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This paper is designed to provide an evidence-based response to the following questions  in the Scoping Document.
5.10  As long as people and goods can easily reach their desired destination from the UK, does it matter if they use a foreign rather than a UK hub airport? 

5.11  Are direct connections from the UK to some international destinations more important than others? If so, which and why? 

5.12  How will the UK’s connectivity needs change in the light of global developments in the medium and long term (twenty to fifty years)? 

5.13  What are the benefits of maintaining a hub airport in the UK? 

5.14  How important are transfer and transit passengers to the UK economy? 

5.15  What are the relative merits of a hub versus a point-to-point airport? 

5.16  Would it be possible to establish a new ‘virtual’ hub airport in the UK with better connectivity between existing London and / or major regional airports? Could another UK airport take on a limited hub role? What would be the benefits and other impacts? 

The Gatwick graveyard
1. Experience at Gatwick demonstrates that there are substantial difficulties of establishing a new hub airport as an alternative or subsidiary to Heathrow.  Over the past forty years a number of airlines attempted to use Gatwick as a subsidiary hub.  They have all ended in failure.  So much so that Gatwick has been called the ‘Gatwick graveyard’.
2. In 1966 Freddie Laker started the first independent airline, challenging the publicly owned monopoly of British Airways, and operating out of Gatwick.  The airline operated mainly on Mediterranean holiday routes, and became the largest charter carrier on the north Atlantic routes, and starting scheduled low cost trans-Atlantic services in 1977.   The airline, however, failed in 1982.  While there were a number of proximate reasons, the underlying fact was that Gatwick was secondary to Heathrow and could not provide Laker with high yield transfer and interline traffic, only leisure and low yield passengers.  Gatwick never had the prestige of Heathrow and was always considered, especially by the Americans, as a second rate airport ‘out in the sticks’.  

3. British Caledonian (BCAL) was formed in November 1970 from the takeover of British United Airways by Caledonian Airways. Both carriers were established Gatwick based operators – BUA serving the scheduled market and Caledonian mainly the charter market.  The resulting network of domestic, European and intercontinental long-haul scheduled services from Gatwick was a motley rag-bag collection of routes.  This made it difficult to develop profitable streams of transfer traffic using Gatwick as a hub.  The airport's smaller catchment area did not allow BCal to generate the minimum traffic flows that would have made a competing, high-frequency service from Gatwick viable. 

4. BCAL established a helicopter connection in 1979 to Heathrow to facilitate the 'oil' routes to and from Libya and the Middle East offering connections to Houston and Atlanta via Heathrow. The airline advertisements stated that Gatwick to Heathrow was only a ten minute helicopter hop.  That was always a misleading claim:  the helicopter only flew once an hour, with a 20 minute check-in, it only held ten passengers, and seats could not be booked in advance.  So transfers could never be relied upon with confidence.  The helicopter, with its distinctive blade slap, caused a great deal of disturbance to those on the ground.  When renewal of the licence was applied for in 1983, it was opposed by Surrey County Council and by GACC who showed that each helicopter flight, carrying ten passengers, annoyed around 150,000 people.  The licence was revoked, and no scheduled helicopter services have operated in mainland UK since then.


5. Thus the attempts to run Gatwick as a subsidiary to Heathrow were constantly defeated by weak transport links with Heathrow.   From time to time since then aviation enthusiasts have dreamt up schemes for linking Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted by various types of rapid transit systems, such as a monorail suspended above the M25,  in order to form a ‘virtual hub’.  All have proved illusory.
6. Dan Air was started in 1953 and grew to eventually become the largest independent airline in the UK by the mid-1970's.  That success was however based on its charter operations.  A decision to expand into scheduled services in the late 1980's sowed the seeds of its downfall.  The scheduled service traffic in effect terminated at Gatwick, and again weak transport links with Heathrow limited its ability to handle transfer traffic.  After sustaining substantial losses in 1991 and 1992  the airline was sold to British Airways for £1.

