
 

New Runway - climate threat? 
 

Why the Heathrow 13 are so concerned  
about the CO2 produced by a new runway 

 

 
 

 Air travel accounts for around 6 -7% of the UK’s carbon emissions. 

 When the non-CO2 impacts are taken into account, that might be more like 12% of the climate impact 
of the emissions (due to effects high in the atmosphere). 

 Heathrow already emits around a half of the CO2 produced from UK aviation. 

 A new Heathrow runway would be likely to increase CO2 emissions of flights it handles by about 50%. 

 Heathrow even with 2 runways, causes the emission of more CO2 per year than a country like Kenya. 

 A runway at Gatwick might cause the emission of roughly the same amount of CO2, if it had more long 
haul flights in future.  (Currently most of its flights are short haul leisure, to Europe.) 

 Future CO2 emissions from UK aviation, with a new runway, depend on fleet mix and destination mix.  
So hard to forecast accurately. 

 The Committee on Climate Change (CCC) recommends that UK aviation should not emit more than 
37.5 Million tonnes of CO2 per year, by 2050. 

 The 37.5MtCO2 figure is the same as UK aviation emitted in 2005. 

 The 37.5MtCO2 figure means UK aviation is entitled, by 2050, to effectively emit twice as much CO2 as 
it did in 1990.  Meanwhile every other sector of the UK economy would have to have cut its CO2 by – 
overall – 85% in order to permit aviation its generous allowance. 

 The Airports Commission’s own documents show the CO2 emissions from UK aviation are expected to 
be well over the 37.5MtCO2 limit, even without a new runway.  They would be much higher still if a 
new runway was permitted. 

 The CCC has said that if aviation exceeds its 37.5MtCO2, it would not be feasible for other sectors of 
the economy to make cuts in emissions of over 85% by 2050. 

 The UK’s legally binding overall target (2008 Climate Change Act) for a cut by 2050 of 80% of CO2 
emissions , compared to their 1990 level, would in practice be made impossible with a new runway. 

 Aviation is not fully included in the UK’s 5-year carbon budgets, though the carbon it emits is taken 
account of in the target for all other sectors. 

 By not being included in the 5-year carbon budgets, UK aviation CO2 emissions could rise to above the 
37.5MtCO2 level, as long as they fall back to it – by 2050. 

 Much of the UK’s air travel is far from essential. Most journeys are for leisure (including many weekend 
breaks), or visiting friends and family.   (These export money from the UK.) 

 The UK is one of the world’s top countries for the number of annual flights per person. 

 Flights for business purposes are a small, and declining, proportion of the UK total.  

 A high proportion of UK flights are to destinations in Europe that could be reached by train. 

 Air travel is so cheap because it pays no fuel duty, and no VAT. The amount raised through Air 
Passenger Duty each year is about £11 billion less than the amount the Treasury would receive if  VAT 
and fuel duty been charged.  

 The richest 15 – 25% of society fly the most, with multiple annual trips, as flying is so cheap. 

 The Airports Commission said if UK aviation CO2 emissions were likely to exceed the 37.5MtCO2 target 
by 2050, there should be financial measures to reduce overall demand.  

 The Airports Commission recommended a new runway so people could fly even more, and more 
competition would keep prices low.  However, that means lots more carbon emissions.  

This briefing sets out key facts about aviation CO2 emissions  
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