not a matter of ‘bang for buck’ 

from public investment.  There may be some element of public investment involved but, broadly speaking, it is 

about which one of a set of private sector schemes the Government facilitates to do the planning process.  To 

that extent, the Commission took the view that the issue here really is which of these schemes deliver the 

greatest benefits.  The cost will be borne by the private sector and in a large part potentially by investors from 

outside the UK.  In that case, if you look at the line just above, Heathrow delivers quite significantly higher 

benefits, looking at this table.  Heathrow delivers £28 billion compared to £16.8 billion from Gatwick.   

 

The second point I would make is that there are elements of the Commission’s analysis that we were not able 

to incorporate into these calculations.  There are the benefits from freight where all our work suggested you 

would gain greater benefits from Heathrow expansion than from Gatwick.  There are benefits to the local 

economy in terms of employment.  Our work suggested you could get 60,000 to 70,000 jobs in the local area 

from expansion at Heathrow compared to potentially 30,000 or fewer from Gatwick.  There are other issues as 

well that are not captured. 

 

The third point, exactly as Howard [Davies] said, is that one of the things the Commission has been most 

interested in has been not merely the direct economic benefits from expansion but the way in which the 

impacts of expansion continue through the wider economy, through their second, third and even fourth-order 

effects.  That was what we attempted to understand through the PwC work.  We were cautious in the way that 

we dealt with the PwC work, as Sir Howard said.  We did not incorporate it into these calculations to try to 

create a benefit-cost ratio in that way because it was innovative.  It did indicate that because of the nature of 

the flights and the increase in flights you get from Heathrow, because of its impact on freight and because of 

its impact on long-haul and business travel, those knock-on effects as investment in airport capacity fostered 

additional investment throughout the economy would generate significantly greater benefits than from 

Gatwick. 

 

Valerie Shawcross CBE AM:  One of the things I find difficult about this is you have said that the 

Department for Transport’s web-based multimodal guidance - ie the web-tag methodology that produces this 

table - is not appropriate and leaves a lot of things out.  However, you have adapted it.  You have created 

some of your own methodology here as well.  You have put stuff in that would not normally be in there on the 

wider economic impacts. 



 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  We have not put anything in there that 

would not normally be in there.  The methodologies that the Department for Transport has for calculating 

wider economic impacts in this way do not work for an airport investment.  They were developed to assess the 

impacts of surface transport schemes like road and rail schemes.  We have had to think about different ways of 

tackling that problem.  It is not an impact that would not be included by the Department for Transport in the 

way it thinks about this. 

 

Valerie Shawcross CBE AM:  I have been told that this particular methodology would not normally include 

an assessment of wider economic impacts and that was not in earlier drafts of this calculation.   

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  It was not in earlier drafts of this calculation 

because part of the response we had through consultation was that it would be important for this calculation 

to include that.  If you go back and look at the assessment, for example, of High Speed 2 (HS2) or of Crossrail, 

these kinds of wider economic impacts are an important part of that calculation following the web-tag 

approach that is available for surface transport schemes. 

 

Valerie Shawcross CBE AM:  Yes.  It is just that if you did exclude that you would end up with a £9 billion 

negative figure rather than the positive figure under Heathrow.  It does show that there is some controversy 

about whether or not you would include that. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  If you excluded the wider economic benefits for 

Heathrow on the carbon trade at 11, it would be zero.  However, as Phil [Philip Graham] says, the £16 billion 

investment is not the public investment; that is somebody else’s money.   

 

Valerie Shawcross CBE AM:  There is going to have to be public investment as well, is there not?  There is 

going to be a section later on when we talk about transport.  If we are talking about a calculation where - if we 

accept that there is a positive benefit, as you have put down there - they are actually quite close between 

Gatwick and Heathrow, it would not take very much of a miscalculation on something like transport benefits or 

cost to the Treasury of additional public transport services, for example, to completely blow that figure out.  