7. British Airways used the former Dan-Air operation to form the nucleus of what was intended to be a low-cost short-haul feeder for its Gatwick long-haul scheduled services, with the aim of making Gatwick profitable as BA’s subsidiary hub.  That has proved elusive, and all BA long-haul services have now been moved back to Heathrow.


The future imperative
8. It can be shown mathematically that the shortest distance to points uniformly distributed outside the circumference of a circle is from the centre of the circle.  Thus when air traffic originates uniformly across an area, and when routes are equally used in all directions, it is most economic in terms of distance to locate the hub at the centre of the area.  Elementary business studies also teach that the most economic location for a business, to minimise transport costs, is at the centre of the market.  Ultimately this over-riding consideration is likely to result in the main European hub being situated at the centre of Europe.

9.   In the period from 1945 to 2000, when most air traffic originated in the UK, and when the most frequently used routes from Europe were those to North America, it made sense for the main European hub to be located on the north western edge of the continent.   In recent years, however, the propensity to fly in other European countries has been rising to match that of England.  Destinations in the Middle East and the Far East are growing in importance both for business and leisure flights.  Dubai has become a serious leisure destination – for specific travel to or en route to the Far East and Australian destinations.  It makes no sense for passengers from Poland to fly to London if their destination lies in the Far East.
10. The economics of reducing fuel costs, and the climate change imperative of reducing emissions, all point inexorably to the growth of hubs in the centre of Europe.  Heathrow is bound to struggle to maintain its position and any new hub airport on the edge of Europe is unlikely to prove a long term success.

No location

11. If a new hub airport in the UK were to replace Heathrow as the main UK hub it would need to be bigger and better, and would need to compete successfully with other European hubs.  Any small or half-empty airport would not be a commercial success.  

12. Paris Charles de Gaulle already has four runways and a capacity of 710,000 air traffic movements a year compared with Heathrow with only  two runways and limit of 480,000 movements.  Amsterdam Schiphol has five runways (although only four are parallel) and a capacity of 600,000.
  For a new hub to compete, it would be necessary to find a location for an airport with a minimum of four parallel runways. Anyone who has followed the history of airport planning in Britain will know that this is a well nigh impossible task. 

13. The recent plans for Heathrow showed only one short additional runway in addition to the two existing runways.  Even that had to be abandoned in face of public opposition.  There is no way Heathrow could be expanded to provide a four runway hub.

14. The plans considered in the 2002-2003 consultation preceding the Air Transport White Paper showed a three runway Gatwick.  The proposed new northern runway was, however, dropped following the consultation because of the huge and unacceptable environmental and social damage it would have caused, and because flying aircraft through a cutting in a hill would not commend itself to airlines or passengers.  The proposed new southern runway was extremely cramped:  British Airways commented that there would have been too little space between the runways to permit aircraft to manoeuvre safely, with the result that even a two runway Gatwick would be inefficient.   Thus there is no way in which an expanded Gatwick could provide a hub.  [See GACC Evidence Paper on No New Runways]

15. Similarly the 2002-3 consultation showed plans for Stansted with up to four runways.  Even the proposal in the 2003 White Paper for one new runway met with such powerful opposition that the Coalition Government decided not to proceed with it.  There is no way that a four runway Stansted would prove acceptable.  

16. The search therefore is always driven to the Thames estuary.  In the early 1970’s the Maplin project for a new four runway airport and seaport nearly succeeded.  The proposal passed through Parliament;  detailed plans were drawn up;  construction was about to commence;  and the new airport was due to open in 1980.  The airlines were, however, unenthusiastic about having to move from Heathrow.  In the financial and oil crisis of 1974, without full backing from the industry, the cost of the project proved unaffordable.
 

17. A proposal for a four runway airport on an artificial island in the Estuary, Marinair, was considered in 1993 by the RUCATSE working group but rubbished by the airlines, and the plans for a five runway hub airport at Cliffe were discarded in 2003.  It seems likely that ‘Boris Island’ will fare no better.  
18. The inescapable conclusion is that there is no location in the UK suitable for a four runway hub.  As shown below that is not a serious disadvantage.


