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09 SEPTEMBER 2016 
 
Rt. Hon. Andrea Leadsom MP 
Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
Defra 
Nobel House 
17 Smith Square 
London 
SW1P 3JR 
 
AC-LGW-316 
 
 

Dear Secretary of State 

The Government’s Air Quality Plan and the Runway Decision 

As you are no doubt aware, environmental issues (and air quality in particular) are critically important 
in relation to the Government’s decision on airport capacity expansion. We were therefore grateful to 
your predecessor as Secretary of State for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs for agreeing that 
our team could meet senior Defra officials to discuss their work to deliver the National Air Quality 
Plan. 

This meeting took place in mid August, and we appreciated the open discussion we had with your 
officials. We were reassured to hear  

• That Defra is pressing for COPERT factors to be revised in the light of the latest evidence, 
including that from the UK Vehicle Test Programme; and 

• That the other issues we had raised regarding the robustness (or otherwise) of the PCM 
modelling of emissions are being fed into Defra’s continuous improvement process. 
 

However, we understood also that Defra is not revising the National Air Quality Plan to take account 
of these issues, and that any further modelling work to support Government’s decision on runway 
capacity is being undertaken by DfT – with Defra providing some technical support.  

In our view, it is essential that the issues we have raised previously with Defra regarding the 
modelling are fully addressed in such further work if Government is to have a robust and defensible 
basis for its decision on airport capacity. Unless that is done, there will be a high risk of re-running the 
2009 experience of a Government decision on a new runway, based on over-optimistic air quality 
projections, being quickly discredited by real-world measurements. 

The robustness of the modelling is particularly critical in the case of the Heathrow schemes as, to 
date, there is no published plan which projects with credibility that air quality around Heathrow will 
improve sufficiently to accommodate within legal limits the adverse effects on air quality of 
construction and operation of a third runway there. In contrast, there is no such uncertainty regarding 
the Gatwick scheme. 
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We are sure that the robustness of the air quality modelling is something on which you, and other 
members of the Aviation Sub-committee, will wish to be fully satisfied.  

We are writing in similar terms to DfT. 

 
Yours sincerely 

 
Sir Roy McNulty 
Chairman 
 
 
 
 


