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PART I 
NON-KEY DECISION 

 
FUTURE OF HEATHROW AIRPORT – POSITION PAPER 

 
1 Purpose of Report 
 

In light of the Draft Aviation Policy Framework issued by the Department for 
Transport in July 2012, it is a pertinent time for Slough Borough Council to refresh its 
position towards aviation in the south east, with specific regard to Heathrow. 
 
Heathrow is a key aspect of the excellent transport connections linking Slough not 
only with domestic, but also with international destinations. Slough owes much to 
these transport links for the strong economic performance of the town, evidenced by 
the high number of national and international headquarters located here. To preserve 
the economic viability of the town, connectivity must be preserved and improved. The 
Government’s consultation on future aviation strategy will give Slough Borough 
Council an opportunity to highlight the importance of the airport to the local economy.    
 

2 Recommendation(s)/Proposed Action 
 

• The Cabinet is requested to resolve: 
 

(a) To promote the economic importance of Heathrow to the economy of Slough 
in any forum where the opportunity arises. 
 
(b) To continue working closely with the Department for Transport and aviation 
authorities to mitigate the negative impacts of Heathrow on Slough’s 
communities e.g. through congestion, noise disruption, air pollution etc. 

 
(c) To adopt a pragmatic approach to future expansion of capacity at Heathrow 
airport, believing that given the choice, expansion of Heathrow in any form is 
preferable to closure. 

  
(d) To encourage the increase of capacity at Heathrow by all other means prior 
to supporting infrastructure expansion. 

 
 

 

 



 

3 Sustainable Community Strategy Priorities 
 

Priorities: 

• Economy and Skills 
Heathrow supports a number of Slough priorities, including to attract and retain jobs 
and businesses, particularly in the knowledge sector, improving the town’s transport 
infrastructure (including WRAtH) and making Slough a destination for inward 
investment. 17 million ft sq of office space is due for renewal in the Thames Valley 
region over the next three years, a much higher amount than usual, and therefore 
maintaining in the least, and improving if possible the town’s international connectivity 
will encourage businesses to remain local. 

 

• Health and Wellbeing 
Air quality is an issue in some areas of Slough, especially those designated as Air 
Quality Management Areas (AQMA). The council will continue to seek mitigations 
from the aviation industry for air quality. One of the benefits of Western Rail Access 
to Heathrow, promoted by SBC, is the removal of 1 million cars from the region’s 
roads and reduction of CO2 emissions by 5,100 tonnes, reducing congestion and air 
pollution.  
 

• Regeneration and Environment 
As part of the town centre regeneration mixed tenure land use has been included 
such as civic spaces, housing and leisure, retail and commercial. While an upgraded 
town centre will attract inward investment, transport links remain essential, and it 
would deal a blow to the economy of Slough if the connections Heathrow currently 
offer are degraded. The town’s retail offer also relies on disposable income of 
residents, which in the absence of Heathrow would decline, with rising unemployment 
in the region. 

  

3b. Sustainable Community Strategy: Cross-Cutting themes  
 

Cross-Cutting themes: 
 Civic responsibility – people have always gravitated towards Slough because of the 

employment opportunities and the transport links which exist in the local area. A 
successful town is one where residents have a variety of employment to choose 
from, and can positively contribute towards society. In supporting local employment 
opportunities and improving the local infrastructure, the council is giving local 
residents the opportunity to benefit from what the local economy has to offer. 
 

Improving the image of the town – SBC has co-ordinated regeneration across a 
number of communities in the borough, including the town centre. While this is 
important to provide the foundations for good housing for local residents, good public 
services and the infrastructure to support local businesses, it remains the wider 
context of Slough’s location in relation to international business routes that is the key 
to the town’s economic success. Many people are surprised by the household names 
which have chosen to locate their HQ’s in the town, but this is something not lost on 
businesses themselves, and anything the council can do to make Slough more 
attractive to inward investment meet a large number of council priorities. 



 

 

3c. Joint Strategic Needs Assessment (JSNA) 
 

• Increase skills and employment opportunities 
Slough is a net contributor of 16,000 jobs to the surrounding area due to a 
difference between the skill levels required by jobs in Slough, and those possessed 
by the local population. Improving skills of local people is the most substantial way 
to address this, but maintaining the transport network and the businesses which rely 
on this will improve employment opportunities in general. 

 
4 Other Implications 

 
(a) Financial  
 
There are no financial implications of proposed action. 
 