Coercion necessary

19. To be successful, a new hub has to hit the ground running – it has to start with sufficient flights and destinations to make it viable for transfer passengers.  No airline wishes to be the first to move to an almost empty airport.  Other countries which have built major new airports (eg Paris Charles de Gaulle or Washington Dulles) have had to use coercion to make airlines move from the existing airport.  


Case Study 1 - The UK hub that failed to take off
20. When the second runway at Manchester Airport was planned in the early 1990’s the aim was that it would enable Manchester to become a hub airport, a northern version of Heathrow.   That had always been the dream of the airport management and Manchester City Council, who set themselves the aim of overtaking Gatwick to become the UK’s second main airport.  
21. In many ways Manchester would seem the ideal second hub for the UK.   It has a local catchment area larger than Heathrow (if the population of London is divided between the three main London airports).  As the airport 2005 Master Plan stated: “Manchester is the major international gateway for the whole of Northern England, North Wales, and parts of the Midlands.”   Its development would assist the rebalancing of the UK economy.

22. The possibility of Manchester becoming ‘a secondary  UK hub’ was canvassed in the consultation preceding the 2003 Air Transport White Paper.  The White Paper itself mentioned the possibility of a major airline establishing a substantial hub operation there.  British Airways did move some transatlantic services to Manchester to see if a hub airport would work, but after a year or two withdrew them to Heathrow.  Despite having two runways and a capacity of 60 million passengers a year, Manchester reached a peak of 21 million in 2004, and has now declined to around 18 million.  Only 20% of them are business passengers, and under 3% are interlining.  


23. Manchester has obviously failed to take-off as an international hub.  The basic reasons illustrate the arguments used in this paper.  

· Manchester is not near the centre of Europe.

· It lacks the prestige of Heathrow.

· It failed to achieve the critical size at which it would be recognised as a serious alternative hub.

· Successive British governments have been unwilling to coerce airlines to use Manchester, most notably there has been no attempt to close Liverpool airport, which has grown while Manchester has shrunk. 

24. If Manchester, with so many factors in its favour, cannot make a success of acting as a subsidiary hub, there can be no reason to suppose that a new hub at Gatwick or at Stansted, or indeed anywhere else in England would prove a success.
Case Study 2 .   Montréal-Mirabel International Airport
25. Mirabel airport is located 24 miles northwest of Montreal.   When it was opened in 1975 it was the largest airport in the world ever envisioned in terms of surface area, with a planned area of 39,660 hectares, fifty eight – yes, 58  –  times as large as Gatwick.
   


26. Mirabel was designed to be expanded to six runways and six terminal buildings, and was intended to replace the existing Dorval Airport which was only 12 miles from the centre of Montréal.  The federal government predicted that Dorval would be completely saturated by 1985.   A high-speed rail transit was intended to be completed at a later date. However, because of lack of funding, it never got beyond the drawing board.  Mirabel's distant location and lack of transport links, as well as Montréal's economic decline relative to Toronto, made it unpopular with airlines and travellers, so Dorval was not closed as originally planned.  Mirabel never managed to exceed 3 million passengers per year, and was eventually relegated to the role of a cargo airport.  The passenger terminal apron is now a racing course.   Initially a source of pride, the airport became an embarrassment widely regarded in Canada as being a ‘boondoggle’.
   Ironically, Dorval Airport was renamed Montréal-Pierre Elliott Trudeau International Airport after the Canadian Prime Minister who spearheaded the Mirabel project.

27. This case study, which should be compulsory bed-time reading for Boris Johnson, illustrates that 

· Building a vast new airport does not guarantee success unless the demand materialises;

· a new hub airport will not succeed unless the previous hub airport is closed;

28. The reason why Maplin, and Marinair, and Cliffe never got beyond the drawing board was that the major airlines were not prepared to leave Heathrow.  Unless a British Government is prepared to close Heathrow, any new hub is likely to prove a boondoggle.

