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Preliminary consultation response / briefing on the Heathrow Expansion National 
Policy Statement 

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the assessment of the need for the 
proposed expansion of Heathrow Airport?  

A third runway at Heathrow is not necessary and not compatible with the UK's climate 
obligations.  

Current government policy on the climate impacts of airport expansion in the UK is 
inadequate because it does not consider the cumulative impact of allowing many airports 
to expand. Instead, every expansion scheme is allowed to proceed on the basis that, on its 
own, it will not prevent our climate targets from being met. 

An even more serious problem is that decisions are taken assuming that 'Jet Zero' policies 
will lead to aviation having net zero emissions by 2050. As set out below, there is no 
evidence that more than a small fraction of emissions can actually be mitigated by these 
policies. 

The decision on a Heathrow third runway may be presented  as 'the economy versus the 
climate'. But this is misleading. Firstly, we know that failing to take climate action will lead to 
massive economic harm, which will dwarf the 0.05% GDP (maximum) that a Heathrow third 
runway is predicted to add to the UK economy by 2056. We have seen some of these this 
summer in widespread heatwaves and drought, but these impacts will get more severe 
every decade until net zero is reached globally. 

Secondly, the evidence shows that a Heathrow third runway will not have significant 
economic benefit and will in fact be detrimental to regional economies outside London and 
the south east. 

Thirdly, HENPS cites the 2015 Airports Commission which concluded that there was a need 
for a third Heathrow runway. However since the Airports Commission, extra capacity has 
already been approved at Gatwick, Luton, Stansted and London City airports. This makes 
the case for a third Heathrow even weaker, and it becomes much harder to justify either the 
harm which will be caused to the climate, or the health impacts and disruption to 
communities from building what is the equivalent to an airport the size of Gatwick next to 
Heathrow. 

The government has proposed four tests which must be met for expansion to proceed. 
To what extent do you agree or disagree with how the government has set each of the 
‘four tests’?  

Air Quality 

The impact of a third runway cannot be assessed using outdated air pollution limits. 
Currently the UK’s legal limit on NO2 is twice as high as the EU’s, and four times as high as 
the health based recommendations of the World Health Organization. 
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Noise 

Noise from flights overhead is be a serious problem affecting both mental and physical 
health in affected communities. The actual flight paths are not going to be published before 
the decision is made, so communities are being asked to respond without knowing exactly 
how they will be affected. However we do know that hundreds of thousands more people 
will be exposed to harmful noise with a third runway. 

Climate change mitigation 

The scheme is not compatible with the UK's climate targets. In the “current trends” 
scenario, which captures all policy impacts currently in place, with Heathrow expansion, 
UK aviation emissions would reach 41Mt of CO2 by 2050. 

The Climate Change Committee’s balanced pathway said that the 2050 Net Zero figure for 
aviation should be just over half of that amount: 21Mt per year 

There is no credible plan for how greenhouse gas removals will scale from a tiny amount 
currently available to remove 41Mt of emissions from the atmosphere, let alone accounting 
for the non-CO2 warming effects of aviation on top of this. 

The requirement in HENPS is that the applicant contribute to efforts to decarbonise 
aviation. This is not adequate to address the climate impact of a third runway, because 
there is no guarantee that these efforts will lead to significant emissions reduction overall.  

Instead there should be a commitment not to approve this scheme or any overall 
expansion in the UK's aviation capacity until there is strong evidence that the aviation 
industry is on track to achieve net zero emissions by 2050 as set out in Jet Zero.  

The basic requirements for this are: 

• not using carbon offsets which reduce emissions on paper but not in real life 

• realism about the limited availability and cost of alternative fuels and the existence 
of competing global demands for them.  

• not allowing aviation emissions to increase in the short term, since we know that 
short-term emissions reductions are crucial to keeping global temperatures below 
the point where climate tipping points are triggered.  

Non-CO2 warming effects of aviation must also be fully included 

Analysis of the climate impacts of expansion at Heathrow is misleading if non-CO2 impacts 
are not fully included in calculations. As explained in the Climate Change Committee's 
Seventh Carbon Budget, non-CO2 effects - the formation of clouds (contrails) and the 
emission of nitrogen oxides high up in the atmosphere - approximately triple aviation's 
climate impact when compared to CO2 emissions alone.  