(b) Risk Management 

 

Risk Mitigating action Opportunities 

Legal - none   

Property - none   

Human Rights - none   

Health and Safety - 
none 

  

Employment Issues 
*If Heathrow were to 
close/move a number 
of businesses would 
relocate 
*SBC carries out work 
to inspect imported 
goods 

Approve a position which 
safeguards Heathrow’s 
position 

Confidence that Heathrow 
will continue to be the 
UK’s hub airport, and 
potential expansion could 
attract new businesses to 
the town 

Equalities Issues - 
none 

  

Community Support –  
*Residents oppose 
Heathrow on noise, 
pollution, congestion 
grounds 

Seek greater mitigations of 
these factors; highlight the 
positive as well as negative 
factors of the airport. 

 

Communications 
*Range of views on 
Heathrow, and the 
need to highlight the 
economic advantages 
as well as other 
negatives e.g. air 
quality, noise 
pollution, congestion 

Provide a balanced 
argument highlighting the 
positive economic and 
transport benefits of 
Heathrow, as well as 
negative impacts 
 
Seek mitigations to noise 
and air pollution, transport 
investment 

 

Community Safety - 
none 

  

Financial - none   



 

Timetable for delivery 
- none 

  

Project Capacity - 
none 

  

Other   

 
(c) Human Rights Act and Other Legal Implications  

 
This report contains no Human Rights Act implications. 
 
(d) Equalities Impact Assessment  

 

This report does not differentially affect any group identified in the EIA. 
 

5 Supporting Information 
 
Slough owes much of its economic viability to the presence of Heathrow airport. In a 
globally interconnected world, air travel continues to be one of the keys to economic 
growth. The Thames Valley is the most productive sub region outside of London, with an 
economy worth £30 billion and employing close to 1 million people. Slough sits at the heart 
of the Thames Valley with an economy worth £9 billion. The number of international 
headquarters located in Slough is testament not only to the town’s prime position in the 
UK, but also its links to emerging markets overseas.  
 
Many Slough residents rely on Heathrow for their livelihoods, with over 7,000 working in 
airline related industries, and with 5.6% of Heathrow’s directly employed staff drawn from 
Slough. In Kedermister ward alone 587 people are directly employed by Heathrow, making 
this the area in Slough with the highest percentage of directly employed Heathrow staff. 
We also know that 70% of foreign owned companies locating in the UK for the first time 
will located within 60 minutes travel time of Heathrow, placing Slough firmly within this 
catchment area. For those businesses already located in the Thames Valley, 75% cite 
Heathrow as the most important reason for their choice of location. 
 
Heathrow airport currently operates at 98% capacity, while the number of flights permitted 
each year are capped at 480,000 by the Government. There are calls from airlines and 
business interest groups to provide additional aviation capacity in the south east to allow 
additional flights to growing markets overseas. While additional capacity does exist at 
alternative south east airports, e.g. Gatwick, Stansted, Luton, it is the principle of a hub 
airport which focuses calls for expansion specifically on Heathrow. 
 
A hub airport is greater than the sum of its parts. While many passengers flying into 
Heathrow never leave the airport, it is only these passengers interlining which make many 
flights out of Heathrow viable. Short haul fights connecting into Heathrow act as branch 
lines supplying around 8 million passengers who only change planes at Heathrow, but it is 
these passengers which make long haul flights commercially viable. For this reason 
aviation capacity cannot easily be supplied from multiple airports, rather in each aviation 
system there has to be a number of hub airports.  
 
Following planning approval for a third runway approved under the previous Government, 
the current Government cancelled plans for additional runway capacity at Heathrow on 
12th May 2010, and expansion is now opposed by all major political parties. If a third 
runway were built, up to 220,000 additional flights could be supplied, subject to the 
Government lifting the current cap. A third runway is estimated to generate between £5.5 



 

billion and £30 billion of economic activity over 60 years, and would generate 60,000 
construction jobs and 8,000 operational jobs. 
 
Uncertainty over future aviation strategy is already impacting upon the attractiveness of 
the Thames Valley area, with Thames Valley Chamber of Commerce reporting that 
businesses are reluctant to locate here while uncertainty remains around the future of 
Heathrow. 
 
Since the cancellation of plans to expand Heathrow, a number of other options have been 
debated, and these are briefly summarised below. 
 
Thames Estuary Airport 
 
A long standing proposal recently resurrected most notably by the Mayor of London Boris 
Johnson and the architect Lord Foster. Proposed up to 4 runways providing a 24 hour hub 
airport. Officially opposed by a number of local authorities including Kent County Council, 
also the London Assembly and South East LEP. Concerns about the environmental impact 
on the Thames Estuary, and safety concerns around bird strikes. The relocation of a hub 
airport would require major realignment of the UK’s transport infrastructure from west to 
east. The £40 billion cost was recently suggested by Lord Foster to come largely from the 
closure and sale of Heathrow for housing development. The closure of Heathrow or 
transfer of the majority of flights would have severe economic consequences for the 
economy of the Thames Valley, including not only directly employed staff, but those in 
associated industries such as catering, hotels, security, transport, but also other 
businesses which have located in the Thames Valley due to the proximity to Heathrow. 
 
