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18 MARCH 2016 
 
Rt. Hon. Patrick McLoughlin MP 
Secretary of State for Transport 
Great Minster House 
33 Horseferry Road  
London     
SW1P 4DR 
 
AC-LGW-271 
 
 
 
Dear Secretary of State, 
 
Airport Capacity 
 
I am writing to draw your attention as a matter of urgency to new information recently released by your 
Department under Freedom of Information (Airports Commission Documents and Data 19 January 2016. 
DfT FOI ref F0013124). This relates to the traffic forecasts produced by the Airports Commission based on 
your own Department's model. These forecasts were obviously central to the Commission’s conclusion but 
they chose to omit critical elements of this data from both their final Report and its appendices. The data 
raises very serious issues about the analysis, process and conclusions of the Commission.  
 
We have now examined this data in detail. It shows that expansion at either Heathrow or Gatwick 
generates virtually identical traffic levels for the UK economy. The split of leisure and business and long 
haul and short haul is also virtually the same. So one might expect the economic benefit to the UK to be 
very similar with either scheme. This obviously was not what the Commission concluded. There are a 
number of factors which explain this inconsistency. We would highlight four points.  
 
1) UK Long Haul Traffic is virtually identical under both Heathrow and Gatwick expansion. 
 
The Commission placed great weight on the ability of Heathrow to generate more UK long haul traffic and 
more routes to long haul destinations. However the data shows that UK long haul traffic (i.e people starting 
or ending a journey in the UK) under expansion at either Gatwick or Heathrow is virtually identical -  in 
2030, Gatwick 61.11m passengers and 123 routes compared with Heathrow 61.17m passengers and 124 
routes and, in 2050, Gatwick 96.27m passengers and Heathrow 96.21m. Given that the Commission came 
down in favour of Heathrow essentially because of its perceived advantage over Gatwick on long haul 
traffic, this data clearly drives a coach and horses through their central premise. 
 
2) Some passengers have been wrongly categorised and then triple counted in calculating international 
passenger journeys, giving a bias towards Heathrow.  
 
The new data shows that the Commission has triple counted some UK international passenger journeys. 
For example, a passenger travelling to Hong Kong from Manchester via a London hub airport is wrongly 
counted as three long haul international passengers rather than one long haul (London to Hong Kong) and 
two domestic (one Manchester departure and one London arrival). This error applies to both schemes but 
overstates UK international passengers under Heathrow expansion by 4.2m in 2030. Given the economic 
weighting attached to long haul passengers, particularly by PwC in their economic analysis undertaken for 
the Commission, the triple counting error profoundly skews the reported economic benefit in Heathrow’s 
favour.  
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3) The negative impact on regional airports would be significantly greater with Heathrow than Gatwick 
 
The data shows that UK domestic passenger traffic is the same (39.4m in 2030) whether Gatwick or 
Heathrow expands (although regional routes to Heathrow fall from seven to four with a third runway). 
However, in terms of direct international traffic, it shows that regional airports would grow faster under 
Gatwick expansion compared to Heathrow, leading to better balanced growth for Britain. By 2030 in total 
regional airports would handle 2m more international passengers per annum under Gatwick expansion 
than under Heathrow expansion, including 800,000pa more at Birmingham and 200,000pa at Manchester.  
 
4) For its most prominent economic forecast the Commission used different assumptions from those in its 
own traffic forecasts  
 
With one exception, the work undertaken by the Commission used detailed traffic forecasts produced from 
the DfT model. The exception is that the Commission instructed PwC to adopt, for their economic analysis, 
different assumptions on the business / leisure mix of traffic resulting from expansion. The impact of this 
was to give Heathrow expansion a greater weighting of business - which is considered economically 
beneficial to the UK - and Gatwick expansion a greater weighting of leisure. This is in direct contradiction 
with the results from the DfT model which, quite logically, show a near identical mix of traffic under both 
airport expansion scenarios. The Commission then championed PwC's analysis - and therefore Heathrow - 
in its conclusions to the virtual exclusion of all else, including the standard Treasury methodology and 
ignoring the advice of its own independent experts. We fail to understand how the Commission could 
justify such an inconsistency in its analysis. 
 
 
In the light of this FOI data there must be strong reason to believe that both the Commission’s traffic 
analysis and their PwC economic analysis are flawed. I am sure you will share our concern about these 
revelations - not least as you have been placed in the unfortunate position of citing to Parliament figures 
which are now demonstrably unreliable. It obviously remains our strong view that the Government should 
continue to rely on economic analysis based on the normal Treasury methodology in making decisions of 
such national significance. That methodology, correctly applied, shows that the Net Present Value of 
expansion at Gatwick is greater than that at Heathrow.  
 
We are very grateful that you expressed an openness to consider further information at the recent 
Transport Select Committee. This letter is sent in that spirit and we are planning to make several further 
submissions in the coming weeks. We also note your reflections on the West Coast Main Line process at 
the same hearing.  
 
I am copying this letter to the Chancellor. Given the obvious public interest I am also releasing it to the 
media.   
 
 
Yours sincerely 

 
Sir Roy McNulty 
Chairman 