One wonders why this table is there if it does not give a complete and accurate picture. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  It says what it says.  The additional net social 

benefit for Heathrow is 70% more than for Gatwick.  If you then take account of the wider 

gross domestic product (GDP) impacts, the difference is between £60 billion and £80 billion more.  That is not 

in that table.  If you look at the net social value benefit, it is probably the more important line because, as Phil 

says, the scheme costs are borne by other people. 

 

2015/2494 - Utilising capacity at airports in the South East 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM 

 

Given the extensive political opposition to a third runway at Heathrow and the inevitable legal and planning 

challenges that will arise it is almost certain expansion is unlikely to happen in the foreseeable future at 

Heathrow.  In light of these realities do you believe sufficient attention has been given to improving surface 

transport to ensure that the significant spare air capacity at existing airports in the south east is fully utilised. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  First of all, I am not sure I could accept the 

premise that expansion at Heathrow is unlikely in the foreseeable future.  We think expansion is possible with a 

timetable of about 2026, which in spite of my advanced age I still regard as ‘foreseeable’.   

 



 

Undoubtedly we believe that in the interim period a lot should - and could - be done to improve surface access 

to other airports.  As I said in response to Mayor Biggs, we believe it is very important that the capacity that is 

available in the southeast is made more attractive and more useable in the interim period.   

 

In our interim report we made a set of recommendations, some of which are going forward.  For example, 

enhancing the station at Gatwick is happening, paid for partly by Gatwick.  Improving the Gatwick Express 

rolling stock, which we also recommended, is happening.  Paperless ticketing at Gatwick is coming.  The 

Department for Transport and Network Rail are looking at the Brighton Main Line capacity issues as part of 

their long-term process. 

 

We recommended that more should be done on Stansted.  Frankly, we were a bit disappointed because the 

initial draft published for consultation on the Stansted Express did not look in detail at the possibilities of four-

tracking, which would improve connections to Stansted considerably.  Therefore, we wrote to Network Rail to 

say that it should do and that the final study should look at that.   

 

There is also work going ahead, which we recommended and which the Department for Transport accepted, on 

a study about southern rail access to Heathrow.  It is something that would be good with or without expansion 

because there are areas to the south of Heathrow that are very poorly served by public transport.  That should 

be done anyway.   

 

We do believe that quite a lot needs to be done.  There is some work at Luton as well looking at a way of 

improving the rail services to the airport and the airport to station link, which is pretty clunky at the moment.  

Southend will get a boost from Crossrail at Liverpool Street.  City Airport will also get a boost through Crossrail. 

 

There are some things happening as a result of Crossrail and improvements at Gatwick but we do think more is 

necessary.  We set out, particularly in our interim report, a set of recommendations that we thought would be 

useful for the future. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  Thank you for that answer.  My first set of questions has been answered 

because you were saying there has been work but there is clearly a lot more that needs to be done. 

 

Let us look particularly at Heathrow.  Can you confirm in your report that you have used full utilisation figures?  

About 148 million passengers is your assumption for the commercial case for expanding Heathrow.  You have 

assumed full utilisation in your figures? 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  We assumed the build-up of passengers over 

time.  Yes, by the time you get to 2050, we are assuming the level of passengers that are in our report at 2050.  

We are not assuming that that level of passengers magically appears on day one. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  When you were looking at the surface transport access, it seems that you 

assume partial utilisation of the airport at only around 125 million passengers per annum.  That is very different 

to the commercial case in my understanding and the analysis I have seen of your data.  We are looking at more 

like 70,000 additional trips per day.  Over half of these are likely to be on public transport.  Is there not a huge 

chunk of demand missing out of your analysis supporting your case for Heathrow?  How can you ensure that 

public transport links will be able to cope with any expansion? 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  The first thing to say is that I do not think 

there is the inconsistency between our commercial analysis and the surface access analysis.  The surface access 

analysis focused on the demand for transport in 2030 in terms of the quantified work that we did.  We used 



 

exactly the same figures for passenger numbers at the airport in 2030 in our surface access analysis as we did 

in our commercial analysis.   

