
 
 

Why Scotland Should Oppose  
the Heathrow Third Runway 
 
Climate Change and Constraints 

 
 A key strategy of the UK Government in putting forward the National Policy Statement (NPS) has been to 
point to the fact that the Airports Commission indicated that it is possible to both proceed with the 
Heathrow third runway, and for the UK to meet its climate change obligations. 
 

The Heathrow third runway option gave rise to the highest level of additional carbon emissions of all the 
options considered by the Airports Commission, and the Department for Transport’s own projections show 
that a new runway at Heathrow will directly lead to at least a 3.3MtCO2 breach of the 37.5MtCO2 limit for 
2050 set by the Civil Aviation Authority without new policies to mitigate emissions. 
 

However, the UK Government is ignoring the Commission’s own recommendations as to what is required in 
order to try and ensure this can be achieved – namely that further passenger growth at other airports in the 
UK will need to be constrained in order to help meet the climate change targets. 
 

 On 05 June 2018, along with the Heathrow announcement, the UK Government published a document 
entitled Aviation Strategy: Making The Best Use of Existing Runways which contains the policy statement: 

1.25 As a result of the consultation and further analysis to ensure future carbon emissions can be 
managed, government believes there is a case for airports making best use of their existing 
runways across the whole of the UK. The position is different for Heathrow Airport where the 
government’s policy in increasing capacity is set out in the proposed Airports NPS. 

 

So, on the one hand, the NPS itself repeatedly refers to the Airports Commission’s work showing that 
Heathrow expansion could be consistent with meeting climate change targets, whilst on the other publishes 
a ‘policy statement’ as part of the wider Aviation Strategy seemingly rejecting the Airports 
Commission’s conclusions that passenger growth must be constrained at other airports – including those 
in Scotland – in order to accommodate the impact of increased Heathrow traffic.  
 

Yet Scottish Parliamentarians at Westminster are being asked to support this expansion without any new 
emissions mitigation framework, nor corresponding strategy or policies. Without these, the proposal is simply 
not consistent with the obligations set out in the 2008 Climate Change Act. 
 

Neither missing the climate change targets, nor suffering the constraints in growth required to meet 
them, can be considered to be in Scotland’s economic or public interest – yet in the absence of any 
specific strategy from UK Government, one or other, if not both, will be the inevitable impact of the 
proposed Heathrow expansion.  
   

 
Concerns and Recommendations Ignored 
 

The UK Government continues to ignore the advice of the Committee on Climate Change that it should 
exclude the use of carbon credits as a mechanism for addressing the issue, and analysis of economic 
benefits do not take into account the full cost of meeting climate targets.  
 

Analysis by the Aviation Environment Federation shows that nothing has been improved since the draft NPS. 
The UK Government is still dodging the climate change question - in particular, there has been a signal 
failure to implement the specific advice of the CCC on the NPS - that it should present the "business case"  
for expansion on the assumption that carbon is capped at 37.5 Mt.  The NPS has not set out any plans for 
achieving this or attached a condition on expansion that the cap must be achieved. 
 



The NPS also makes no recognition of the wider climate impacts from aircraft and NOx emission at altitude, 
which can only put downward pressure on the amount of aviation CO2 emissions that can be 
accommodated under the Climate Change Act. 
 

Further, the Transport Select Committee’s comprehensive inquiry report included 25 essential 
recommendations that would improve the NPS. The Government’s response has been to address only a few 
of these in any detail, with the NPS containing considerable uncertainty about the cost to taxpayer, regional 
connectivity, economic benefit, environmental damage and community impact. 

 
Economic Costs 
 

Based on very recent DfT analysis, Heathrow expansion actually offers the worst economic net benefit of the 
three schemes considered by the Airports Commission – and this based on an assessment using the most 
optimistic assumptions possible in all respects; economic, cost, risk and environmental impact. 
 

Further, a report published by The New Economics Foundation in May 2018 - Flying Low: The True Cost of 
Heathrow’s Third Runway uses the Government’s own formula for assessing the value for money of transport 
schemes, raises a very substantial question mark over the supposed economic benefits accruing from the 
Heathrow third runway option, rating it as either ‘poor’ or ‘low’ value.  Changes in economic assumptions 
made between July 2015 and the publication of the DfT’s updated appraisal report in October 2017 have 
reduced Heathrow’s projected Net Present Value (NPV) from £11.8 billion to between minus £2.2 billion 
and plus £3.3 billion – and this is before factoring in the impact of Brexit.  
 

The report by the New Economics Foundation concludes that it is clear Heathrow’s proposed third runway is 
no longer economically viable in net terms and indeed the DfT’s own method for scoring such projects 
should rule it out on value for money grounds alone.  
 

In addition to the direct cost of the Heathrow third runway project, it is estimated that the cost of the road 
and rail infrastructure required to facilitate connectivity will be anything from £3.5bn to £18bn. Heathrow 
itself has only committed to contributing £1.1bn towards this, so it is unclear what the cost to the taxpayer 
will be – but whatever the cost, it will inevitably divert national investment away from Scotland and UK 
regions.  
 

More broadly, the NPS focuses yet more investment and aviation growth in London and the South East – and 
increases Scotland’s dependency on Heathrow for passenger and freight connectivity to the rest of the 
world. An expanded Heathrow will dominate the UK aviation market, ultimately resulting in less choice, less 
competition and less convenience for Scottish (and other UK) industry and leisure travel users. This cannot 
be in Scotland’s long-term economic or strategic interests. 

 
Conclusion 
 

There has been a concerted effort by Heathrow and the UK Government to shower Scotland with MOUs and 
promises – none of which are guaranteed – in an attempt to subsume any concerns and doubts over the 
supposed economic benefits and the evident negative environmental and social impacts. 
 
Not only are the supposed benefits questionable, but without a clear emissions mitigation framework from 
the UK Government, Scotland faces considerable constraints on its own transport and growth options and 
will find its own very laudable climate change commitments all the more difficult to achieve. 

 

Without a clear emissions strategy from UK Government, the Heathrow third runway proposal is not 
merely questionable on the basis of cost and economic value but voting to support it also presents an 
issue of conscience with regards to social and environmental impacts. 
 

We ask the Scottish Government and Scotland’s MPs to stand up for Scotland, for the environment, 
and for our future generations, and send the UK Government back to think again.  
 

The No 3rd Runway Coalition was set up in March 2017. Our members include MPs, local authorities, NGOs, and trade 
unions. For more information on the coalition, or the information above, please do not hesitate to contact: 
  .  Rob Barnstone, Coordinator, No 3rd Runway Coalition • 07806 947050 • info@no3rdrunwaycoalition.co.uk   


