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50 reasons why Britain doesn’t need a new runway
Does Britain really need a new runway? The Airports Commission’s recommendation to build a third runway at 
Heathrow was delivered with such headline-grabbing claims about the benefits that the answer may have appeared 
unequivocal. But throughout the Commission’s investigations significant concerns were raised about the scope of 
its work. Since publication of the final report, evidence gaps have been exposed, while the real costs of expansion, 
buried in the Commission’s work, have been brought to the fore. Doubts have been voiced by communities, NGOs, 
industry, MPs and experts. Important questions about how some of the environmental obstacles to expansion can be 
overcome remain unanswered. The Government has no detailed plans for addressing aviation’s growing emissions 
problem, or tackling aircraft noise and pollution around airports.

With a decision on a new runway expected this autumn, the Aviation Environment Federation launched an eye-catching 
campaign over the summer to highlight the holes in the arguments for expansion, and question the assumption that 
a successful Britain depends on a new runway. This summary invites you to take a closer look at the real economic 
and environmental costs, and the wider impacts of expansion on our communities, heritage and landscape. We hope 
that you will agree there are at least 50 reasons why Britain doesn’t need a new runway.  

Links to all references for our 50 reasons and the images from our campaign can be found at the end of this document.
  

#1 Big decisions need reliable evidence. 
The Airports Commission’s own expert 
economists cautioned against “attaching 
significant weight” to the claim that a new 
runway could bring £147 billion benefit to 
the UK, a figure often quoted in support 
of expansion.

#2 “The robustness of the Airports 
Commission’s conclusions cannot be 
determined from the information available 
in the Davies report”, Rt Hon Andrew Tyrie 
MP, chair of the Treasury Committee, has 
said of the case made by Howard Davies 
for building a new runway.

#3 Andrew Tyrie, Chair of the Treasury 
Committee, has repeatedly questioned 
the clarity of the Airports Commission’s 
economic case for a new runway. In 
February this year he said that it could 
not be established from the evidence 
presented by the Commission whether 
the benefits of Heathrow expansion “are 

significantly different from the option of 
not building any new runways”.

#4 The economic case for airport expansion 
often leaves out any mention of costs. 
The benefits of the Airports Commission’s 
recommendation for a new runway fall to 
as as little as £1.4 billion over sixty years 
when using the Government’s official 
methodology that accounts for surface 
access and environmental costs.  

#5 The case for a new runway didn’t 
anticipate our decision to leave the EU.  
The number of UK air passengers could 
be 3-5% lower by 2020 following Brexit 
according to industry forecasts, wiping 
out the Government’s predictions of 
growth in the short-term. Longer term 
forecasts are uncertain.

#6 The idea that airport expansion is 
needed to meet buisiness demand is a 
myth. In 2015 the proportion of trips by 

UK travellers that were taken for business 
fell to 10.9%, its lowest level since 1980.

#7 The UK is already well connected by 
air. The Airports Commission found that 
London’s five airports provide connections 
to more destinations worldwide than the 
airports of any other European city.

#8 Growth in passenger numbers doesn’t 
depend on airport expansion. Since 2000, 
the number of flights in the UK has grown 
by just 3.2% but the number of UK air 
passengers has grown by 38.9%, driven 
by a shift to larger aircraft and fewer 
empty seats.

#9 Airport expansion doesn’t necessarily 
mean more jobs. In 2013 the UK air 
transport sector provided 40% fewer 
direct jobs than in 2003, despite significant 
growth in passenger numbers during the 
same period. 

The economic benefits have been overstated

#10 Heathrow would grow at the expense 
of the rest of the UK. If Heathrow got a 
new runway the number of destinations 
served by regional airports would be 4-5% 
lower than currently forecast.

#11 Heathrow expansion won’t improve 
domestic connectivity. The Airports 
Commission predicted that the number 
of domestic destinations served by 
Heathrow will fall from 7 today to 4 in 
2030 with a third runway.

#12 Good for the South East or good 
for the UK? Building a new runway at 
Heathrow or Gatwick would increase 
air passenger growth in the South East, 
but reduce it in every other UK region.

#13 The value for the North of expanding 
South East airports has been challenged. 
“The money would be better spent on 
improving inter-city connectivity and 
improving access to any number of 
regional airports”, Sir Richard Leese, 

Leader of Manchester Council, has said 
about plans for a new runway.

#14 There’s a strong case for more 
transport investment outside London. 
Public expenditure on transport projects 
is already six times higher in London than 
in the North of England. Approval of a 
new runway could channel even more 
Government investment to the South East.