 

The reason we focused on 2030 is because, even looking at 2030, we were having to look well beyond existing 

investment plans in the road and rail networks serving these airports.  We already had to work with TfL, with 

Network Rail and with the Highways Agency to access what the next round of investment projects might be 

and to make some assumptions about that.  They - and we - were comfortable about making those kinds of 

assumptions up to 2030 but they - and we - accept that there is a degree of risk associated with that.  Trying 

to make those assumptions out to 2050 would simply risk entering into a world of make-believe.   

 

We have considered the longer-term pressures in an unquantified way.  We think there are things that the 

Government and transport providers could do over that longer period to deal with continuing growth at the 

airport.  In terms of the modelling, we focused on 2030 because that was the furthest out where we felt we 

could come to some rational views about what the investment programme to that point might look like.   

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  It is interesting because I have seen analysis by people - who are far more 

experienced in this field than I am - who believe you have used different figures almost to suit your argument.   

 

Let us park to that one side.  What I really want to get at is that only 40% of Heathrow passengers currently 

arrive on public transport.  If Heathrow expands, you have already said you might need to have a congestion 

charge on the roads around the airport.  This would lead to more passengers leaving cars at home and taking 

public transport options.  Did your analysis take into account this additional effect on demand for public 

transport and whether the existing or planned links could cope with the extra numbers? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Yes.  We have shown in the report that we 

believe it is possible.  We have explained that there are some parts of the system that will be quite congested.  

Actually, they will be quite congested anyway whether or not you expand Heathrow; such as some elements of 

the Piccadilly line, for example, in central London.   

 

We do believe that a combination of western rail access, which is in the plans and coming: the Crossrail arrival; 

the link in from Old Oak Common from HS2; the improved capacity on the Piccadilly line that is already 

anticipated; and we believe a southern rail access route through Staines would together improve the capacity 

of Heathrow to deal with people arriving on public transport in a way that would meet the expansion up to 

2030.  Between 2030 and 2050, as Phil says, there would be further growth.  That would need to be planned 

and managed in the overall investment programme depending on what happens to background demand in that 

area as well. 

 

We do believe that this is feasible and that an increase in public transport modal share can be engineered.  We 

estimate it goes up to 53%. 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  It goes up to 53%.  The introduction of a 

congestion charge could increase that a little further.  The key impact in driving public transport modal share is 

the fact that the public transport offer is better than the one that is available at the moment. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  Overall, I am not in favour of expansion of Heathrow.  What I am concerned 

about in this report is that it feels to me that you have underestimated the additional demand for public 

transport that this expansion would cause.  You are assuming things like Crossrail 2 are built and funded and 

even the Bakerloo line extension.  All of these things are behind a lot of this stuff.  All of these projects are not 

even funded yet.  Some of them are still sketches on paper. 

 



 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  They are not assumed. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  My understanding of all the background reports is that you are assuming all 

these projects are. 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  We are not assuming that any further work 

on the Bakerloo extension is funded.  I will double-check, but I do not think so. 

 

Our extended baseline does include Crossrail 2.  However, the impact of Crossrail 2 on access to Heathrow are 

pretty much zero.  If you were expanding Gatwick, Crossrail 2 has an impact.  If you were expanding Stansted, 

it has a big impact.  In terms of Heathrow, it really does not make any difference. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE AM:  I feel there is bit of a hole here in the work that you have done.  I do not think 

public transport will cope with the increased demand that will come forward. 

 

Navin Shah AM:  Following up Caroline’s question on surface transport, Sir Howard, could I explore further 

the surface access investment issue?  Your Commission estimates the surface access investment required for 

servicing an expanded Heathrow will be £5.7 billion.  If you look at that against the TfL estimate, it reckons the 

sum required will be £20 billion, which is four times higher than your estimate.  I believe this is due to the fact 

that the Airports Commission has included a number of unapproved and unfunded schemes in its assumptions 

of what the transport situation will be around 2030.  Is that not a very dangerous assumption? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  I do not think so.  TfL, which is supporting the 

Mayor’s argument on the Estuary, seems to like producing exaggerated numbers, in our view, for surface 

access to Heathrow.  We simply do not recognise its numbers.   