As the HENPS stands, non-CO2 impacts will not be included in calculating the climate 
impact of the scheme: "the applicant is not required to quantify the non-CO2 impacts of 
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any scheme but should assess these impacts qualitatively." (section 5.67). Instead of 
excluding two-thirds of aviation's climate impact from decision-making, and therefore 
underestimating the overall harm, these non-CO2 warming effects must be quantified by 
giving a lower and upper estimate and included into consideration the climate impact of 
Heathrow expansion, and wider aviation policy. 

Ignoring non-CO2 impacts also contributes to overestimating the effectiveness of 
measures such as carbon offsetting and using alternative fuels, which (in addition to the 
problems set out below) are only designed to address the carbon emissions. This means 
that up to two-thirds of aviation's climate impact unaccounted for. 

The problems with Jet Zero 

Currently there is no reason to believe that any of the measures within Jet Zero will achieve 
significant emissions reductions, let alone that the overall target can be met. 

1. Carbon offsetting. Despite the focus on alternative fuels and technological measures, 
carbon offsetting is the main tool relied upon to achieve Jet Zero, including through the 
international aviation industry's CORSIA scheme. However, research has repeatedly shown 
that the vast majority of credits issued through such schemes are worthless.  

A 2024 meta-review of 65 research studies, covering one-fifth of all carbon credits so far 
issued, concluded that less than 16% of the carbon credits issued constituted real 
emission reductions. [1] Fake carbon credits cannot counteract the climate impact of 
increasing flights.  

It is also important to remember that the non-CO2 climate impacts of aviation are never 
offset at all, and these have an even greater impact on heating our atmosphere than the 
CO2 emitted from aircraft. 

2. Engineered greenhouse gas removals. For example, HENPS suggests that building a third 
runway at Heathrow could be combined with investment in Direct Air Carbon Capture and 
Storage (DACCS) and Bioenergy with Carbon Capture and Storage (BECCS). Direct air 
carbon capture is very energy intensive, and therefore very expensive. Technical and 
financial problems have meant carbon capture in general has repeatedly underdelivered 
from what has been promised, and remains at a tiny scale. For example, the high-profile 
Climeworks DACCS operation in Iceland came under fire in 2025 for underperforming so 
badly that it appeared to be emitting more in the company's operations than it captured. [2] 
Finally, the idea that BECCS can be carbon-negative is based on the claim that burning 
wood for fuel is in itself carbon-neutral which has been comprehensively debunked. 

3. Zero carbon aircraft. The weight of batteries means that electric aircraft are limited to 
small passenger numbers and relatively short flights, effectively being 'air taxis' rather than 
a replacement for general commercial flights. Commercial hydrogen-powered aircraft are a 
long way away: even minor aircraft redesigns take a long time, and these are wholly new 
designs which would need exhaustive safety testing. But more fundamentally, they would 
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have to run on hydrogen generated from renewable energy. Again this is very expensive, in 
limited supply, and would be in high demand in a world transitioning to net zero.  

4. Alternative fuels. The production of alternative fuels has been fraught with problems. 
Most production so far relies on a fuel source (waste oils and fats) which is is far too limited 
to meet more than a tiny fraction of global aviation fuel demand, especially considering 
competing demand from road transport and shipping. 

A Reuters investigation found airlines have announced 165 'sustainable aviation fuel' (SAF) 
projects over the past 12 years. They found that of these, only 36 came to anything, of which 
just 10 have produced commercial volumes of fuel. [3] When interviewed, airline 
spokespeople have admitted their SAF ambitions are off track, blaming fuel companies for 
low supply of alternative fuels, while fuel companies blame airlines for insufficient demand 
at high prices. 

Of the 36 projects that produced any SAF, all but one relied on the Hydroprocessed Esters 
and Fatty Acids (HEFA) process to convert waste oils, fats and grease into jet fuel. These 
waste oils are limited resources. So far almost all of the SAF used in the UK comes from 
imported used cooking oil, mostly from China. With increasing global competition for this 
resource, fraud is a concern. Exports of 'used cooking oil' from Malaysia are three times 
what is collected, suggesting that unsustainable palm oil are being used instead. [4] 

An alternative to HEFA is converting waste products like wood and household waste to fuel 
through Fischer-Tropsch technology. British company Velocys has focused on this 
technology, but has also experienced problems taking production beyond pilot stage, 
narrowly avoiding insolvency in 2023.  