The decision needs a nationwide perspective



Getting there has hidden costs

#15 There is a black hole in the plans for 
financing the surface access improvements 
needed for an expanded Heathrow. The 
Airports Commission has estimated a £5 
billion cost, while TfL has put the figure at 
£18.2 billion. With Heathrow stating that 
it will pay ‘just over £1 billion’, the cost 
to the public purse could be significant.  

#16 A new runway will put significant 
strain on London’s transport network. TfL 
have expressed concern that expansion 
could lead to an additional 40,000 
journeys on the roads and 112,000 by 
public transport in 2030, even excluding 

freight and any increased business activity 
in the Heathrow area.

#17 Despite Heathrow’s claim that 
expansion will lead to no new car journeys 
to the airport, their own stated intentions 
to expand the M25 to 16 lanes and spend 
£800m of new funding on car parks seem 
bound to unacceptably increase vehicle 
journeys and add to air pollution. 

#18 A new Gatwick runway would put 
enormous pressure on one of London’s 
busiest railway commuter routes, trebling 
the number of airport passengers on the 

Gatwick-London line. The airport’s claim 
that no investment in railway infrastructure 
would be necessary is based on an 
assessment of traffic in 2030 when the 
runway would be only half full. 

#19 The impact on the public purse of 
delivering a Gatwick runway may have 
been underestimated. Surface access 
improvements could come with a £10 
billion higher price tag than the Airports 
Commission predicted has said TfL.

#20 London’s air pollution is at “crisis 
point” outranking both alcohol abuse 
and obesity as a cause of ill-health in the 
capital. Expansion at either Heathrow 
or Gatwick is likely to have an ‘adverse’ 
impact on air quality according to the 
Airports Commission.  

#21 Parliament’s environment committee 
and children’s health experts have called 
for urgent Government action on air 
pollution. Expansion at either Heathrow 
or Gatwick is likely to have an ‘adverse’ 
impact on air quality according to the 
Airports Commission. 

#22 Drastic policy measures would be 
needed for London to meet air quality 
limits by 2025. Even with a total ban on 
diesel vehicles, it’s not clear that headroom 
could be created for a new runway.

#23 Heathrow claims it can expand without 
breaching limits but the Heathrow area 
has breached air quality limits every year 
for over a decade with just two runways.

#24 Robert McKracken QC and Client 
Earth have described the argument that 
Heathrow could expand (and worsen 
air pollution) as long as it didn’t delay 

London meeting EU air quality limits, 
as “misdirected itself on the law” and 
“vulnerable to legal challenge”.

#25 Gatwick claims that it “has never 
breached EU or UK annual air quality limits”. 
But official figures show an exceedance 
at Gatwick East as recently as 2014 and 
an ‘Air Quality Management Area’ was 
declared within one mile of the proposed 
boundary of the airport in 2015.

Aircraft noise poses a threat to public health

#26 Living near an airport can damage 
your health. Higher aircraft noise levels 
are associated with increased risk of high 
blood pressure, heart attack, stroke and 
dementia. According to the Airports 
Commission, expansion at Heathrow or 
Gatwick would have negative consequences 
for the local noise environment.

#27 Living near an airport can damage 
your mental health. A 10 dB increase in 
noise has been found to be associated 
with a 9% increase in the risk of depression. 
According to the Airports Commission, 
expansion at Heathrow or Gatwick would 
have negative consequences for the local 
noise environment.

#28 Where average daytime aircraft 
noise exceeds 50 dB, each five decibel 
increase in noise exposure for school-age 

children corresponds to a two month 
delay in reading age. Expansion at either 
Heathrow or Gatwick would significantly 
increase the number of schools exposed 
to noise levels above 54 dB. 

#29 A new runway would make it harder 
to protect tranquil areas. Access to 
quiet areas offers health benefits. But 
the Airports Commission found there 
was ‘limited opportunity’ for avoiding 
overflight of tranquil areas with expansion 
at Heathrow or Gatwick.

#30 Heathrow expansion would mean 
the airport would expose more people 
to noise than its five main European 
competitors combined. Over half a million 
people will be exposed to noise at or 
above 55dB Lden if Heathrow expands, 
all sides agree. This is more than the sum 

of those exposed at Paris CDG, Frankfurt, 
Amsterdam, Madrid and Munich. 

#31 The noise impacts of a bigger Heathrow 
may have been massively underestimated.
The Airports Commission predicted just 
a 9% increase in the number of people 
significantly affected by noise if Heathrow 
expands, compared to a no expansion 
scenario. But analysis by the Mayor of 
London found that using different flight 
path assumptions could mean 46% more 
people would be significantly affected 
by noise.

#32 A second runway at Gatwick would 
more than double the number of people 
affected by aircraft noise compared to 
today, with flight paths impacting Kent, 
Surrey and Sussex.