 

Perhaps you would like us to give a commentary on what we have included and what we have not to draw 

closure to this? 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  I would have to go back and double-check.  

We developed two baselines, the first of which are the schemes that are absolutely funded and approved and 

are going ahead at the moment.  As I said when I was responding to Assembly Member Pidgeon, in looking out 

to 2030 you are going beyond the scope of existing investment plans.  We do not think it is reasonable to 

assume that investment suddenly stops when the existing plans come to an end.  We worked with 

Network Rail, with TfL and with the Highways Agency to gain an understanding of what they thought the 

likely investment plans over the remainder of that period would be. 

 

There are some schemes in what we called our ‘extended baseline’, which are not yet approved and funded, 

but they are very much in line with the investment programmes that are being developed and considered by 

those transport providers.  That is very different from schemes that would be driven specifically by the impacts 

of expansion.  In that case - which includes the southern rail access scheme to Heathrow as well as some quite 

substantial motorway-widening measures on the M4 - those costs, because they are driven specifically by 

expansion, are captured in the £5.7 billion that you referred to. 

 

Navin Shah AM:  Sir Howard, I must say that I am absolutely staggered by your very dismissive comments 

about TfL.  No matter what one might think in terms of performance sometimes of TfL, certainly I do not 

believe that anybody else knows better - or has better expertise - when it comes to London transport than TfL.  

You might want to reconsider how you see TfL.  Certainly its figures are robust and I am surprised there is such 

a gulf between the two cost analyses.  I am not convinced by not allowing for future expansions and future 

investment you have taken the right approach.  If I can move on -- 



 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Sorry, can I just comment? 

 

Navin Shah AM:  Sure, of course. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  We believe that it is including in its calculation 

investments that are not properly attributable to expansion of the airport.   

 

Navin Shah AM:  Why has your analysis not taken into account the thousands of additional freight and extra 

activity generated from business growth around Heathrow?  Surely that is a major flaw there. 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  A number of responses were made in 

consultation suggesting that it would be helpful to do further analysis of the impacts of growth in freight 

around both Gatwick and Heathrow on the local road networks.  We carried out that analysis.  We used the 

dynamic modelling that we were developing over that period to do it.  There is a report published on our 

website that includes the outputs of that analysis.  Broadly speaking, it showed that the impacts of freight 

growth around Heathrow were not significant on the strategic road network but there were some localised 

impacts that would have to be taken account of in designing local road schemes or measures by the airport to 

manage road freight traffic into and out of its premises. 

 

Valerie Shawcross CBE AM:  I just wanted to come in, if I may, Sir Howard, with a quick reaction to that 

comment.  You have encapsulated a problem but you have it the wrong way around.  You have said the 

problem is that TfL is trying to talk about growth that is not attributable to Heathrow.  The problem is the 

other way around.  Your projections are not taking account of the fact that all of those schemes that you have 

referred to there and that you are taking for granted will happen, like Crossrail 2, are actually being driven by 

the enormous population growth and economic growth in London, which is happening whether Heathrow 

expands or not.  In the real world, whether or not you decide to own that growth or not, that growth is 

happening.  We are in danger of double-counting it.  We know that Crossrail 1 will be full up when it opens.  

Similarly, Crossrail 2 might be.  You cannot assume that all of that growth would be available to accommodate 

Heathrow passengers.  It does seem to me to be a piece of ‘double-think’ there.   

