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New report shows runway capacity at heart of Heathrow delays

An official report on passengers’ experience of Heathrow shows that lack of runway capacity is the root cause of many flight delays at Heathrow.  The Government document shows that Heathrow is losing out to other European hub airports, and that minor events are causing significant disruption at the airport because its two runways operating at 98.5% of capacity.

The report, Improving the Air Passenger Experience, published today by the Department for Transport, shows that half of aircraft landing at Heathrow are held in stacks, which delay passengers and increase carbon dioxide emissions.  Capacity constraints have also increased the delays to departing aircraft, with delays increasing by 27% between 2002 and 2006.

Lord Soley, Future Heathrow’s Campaign Director said:

“These figures show the urgent need for extra capacity at Heathrow.  Aircraft at Heathrow queue to take-off and they queue to land.

“The introduction of mixed mode operations at Heathrow could cut delays at a stroke and would be good news for passengers and the environment.  A third runway would add desperately needed capacity.

The lack of any spare runway capacity at Heathrow means that small events can have a disproportionate impact on the delay that passengers experience.  The report shows how minor events such as fog or strong winds can cause major delays at the country’s most important airport.

The Government report also shows that Heathrow is losing out to foreign competition.  Heathrow is the busiest airport in Europe but has only two runways, while its main competitors have four or five.  This contributes to Heathrow suffering greater delays than four out of five other major European hub airports.  

Heathrow’s lack of capacity is also affecting Britain’s international competitiveness.  The number of scheduled international destinations served by Heathrow has fallen from 227 in 1990 to 180 in 2006.  At the same time, the number of domestic destinations served has fallen by 50%.  

A recent report in The Sunday Times showed that Heathrow airport will operate at its maximum permitted capacity of 480,000 flights for the first time from next April.  The announcement means that there will not be a single available flight slot at the airport.  Heathrow’s two runways are full.

Notes to editors:
1. For further information contact Lord Clive Soley on 07785 250456

2. The full report – Improving the Air Passenger Experience, An analysis of end-to-end journeys with a focus on Heathrow – is available on the DfT website, www.dft.gov.uk 

3. Mixed mode involves using both runways for arriving and departing aircraft simultaneously in the same way as at single runway airports like Gatwick and Stansted.  Heathrow currently uses one runway for arrivals and the other for departures.  Mixed mode could potentially deliver an extra 15% runway capacity at Heathrow by around 2015, allowing up to 540,000 flights per year, compared with today's limit of 480,000.

4. Members of Future Heathrow include Amicus, ATAG, BAA,  BALPA, BAR UK, BATA, bmi, British Airways, Boeing UK, CBI, Destination Heathrow, GMB, IATA, London First, London Chamber of Commerce and Industry, Airline Operators Committee (Heathrow), Thames Valley Economic Partnership, TUC, TGWU, Virgin Atlantic Airways, and West London Business.