Other options for the enhancement of Heathrow 
 
There remain a number of options which proponents believe could support the future of 
Heathrow, without physical expansion of the airport. These include: 
 
Operational Freedoms at Heathrow 
 
This is based upon a trial operated by Heathrow with permission from the Government 
whereby runway patterns can be changed from normal operations, for example landing 
arrivals on a designated departures runway or vice versa, so called dual arrival/departures 
and arrivals/departures taking place at the runway closest to their terminal building, thus 
reducing taxi time and delays. If permitted to continue operational freedoms to their full 
extent, it is estimated an additional 70,000 flights could be provided.  
 
High Speed Rail 
 
Both the approved High Speed 2 Network proposed to link London with Birmingham in 
phase 1, and Manchester and Scotland in phase 2, and the mooted ‘Heathwick’ High 
Speed Rail airport connection are designed to mitigate the need for additional airport 
capacity. HS2 does this by offering an alternative to domestic short haul flights, while 
‘Heathwick’ aims to replicate a hub airport but does this from two sites some 35 miles 
apart. HS2 is a national priority, however does not address the long term requirement for 
additional hub capacity. The ‘Heathwick’ rail link would still require an additional runway at 
Gatwick, which currently running at 80% capacity is the world’s busiest single runway 
airport. This would require passengers using Heathrow for long haul flights to transfer to 
Gatwick for a connecting short haul flight, and raises the prospect of passengers preferring 
to connect directly at alternative hubs in Europe, e.g. Frankfurt or Amsterdam. Heathrow 



 

and Gatwick are also owned by different companies, which raises interesting concerns 
around co-operation between competitors. 
 
Expansion of alternative airports 
 
Gatwick expansion is briefly discussed above. The Government has a policy of no 
expansion at Gatwick before 2019, and the chairman of Gatwick has ruled out expansion 
due to the high costs associated with planning, and prefers to increase capacity using the 
existing runway. A previous approval for expansion on the current runway in 2009 would 
have allowed an additional 6 million passengers on top of the current 33.6 million. 
 
Conversion of RAF Northolt into a commercial business terminal linked to Heathrow has 
also been suggested as an alternative. It is currently an active military asset located 
around 10 miles from Heathrow, and would require a high speed rail link to Heathrow to 
make the proposal viable. There are also issues around runway length and alignment, and 
aircraft using this runway would introduce complex air traffic control issues. 
 
Stansted also received a green light for expansion in 2008 using existing infrastructure to 
increase flights to 264,000 and 35 million passengers (up 23,000, 10 million). Plans for a 
second runway were lodged in 2008, but withdrawn in 2010 when plans for a Heathrow 3rd 
runway were cancelled. Stansted does not currently run at full capacity, so expansion of 
flights is not constrained by capacity, rather by demand i.e. there is insufficient desire from 
airlines to take slots at Stansted. 
 
Clearly some of these options detract from Heathrow’s viability, while others enhance the 
position of Heathrow. While Slough needs to remain mindful of the impacts of expansion 
on local residents, and the mitigations it may seek to limit these, it must also be mindful of 
the economic influence of the airport, and the impacts on the local economy were the 
airport to close or relocate.  
 
6 Comments of Other Committees 

 
This report has not been considered by any other committees. 

 
7 Conclusion 
 

Heathrow airport is not only a major employer for Slough residents, but is an 
international gateway giving access to global markets. Businesses in Slough have 
located here both to support the direct operations of the airport, and also to benefit 
from the international links provided.  
 
The Government’s Draft Aviation Policy Framework gives an opportunity to put a 
case to Government over the future of aviation in general, and Heathrow specifically. 
This report seeks to highlight the positives and negatives of Heathrow currently, and 
the risks and opportunities offered by a number of options which are likely to be 
discussed further as part of a national discourse on the future of aviation. 
 
Cabinet is being asked, in the light of evidence provided, to support the existence of 
Heathrow, to take steps to preserve the airport in its current location, and to take a 
pragmatic approach to future developments which may enhance or damage the 
airport’s viability. 
 
 

 



 

8 Background Papers 
 

‘1’ - Expansion of Heathrow Airport, Cabinet report, 7th February 2008 
 
‘2’ - Draft Aviation Policy Framework, Department for Transport, 12th July 2012 

http://www.dft.gov.uk/consultations/dft-2012-35  
 

 
 
 