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  No, we do not assume that at all.  The marginal 

addition of Heathrow expansion to some of these schemes is not particularly large and so we believe it is not 

appropriate to ascribe the charges of some of those expansions entirely to Heathrow.  That is the point I am 

making. 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  Yes.  Certainly in terms of assessing the 

impact on crowding and congestion on the Piccadilly line, on Crossrail 1 and on Crossrail 2 - if Heathrow had a 

significant impact, although we do not think it does - we are looking at background growth initially that 

incorporates the growth of the London economy and the growth of the London population before considering 

what the impact of Heathrow is on top of that.  What we are seeing is that it is that background growth that 

drives the need for these investments, primarily.  Any additional traffic that is generated as a result of 

Heathrow expansion is minimal compared to that background growth.  To say it is as a result of Heathrow that 

these investments should be made, it seems to us, slightly misses the point.  

 

2015/2495 - Effect on the Environment of a Third Runway 

Valerie Shawcross CBE AM 

 

Is it possible to expand Heathrow Airport without having a negative effect on London’s environment and the 

health of Londoners?    



 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  The issue of environment and health is 

obviously the one that concerned us the most.  Some aspects of this we have already dealt with.  Probably we 

have said what is needed to be said about the air quality point.  On noise, we believe - and we have explained 

why we believe - that overall a third runway when fully operational will not be noisier than the two runway 

airport is now.   

 

We spent a lot of time thinking about how the additional producer surplus, if you like, from the expansion of 

Heathrow could be used to mitigate the worst effects of noise pollution on people around the airport.  One 

part of that is the night flight ban.  Another is the idea of a noise levy.  On a per-passenger basis, Heathrow 

contributes quite a lot less to its local communities than many other airports do in Europe.  It could be possible 

that the additional measures that Heathrow itself has already proposed and on top of that a noise levy would 

be used particularly to deal with the real pinch-points.  We were very impressed when we visited schools 

around Heathrow at what could be done with not unmanageable but significant pieces of investment.  People 

have focused on double-glazing but actually you need rather sophisticated types of air-conditioning to make 

double-glazing really work properly and to allow you to keep those windows closed during the year.   

 

We published some work on the impact on learning, which has again been quoted back at us, but that is work 

that we commissioned ourselves.  Overall, the provision of additional capacity and the surplus that generates 

can allow you to mitigate quite significantly the adverse noise and environmental consequences of the airport.  

That is why we set out this package of measures in our report and a community forum which could help to 

steer that resource in the most positive direction.  One thing that we found is that people will tell you what 

they think the local problems are but, if you go and listen to local people, you find it is not perhaps quite what 

people tell you they are.  A community forum, with a proper income stream from a noise levy and Heathrow 

zone compensation measures, can produce a much better dialogue between the airport and local communities 

and make the airport a much better neighbour for those communities overall.   

 

Valerie Shawcross CBE AM:  Chair, I am going to defer to my colleague, Tom, to pick up the noise issue. 

 

Jennette Arnold OBE AM (Chair):  Assembly Member Copley? 

 

Tom Copley AM:  Thank you very much.  Sir Howard, according to the Civil Aviation Authority, Heathrow 

affects more people with noise than any other airport.  According to your report, the number is 725,500 today 

and it will be 726,500 in 2030.  You said a third runway should not increase this number.  Surely we should be 

looking to decrease the number of people affected by aircraft noise around Heathrow, not maintaining it. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  If that is your absolute objective, then you 

should be reducing Heathrow in size.  I come back to the question that I was asked to answer by the last 

coalition Government.  If one of your objectives is to remain a highly well-connected city and Europe’s most 

important aviation hub, then you have to do that somewhere.  You have to balance the environmental 

objectives with that objective.  Our task, therefore, was to try to produce what we believe is a balanced 

package, which will not be entirely welcomed by the airport and the airlines - and it certainly has not been - 

but which we believe balances these objectives in a manageable way.  If you have one dominant objective that 

we should absolutely reduce the number of people affected by noise around Heathrow, then you cannot 

deliver any of the others. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  Your report made one recommendation in particular that has already been discussed, which 

was about the noise from night flights and having this restriction on night flights.  I wanted to ask about how 

that was factored in in the rest of your report.  My understanding is that the impact of the ban on night flights 

was not factored into your economic forecast.  Is that right? 



