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Huw Irranca-Davies MP 

Chair 

House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee 

Palace of Westminster 

London 

SW1A 0AA 

 

AC-LGW-256 

 
 

Dear Sir, 

Inquiry into the Airports Commission’s recommendations on expansion of Heathrow Airport. 

Further to our written submission of 3
rd

 September 2015 we have taken a keen interest in the Committee’s 

proceedings. There are three important matters in relation to air quality that have arisen during the oral 

hearings, to which we wish to respond and to bring to your Committee’s attention before it draws its 

conclusions together. 

1. Heathrow expansion must comply with EU Air Quality Limit Values 

Currently the air pollution around Heathrow results in concentrations of NO2 more than 30% above the 

legal limits at the key sites.  In response to Question 185, Sir Howard Davies said that the Government 

needs to satisfy itself that any decision in favour of a third runway at Heathrow would be robust in terms of 

complying with air quality limit values in future.  

Achieving legal compliance depends on the Government having a radical new UK Air Quality Plan that 

reduces pollution levels around the airport to a low enough level before the construction and operation of a 

new runway so that the legal limits are not breached at any point.   

Our concern, shared with many other responses to the recent Defra consultation on the draft Air Quality 

Plan, is that it is not far reaching enough nor based on robust evidence.  It has two serious shortcomings.  

First, the Plan uses overly optimistic assumptions about emissions from diesel cars at odds with results 

from independent studies. The Secretary of State for Transport has now ordered a full review of vehicle 

emission modelling in the light of the VW emissions scandal and told the House last week that this is 

“crucial to improve the accuracy of environmental assessments – used for both air quality management 

and infrastructure investment
1
”; yet the results from that review will not be available until 2016 at the 

earliest. Second, the Plan relies on Clean Air Zones that are not defined in any detail nor is there any 

political commitment for such a Zone to be implemented across London on the timescale required. In 

short, we do not consider that the Plan will lead to the huge improvements in air quality in London 

assumed by 2020 and therefore we cannot see how the Government can satisfy itself on the legal test that 

Sir Howard has rightly highlighted. 

 

                                                           
1
 The Rt Hon Patrick McGloughlin MP, Written Statement to Parliament, 10 November 2015 



 

GATWICK AIRPORT LIMITED, DESTINATIONS PLACE, GATWICK AIRPORT, WEST SUSSEX, RH6 0NP 
www.gatwickairport.com Registered in England 1991018. Registered Office Destinations Place, Gatwick Airport, West Sussex, RH6 0NP 

 

2. Implications for the financing of a new Heathrow runway 

Given this significant risk of non-compliance, the Airports Commission recommended that “Additional 

operations at an expanded Heathrow must be contingent on acceptable performance on air quality. New 

capacity should only be released when it is clear that air quality at sites around the airport will not delay 

compliance with EU limits.” 

In its evidence to the Committee, the Airports Commission continues to stress that this measure must form 

part of any decision by the Government to proceed with a third runway at Heathrow. All parties cannot but 

support this measure. However, it is far from clear that the private sector could invest £18 billion to finance 

a new runway at Heathrow if there was a significant risk that its use might be delayed indefinitely.  It is 

therefore unfortunate that Heathrow’s lead witness did not respond to Mr Goldsmith’s question regarding 

the consequences of such a measure being imposed.  The Committee may wish to seek further 

clarification on this point both from Heathrow Airport Ltd and from the Department for Transport and HM 

Treasury given the potential implications for the public accounts if financing risk consequently had to be 

underwritten by the Government in some way. 

3. Impact of a new Heathrow runway on road traffic related air pollution  

In response to the Committee’s questions about air quality, the witnesses from Heathrow repeatedly 

asserted that there will not be one more airport related vehicle on the roads, presenting this as part of an 

argument that meeting air quality legal limits on the road network around the airport should not be 

considered their responsibility.  This is both unsubstantiated and misleading.   

It is unsubstantiated because the independent analysis by the Airports Commission estimates there will be 

an extra 1,800 vehicles per hour at peak times on the road network, equivalent to some 6 million additional 

vehicle trips per year. No firm evidence has been presented to the Committee to call that analysis into 

question.  But in any event, the amount of additional traffic directly travelling to and from the airport is not 

the central issue. The Heathrow proposals include changes to road infrastructure including diverting a 

section of the A4 and widening the M25 and M4. It is the net effect of these changes on NO2 

concentrations during both construction and operational stages - which would be directly attributable to 

airport expansion - that creates the legal risk for the proposed scheme.    

Gatwick Airport Limited would welcome the opportunity to expand on our own submission, or on these or 

any related points, by giving oral evidence to the Committee if that would be of assistance.   

Yours sincerely 

 

Alastair McDermid 

Airports Commission Director 

Gatwick Airport Ltd 
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