Air pollution is already at crisis point



#50reasons why Britain doesn’t need a new runway is a campaign by the Aviation Environment Federation (AEF). 

All references available at goo.gl/NMBBsZ.
All campaign images available at goo.gl/WlK0MC.

#39 Aviation emissions are set to overshoot 
the maximum level compatible with climate 
legislation even without expansion, and 
to be higher still with a new runway.

#40 In 2011, current Chancellor Philip 
Hammond MP criticised Labour’s failure 
to drop its runway expansion plans in 
light of the fact that “climate change has 
become one of the gravest threats we 
face”. We are in danger of making the 
same mistake at a time when the Paris 
Agreement commits us to urgent and 
more ambitious action. 

#41 Theresa May said a third runway at 
Heathrow would “undermine our national 
targets” in her 2008 speech welcoming 
the Climate Change Act. The same is 
true for the current proposal.

#42 A three runway Heathrow would be 
the biggest point source of carbon in the 
UK - bigger even than our largest power 
station, Drax.  

#43 A new runway would promote one 
of the most carbon-intensive forms of 

transport. Emissions per passenger for 
a return journey from Gatwick average 
0.5 tonnes of CO2, equivalent to the 
emissions over three months from driving 
an average car.

#44 A return flight from London to 
Edinburgh emits 157kg CO2 per passenger 
compared to 34kg CO2 by rail. Building 
a new runway would create pressure for 
more domestic flights.

#45 The rate of air passenger growth 
has historically outstripped technology 
improvements, a trend that’s set to 
continue. With new technologies expected 
to deliver efficiency improvements of less 
than 1% per year in future, a new runway 
will see UK aviation emissions soar.

#46 There won’t be enough sustainable 
biofuels to solve aviation’s carbon problem, 
an issue that will be even more challenging 
with a new runway. The aviation industry 
talks up the potential for biofuels. But only 
2.5% of aviation fuel is expected to be 
from sustainable sources, even by 2050. 

#47 The Paris Agreement of December 
2015 saw every country in the world agree 
to pursue efforts to limit global warming 
to below the current 2 degrees C target, 
aiming for 1.5 degrees C and a zero carbon 
future. Building a new runway would take 
us in the opposite direction, increasing 
our dependency on fossil fuels.

#48 The climate change assessment of 
a new runway only took carbon dioxide 
into account. But aircraft flying at altitude 
also emit NOx, water vapour and soot that 
have an additional warming impact. As 
the Airports Commission did not model 
these effects, the climate change impact 
of airport expansion may have been 
significantly underestimated. 

#49 Heathrow and Gatwick lack support 
for expansion from their biggest airlines. 
IAG’s Willie Walsh and easyJet’s Carolyn 
McCall have both raised concerns about 
the cost implications of expansion for 
their passengers.

#33 The environmental impacts of airport 
expansion include potentially irreversible 
damage to natural spaces. A second runway 
at Gatwick would put over 70 hectares 
of ancient woodland at risk according to 
the Woodland Trust. Important wildlife 
corridors could also be lost. 

#34 Ancient trees are at risk. Government 
forestry policy states that “England’s 
ancient woodlands and trees represent 
a living cultural heritage”. But a new 
runway at Gatwick could threaten at least 
7 ancient and veteran trees.

#35 A second runway at Gatwick would 
mean the demolition of 17 listed buildings 
of historical importance. The Society 
for the Protection of Ancient Buildings 
says this would be the biggest single 
destruction of listed buildings since the 
Second World War Blitz.

#36 A new Gatwick runway could have 
unintended consequences for British 
tourism. The Chief Executive of Hever 
Castle, which is directly overflown by 
Gatwick planes and faces a growing 
noise problem has said: “If our numbers 
drop because of planes we will struggle 

to continue – almost certainly we would 
have to shut shop”.

#37 783 homes, including most of the 
11th century village of Harmondsworth, 
would need to be demolished to make 
way for a third runway at Heathrow.

#38 The London Mayor has committed 
to freeing up more land for new housing 
in London. But a new runway at Heathrow 
could enlarge by 60% the area around the 
airport in which new housing is prohibited 
for safety reasons.

There is no strategy to contain aviation’s soaring CO2 emissions

#50 “We do not support the building 
of new runways at Heathrow, Gatwick or 
Stansted. We want to make those airports 
better, not bigger.” Philip Hammond, 
current Chancellor of the Exchequer, 
speaking in 2010 as the then Secretary 
of State for Transport. The politics may 
have changed but there are still at least 
50 reasons why Britain doesn’t need a 
new runway. 

There is a better way forward for aviation

Local habitats, heritage and communities are threatened
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