 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  We do believe that the impact would be pretty 

modest and therefore would barely move the dial on any of the other indicators.  It is only 16 flights a day and 

in some cases moving them by half an hour.  We did think that there would be some diverted traffic away from 

those flights but it is very difficult to know how much.  We looked at the number of transiting passengers.  The 

people coming directly from Hong Kong to London who currently get a flight arriving at 5.15am are highly 

likely to get that flight if it arrives at 6.15am.  That is not likely to shift their preference.  They are not going to 

go to Schiphol at 5.00am and then transfer.  We are looking only at the marginal ones that move away. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  Given that this was one of your recommendations in terms of mitigation, I am surprised that 

you therefore did not factor that mitigation into your economic calculation.  It seems rather strange.   

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  As I am trying to explain, it has a very marginal 

effect, we believe. 

 

Tom Copley AM:  How do you know what effect it will have unless you model it? 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  It is less than 1% of the flights at the airport.  

There would be 2,000-plus flights a day at Heathrow.  We are talking about 16 flights.  Those 16 flights do not 

disappear; they just move a little bit later.  Even if we had wanted to do so, it is very difficult to model that.  

The model is not based around what time of day flights arrive.  It is not as sophisticated as that.  The model 

looks at capacity in the aggregate for the airport.  It would be very difficult to do that calculation.  Even if you 

were able to find a way, you are looking at a very small shift in capacity at the airport of less than 1%. 

 

Murad Qureshi AM:  I have to say on the noise front that I am staggered that Heathrow Airport has got away 

with decades of not offering the same compensation and mitigation that every other airport in Europe, 

including City Airport, offers to the residents even before expansion is considered. 

 

That aside, can I bring you back to air quality mitigation as you have mentioned a few times earlier?  You put a 

lot of weight on the Marylebone Road.  I should be grateful; I am a resident who lives off the 

Marylebone Road.  Quite honestly, by using that as the indicator of improvements of air quality in an expanded 

Heathrow, are you not losing sight of other sites and locations that are more likely to be affected by Heathrow 

Airport and also the scenario that you could actually have an improvement on the Marylebone Road whilst 

things get worse in the rest of London?  I want to know where you got that interpretation from. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  Let me try to be clear.  The Marylebone Road is 

relevant but only in this rather technical sense.  Phil [Philip Graham] will correct me if I get this wrong.  You 

could not under the directive propose a scheme which would make your exceedance above the existing worst 

place higher.  You could not do that.  That is broadly correct. 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  The directive applies on the basis of the 

London zone.  The interpretation of the directive, which we drew from the Highways Agency guidance, which 

was the most up-to-date -- 

 

Murad Qureshi AM:  This interpretation is through the Highways Agency, not through Europe? 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  There is not a simple guide provided by 

Europe that sets out how to consider this.  You have to look at how it is interpreted in practice.  The most up-

to-date guidance on how to interpret the directive that is available is the Highways Agency guidance for major 

projects.  We followed a similar approach.  That is to look at the zone as a whole, to look at what is the worst 



 

place within the zone, to consider the measures and the feasibility of addressing the impact at that worst place 

and then to consider whether the changes at the location you are looking at would be likely to delay that or 

whether the zone would still be achieving compliance over the same period.   

 

Murad Qureshi AM:  My concern is that you are not giving much store to places like the Bath Road and the 

villages off the M25 around Heathrow, which clearly are affected right now by the level of road traffic. 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  We focused very heavily on the Bath Road.  

The Bath Road is exactly where we have identified the potential exceedance and exactly where we have looked 

at the mitigations to deal with that exceedance.  Those mitigations would take place in a wider context where 

other measures are being taken, as required by the Supreme Court, to address the broader problem in London. 