Connections
29. The Scoping Document asks  How important are air transport connections ?   Good air transport connections are obviously important, but so are other connections, for example, road and rail connections, broadband connections, telephone and mail connections.  Looking more widely, a modern economy cannot function without a great variety of services.  For example, without an army of early morning office cleaners the City of London would grind to a dust-ridden halt.  The difference perhaps is that the cleaners do not have such expert lobbyists to sing their praises.

30. Good connections do not necessitate a hub airport, let alone two hub airports.  For business people in the London area what is actually necessary is a wide range of point-to-point services so that they can fly direct to a large number of destinations. 

31. Some airlines (mainly British Airways) maintain that a hub airport enables the frequency of flights to be increased, or for routes to be flown which would not be viable without transfer passengers. The contrary arguments are that

· when airport capacity is limited, transfer passengers actually deny seats to UK business people; 
· if Heathrow were not so full of transfer passengers, slots would be available for airlines flying to a wider range of destinations;

· much of the benefit of a hub airport goes to UK competitors from abroad; 

· Gatwick, which is not a hub airport, serves more destinations than Heathrow.

32. The UK is fortunate in having better air transport connections than any other country in the world.    London has 

· five international airports - Heathrow, Gatwick, Stansted, Luton and City – more than any other city in the world; 

· six runways all capable of independent operation – more than any other city in Europe except Paris.
· flights to more destinations than any other city in Europe.  As the Scoping Document states, the London airports serve nearly 400 destinations.  Gatwick alone has regular flights to over 200 destinations at least once a week.

33. Are we in danger of losing our lead?  Are other countries going to overtake us because airport capacity in the London area is going to run out?   No, Stansted is operating at under half its full capacity, Gatwick at only two-thirds.  The five London airports together have scope to increase their passenger numbers by around 60%.  Anything more than that would conflict with the maximum set by the Climate Change Committee.

Does it matter ?
34. The Scoping Document asks a simple but percipient question: As long as people and goods can easily reach their desired destination from the UK, does it matter if they use a foreign rather than a UK hub airport? 

35. Our view is that it matters very little.  As far as the passengers are concerned, one airport looks much like another.  As far as freight is concerned, one fork-lift truck is the same as another.  There is no extra cost for passengers or for freight involved in changing planes abroad rather than in the UK.

36. In terms of economic benefit to the UK, passengers changing planes spend little more money than buying a cup of coffee.   Transit passengers who fly in, and fly out, on the same plane, spend even less.  The aircraft may be re-fuelled but that is all. The important matter in terms of contribution to GDP, and in terms of employment,  is where the aircraft maintenance is done.  Most major maintenance is not done at hub airports - there is no space for major maintenance facilities at Heathrow (nor at Gatwick) - and major maintenance is often not done in the country in which the hub is situated.  
37. In terms of profits for UK airlines, it does not greatly matter if the main European hub is at London, or at Paris or at Amsterdam.  Airlines are footloose and can use any airport. It is much the same in terms of profits for UK airports.  When Heathrow is owned by a Spanish company, and when Gatwick is owned by a motley conglomeration of foreign pension funds, the profit earned by increasing the number of transfer passengers is of little benefit to the UK.  

38. The importance of air transport connections are regularly exaggerated by the airline lobbyists.  The advent of the internet and of emails has transformed the situation.  No longer is it necessary to meet face-to-face to conduct business.  Indeed compared to sending an email or looking at a website, air travel is inefficient, uncomfortable and boring.


39. What is undeniable, however, is that a hub airport does create a great deal of noise and pollution.  The economic value, if any, is more than counterbalanced by the external costs.  It is doubtful whether the net benefit is positive. 

�  DfT 2003


�   � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Montréal-Mirabel_International_Airport" �http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Montréal-Mirabel_International_Airport� 


�  Boondoggle. A prestige project that proves a waste of public money.





Cover picture.  An early example of a subsidiary hub.  The model soon became extinct.





PAGE  
10

