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23 December 2013 

Airports Commission: Interim Report 

Sir Howard Davies has published his interim report reviewing the possible options that 

are available to secure the long term future of the UK’s aviation capacity.   

This briefing will outline some of the key findings of the report, and provide background on 

how the UK can plan and ensure that investment in the aviation sector promotes economic 

growth and maintains international competitiveness.   

1. Capacity is the problem now at Heathrow  

The report explores current airport capacity and confirms that Heathrow is now effectively 

full, while Gatwick is operating at more than 85% of its maximum overall capacity and is 

completely full at peak times. Operating infrastructure at such capacities, whilst maximising 

usage also means that when problems do occur there is little if any resilience to absorb 

inefficiencies. As such the extent to which the airport can be run effectively is compromised.  

The interim report concluded that Heathrow was at full capacity in 2010, while Gatwick will 

be full by 2020, London City by 2024, Luton 2030 and Stansted by 2041.  

 

Whilst this illustrates that there is capacity available outside of Heathrow, it also 

demonstrates that planning for additional capacity must begin now, with a further three of our 

airports anticipated to be at full capacity by 2030 if the situation remains unchanged.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/airports-commission-interim-report


 

 

 

Given this any expansion of capacity would need to be in operation by 2030 to allow for 

flexibility and efficiency to be maintained within the system.  

2. There is a £30-45bn cost for inaction 

As part of the report the Commission analyses the potential cost to the economy if the UK 

does not address the potential aviation capacity shortage that is on the horizon. It finds that 

over a sixty-year time period there are:  

 £18-20 billion of costs to users and providers of airport infrastructure. 

 £30-45 billion of costs to the wider economy. 

  
3. The recommendations – Heathrow and Gatwick 

The Commission concluded that there is a clear case to build one net additional runway in 

London and the South East, to come into operation by 2030. Looking further, its forecasts 

also found that the level of demand is likely to be high enough to require a second net 

additional runway in operation by 2050 or, in some scenarios, earlier.  

Within the analysis the Commission explored a number of ways in which demand could be 

managed through a variety of options. These included improving operational measures and 

using surface transport improvements, replacing the need for short-haul flights. These could 

potentially remove the need for extra runway capacity. The Commission’s analysis, however, 

concluded that none of the alternative options alone could deliver the capacity needed for 

the future. 

As such the following options were shortlisted from the submission and evidence they 

received as potential ways forward for investment within the UK aviation sector:  

 A new 3,500m runway at Heathrow, constructed to the northwest of the existing 

airport and spaced sufficiently to permit fully independent operation.  

 An extension of the existing northern runway to the west of Heathrow, lengthening it 

to at least 6,000m and enabling it to be operated as two separate runways with 

departures and arrivals taking place simultaneously.  

 A new second runway at Gatwick of 3,000m in length spaced sufficiently south of 

existing runway to permit fully independent operation.  



 

 

 

4. The recommendations – Thames Estuary airport 

A Thames Estuary airport was not ruled out completely, as the commission did conclude that 

it needed more time to explore the feasibility of a project of this scale as a potential option.  

It was felt that the option was likely to be extremely expensive, with the cost of an Isle of 

Grain airport (the most viable of those presented) around five times that of the three short-

listed options at up to £112 billion.  

As well as the cost, a Thames Estuary airport would present major environmental issues, 

especially around impacts on protected sites.  

Further to this the new surface access infrastructure required would be very substantial, with 

potential cost, deliverability and environmental challenges of its own. 

As such whilst still being an option, the prohibitive cost and potential environmental impacts 

potentially call into question the wider economic case for such an airport.  

The Commission reported that it intends to carry out additional analysis in respect of the Isle 

of Grain option in the first half of 2014. On this basis, it will reach a view before the end of 

the year as to whether such an option would offer a credible proposal for consideration 

alongside the short-listed options.  