 

Murad Qureshi AM:  What assumptions have you made about what the Government’s planned response will 

be to the Supreme Court’s judgement and its plan to mitigate and comply with European requirements?  

Clearly there has not been a consultation yet.  It has to come in before 31 December.  I wonder whether you 

are privy to more information than the rest of us on this front. 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  No, we do not have a clear proposition to work 

on in terms of what the Government will do in response to the Supreme Court.  Of course, we know that it has 

to produce a plan that gets exceedances down within the directive.  We have not specifically made any 

assumptions about what those are. 

 

Murad Qureshi AM:  That is what I suspected.  Is that not a key assumption to assume that Heathrow 

expansion would actually comply eventually at some point in the future? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  What we think is that, as we have said, the new 

runway could not be allowed to be used unless the Government could satisfy itself that it would not contribute 

to an exceedance under the directive.  Our understanding is that the Government will have to produce a 

response to the Supreme Court by the end of the year.  It will be open to the Government to make that 

judgement based on what it is doing in response to the Supreme Court.  It was not open to us to make specific 

assumptions about what that strategy might contain. 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  It would have been unreasonable of us to 

assume that the Government would fail to comply with what the Supreme Court has required it to do. 

 

Murad Qureshi AM:  I have severe reservations about the Department for Environment, Food and Rural 

Affairs’ (Defra) capability of putting something together by then. 

 

Leaving that aside, can I just move on to what your air quality local assessment has said on the public health 

front?  You suggested there will be an increase in pollution levels that will affect something like 47,000 homes 

and compromise the health of as many as 120,000 people, costing £3 billion to £10 billion through increased 

hospital appointments.  Is that not too high a price to pay when we are concerned with public health? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  There are judgements to be made here.  We 

took the view that this needs to be set within the overall policies on air quality and that a considerable effort 

can be made to mitigate these increases.  I cannot say that there is no adverse consequence.  We have set out 

what we think it might be, but we had to make a judgement. 

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  It is important to note that if you look at the 

report the vast majority of the properties where that increase is being felt are moving from not being at risk to 



 

experiencing this very slightly higher increase in air quality and still not being at risk.  That is the kind of factor 

that you have factor into that judgement. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM:  Sir Howard I want to ask about some of the carbon dioxide (CO2) implications - and 

carbon-emission reduction - that flow from your report.  The context is that the Committee on Climate Change 

has said that to meet the Government target of an 80% reduction for the UK in carbon emissions by 2050, UK 

aviation emissions will have to stay within a cap of 37.5 million tons per annum.  You are saying that even with 

a third runway you can stay within that cap. 

 

First, the basic assumption you make is that your baseline is lower than the Government’s.  I want to question 

you on that.  You are saying that the carbon emissions that we will have by 2050 without an expansion of the 

runway, in your estimate, will be 15% lower than those quoted by the Government.  How do you account for 

that gap? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  On the general point, you are right in your 

characterisation.  We took the view - and we consulted the Committee on Climate Change extensively on this - 

that one new runway’s worth of expansion - at Heathrow or Gatwick in this case - can be accommodated 

within that overall capping of carbon emissions, which is, in the Climate Change Committee’s view, compatible 

with an overall reduction in carbon emissions.  Any increase above that on that timescale would impose such a 

constraint on the rest of the economy as to be potentially implausible.  That is why we have not gone so far as 

to recommend a second additional runway.  At this point, we cannot see that that could be compatible.  It is 

also, of course, a significant problem for those people who argue for a much greater increase in airport capacity 

in London and the southeast.   

 

You are right.  We therefore modelled two ways of achieving that.  One was carbon traded, whereby there was 

an international carbon traded scheme that allowed the airline industry to buy carbon emission permissions, if 

you like.  Second was where you actually imposed a direct cap.  We wanted to see if we thought that the 

project was still viable in a capped world.  Our conclusion is that it is and that the economic benefits remain 

considerable even though the implied carbon price cap is actually rather high and will have a big impact.  Yes, 

we believe all that fits in.   