More fundamental is the question of whether converting feedstock like household waste 
into aviation fuel can actually reduce emissions. During flight, all these alternative fuels 
produce the same CO2 emissions (and non-CO2 warming impacts) as conventional fuel. 
So their sustainability relies on carbon being removed from the atmosphere earlier in their 
lifecycle. This may not always be the case. Projects have been announced to convert 
sources such as old car tyres or styrofoam into aviation fuel. This may avoid pollution from 
alternative disposal methods, but in carbon terms it is still burning fossil fuel. Converting 
plastic into aviation fuel puts fossil carbon into the atmosphere just as burning 
conventional fuel does, plus the additional emissions from powering an extremely energy 
intensive conversion process. 

One of the most commonly proposed fuel sources is household waste in black bags. Again, 
much of this is plastic, so to that extent is burning fossil carbon with no climate benefit over 
conventional fuel. Much of the rest of the waste could easily be recycled. Research by 
UKWIN has found that at least half of the contents of household black bags are recyclable, 
and also that waste incineration contracts discourage councils from increasing recycling 
rates. [5] 
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The final possibility is to use renewable energy to generate synthetic fuels, which is very 
expensive. 

It is clear that alternative fuels cannot be relied on to make up more than a small 
percentage of carbon reductions towards net zero. They are not a 'game changer' in the 
words of the the former Chancellor, nor a good reason to ignore current climate impacts of 
airport expansion. 

5. Efficiency improvements. Improvements in the efficiency of aircraft or engine design are 
welcome but can only be marginal 

Economic growth across the country 

There is considerable evidence that Heathrow expansion will not lead to economic growth 
around the country, and in fact will have a negative effect outside London and the south 
east. The government's cost-benefit analysis concludes that when environmental costs are 
priced in, the scheme has a negative net present value of between -£23.4bn and -£62.5bn 
over 60 years. 

The predictions for eventual increase in UK GDP has now been decreased to 0.03-0.05%, 
just a tenth of that previously claimed. 

NEF analysis of DfT data calculates that around two-thirds of the aviation-linked jobs 
created at Heathrow represent jobs displaced from other parts of the UK and that there 
would be 15,200 jobs lost in the wider regions of the UK and displaced to London and the 
south-east. [6] 

Even within south east England the benefits are not evenly distributed. Almost all the 
benefits in the cost-benefit analysis are predicted to go to passengers using Heathrow. So 
the main beneficiaries are frequent flyers, who are wealthier than average. A pre-Covid 
survey indicated that 15% of the UK population accounted for 70% of flights. [7] 

Expanding another London airport will also contribute to the tourism spending deficit 
across the UK outside London. In 2023, excluding London, UK residents spent £43bn more 
overseas than foreign residents spent in the UK, while London had a surplus of £1.3billion. 

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the proposed designation of Heathrow 
expansion as defined in the draft HENPS as Critical National Growth Infrastructure 
(CNGI)? Explain your answer. 

Heathrow expansion should not be designated as Critical National Growth Infrastructure.  

It would seriously prejudice the decision making process to decide beforehand that the 
economic benefits claimed are of 'critical' importance to the UK, despite the fact that the 
evidence for them is weak. And to dismiss in advance the clearly-evidenced climate and 
community harms as less important - not 'critical'. 

There is no evidence that expanding Heathrow airport is critical for national growth. In fact 
there is strong evidence against this claim. 
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The evidence provided suggests that a third runway at Heathrow would have a minimal 
overall impact adding (at maximum) 0.05% to GDP by 2056, and that it will most likely have 
a negative impact on the economy of regions outside London. 

Finally, the UK economy faces a range of challenges in the coming decade. Some of these 
are hard to predict, but they will include preparing our infrastructure, food supply and 
society to face future climate shocks. In this difficult and uncertain future, it is hard to 
believe that adding yet more airport capacity in a capital city which is already one of the 
best connected in the world will be a critical limiting factor for our economy, even if it were 
possible to do so without further damaging the climate. 

-- 
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