 

Philip Graham (Head of Secretariat, Airports Commission):  The Government estimates to which you 

refer are a couple of years old.  The lower estimates that we have produced relate in part to changes that have 

come across the piece around assumptions about carbon prices and other such factors.  One particular issue is 

that the assumptions on plane size and passengers per plane within the Department for Transport aviation 

model at the time at which we started our work were quite out of date.  This was something that was made 

clear to us in responses to our consultation on forecasting at the very beginning of the commission process.  

We commissioned some updated research on plane sizes and passengers per plane which allowed us to make 

some changes. 

 

Nicky Gavron AM:  Yes, I am aware of that.  Thank you. 

 

I want to say on that that there is a debate going on in the aviation industry about whether bigger planes and 

fewer flights are better than smaller or medium-sized planes and more frequent flights.  Whichever way it goes, 

it gives you some wriggle room, does it not?  It gives you a lower estimate of carbon reduction emissions, 

which means that you have some in hand, so to speak.  Even if you keep within that cap - and we cannot go 

into the mitigating measures, which I would like to have questioned you on - we can only do so if regional 

airports scale back on their CO2 emissions.  That means Scotland will have to have 11% fewer passengers, the 

West Midlands 55% fewer passengers and Manchester and the northwest about 14% fewer.  It does not sound 



 

like a ‘Northern Powerhouse’ to me.  Do you think that the rest of the UK will willingly scale back its 

operations in order to allow Heathrow to expand? 

 

Sir Howard Davies (former Chair, Airports Commission):  This is a competitive market.  We are 

attempting to model it but we do not require people to make decisions.  It would not be a Government or local 

authority decision to change a flight programme.  This is an aggregate.   

 

We published a particular paper about regional airports, which shows the picture is very mixed.  There are some 

that are doing very well and we think will continue to do well; others are doing rather poorly and there will 

probably be some consolidation.  In fact, I suspect that is quite a lot of what will happen, actually.  I do not 

want to sit here and say, “That one will close and that one will stay open”.  I suspect that we have a rather 

inefficient type of regional airport structure at the moment.  We published a particular paper because we 

wanted to address this issue which showed that there were quite a few airports which were contracting and it 

looks as if they are going in one direction only frankly.   

 

It is true that there would within the overall cap be some redistribution of flights.  However, it would not be a 

political decision because it would be whatever the market delivered.  Personally - and perhaps I say this 

because I come from Manchester - Manchester Airport will carry on growing in that area.  The improvements in 

transport in the ‘Northern Powerhouse’ will actually deliver you more of that.  What it might be less good for is 

some of the peripheral airports in that region.  As the transport links between the areas improve, it is logical 

that there will be an agglomeration around one airport that does have international links and very strong links 

into Heathrow as well.   

 

This will be a very mixed picture.  We very much tried to tease that out.  If you go and talk to people - as I did 

with a conference in Manchester about this and as I have travelled around - really, people say, “Look, some 

regional airports will have some international links”.  Certainly Edinburgh is doing well in Scotland and 

Manchester is doing well.  The international links for others will have to go through Heathrow.  Even from 

Manchester quite a few of them do because they can do New York but they are not likely to do Houston at the 

moment.  In the West Midlands, Birmingham Airport has an important role.  It is only at about quarter of 

capacity at the moment.  It is largely likely to be point-to-point because there are not likely to be flights from 

Birmingham to Heathrow.  It would not make much sense, particularly not with HS2.   

 

It is a very mixed picture.  I would encourage you not to think that there will suddenly be a great closure of 

flights and move in to Heathrow.  I do think it will happen like that. 

 

Jennette Arnold OBE AM (Chair):  Thank you, Sir Howard.  On that, you have the last word.  I thank you, 

Sir Howard, and you, Philip, for your attendance here today and for answering the Assembly Members’ 

questions. 

 

  


