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Making the Best of Existing Capacity in the Short and Medium Term 

Submission to the Airports Commission by the Heart of the South West Local Enterprise Partnership 

Introduction 

The Heart of the South West Local Enterprise Partnership welcomes the opportunity to make a 
submission to the Airports Commission. 

The Heart of the South West covers the area of the upper tier local authorities of Somerset, Devon, 
Plymouth and Torbay. It has a population of 1,700,000 and an economy with a gross turnover of £28bn 
per annum. While the Heart of the South West enjoys an outstanding natural environment, its 
peninsular location renders it somewhat peripheral from London and the South East – as a consequence 
its productivity as measured in GVA per head is lower than the UK average, at £17,000 per head 
compared with a figure for England of £21,300 per head. 

Enhanced communications are therefore of great importance to business in the Heart of the South West 
area. In particular, connectivity by air is seen as vital, to enable businesses to interact with their markets 
both nationally and internationally, and also to enhance the accessibility of the South West for inbound 
tourism and leisure travel. 

The Current Position of Air Travel 

Airports can make a vital contribution to their local economy, both through direct employment and also 
through the improved business prospects offered by good air transport connections. However, since the 
recession commenced in 2008 there has been a significant reduction in air travel through regional 
airports, including those in the South West. 

This has been seen most noticeably in the closure of Plymouth airport, which was located in the largest 
settlement in the Heart of the South West. Although the prospects of Plymouth airport were 
undoubtedly hampered by its physical constraints, which limited the types of aircraft that could use the 
airport, its closure at this time is a clear indicator of the difficulties faced by regional airports. 

Hence we believe that it is fundamentally important for any future national airports strategy to 
capitalise on the potential offered by regional airports, and at the same time to reinforce their 
sustainability as access points for air travel. We believe that the future strategy should embrace the 
runway and terminal capacity offered by regional airports, to relieve the pressure on the crowded 
airports and air space in London and the South East. 

The revised air transport forecasts recently published by the Department for Transport indicate that 
outside London and the South East the throughput at many airports has reduced significantly, and there 
is unused terminal and runway capacity to accommodate many years’ growth, particularly at the state 
of maturity now understood for air travel markets in the UK and Europe. 
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The remaining significant airport in the Heart of the South West area, Exeter airport, offers an excellent 
example of the potential offered by regional airports. Exeter airport is well located at a pivotal location 
in the South West Peninsula, adjacent to the Motorway and Trunk Road network, and with a new 
railway station to be built just a mile from the airport during the next year. Passenger throughput at 
Exeter has dropped from 1 million passengers per annum before the recession to around 700,000 in 
2012, so there is clearly spare terminal and runway capacity. 

Exeter airport is also the headquarters and maintenance hub for the low cost carrier Flybe, and hence 
the economic impact of the combined operations at the airport is significant. 

Impact of Air Passenger Duty 

A related factor having an influence on volumes of air travel, particularly discretionary travel, is the 
impact of Air Passenger Duty. This is levied at a higher rate than in other countries, and acts 
disproportionately on domestic flights, where it is payable on both legs of the journey. 

The drawbacks of having higher APD than our competitors1 include the fact that it increases the cost of 
doing business in Britain, and particularly that it adds to the cost of doing business in the regions. Hence 
this is one of the factors which directly act against the Heart of the South West LEP’s objective of 
improving productivity in our area. 

A further threat is posed by the prospect of devolving decisions about the scale of APD in Wales and 
Scotland to the devolved administrations2. A paper produced by HM Revenue and Customs shows that a 
differential reduction in APD by the Welsh Assembly Government, for example, could further challenge 
the situation of South West airports such as Exeter and Bristol by attracting patronage away to Cardiff3. 

However, the same paper models the effect of differential rates of APD between Heathrow and Gatwick 
on the one hand and the remaining British airports on the other. By shifting demand away from 
overcrowded airports to those with spare capacity, APD could become part of the solution. 

The Importance of Good Surface Access 

From the perspective of users, whether business or leisure travellers, a crucial part of an air journey can 
be access to and from the airport. Congestion delays, or uncertainty about travel times, can impose 
extra costs to businesses through additional time taken and reduced performance. Hence improvements 
to surface access in the medium term can contribute to more effective use of our airport capacity. 

                                                 
1 “The Economic Impact of APD”,  PWC for the major UK airlines, Feb 2013. 
2 As recommended by the Silk and Calman Commissions respectively. 
3 “Modelling the Effects of Price Differentials at UK Airports”; Cardiff could abstract up to 25% of traffic from 
Bristol by 2020. 
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In this context, improvements to airport access by rail can be particularly beneficial, given that rail 
access generally gives more certainty of journey time and less susceptibility to incident delays than use 
of the motorway network. 

From the Heart of the South West perspective the proposed western rail access to Heathrow is the 
highest infrastructure priority. However, this is not just a question of infrastructure, but also the range 
of train services giving access to other potential hub airports such as Manchester and Birmingham, as 
well as Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted. 

Towards a Medium Term Strategy 

We believe that there is sufficient terminal and runway capacity available in the United Kingdom to 
cater for the growth in air travel for many years to come. The question is how this capacity can be 
utilised to best effect, and in particular how might the regional airports function in combination with 
international hub airports, to complement improved surface access to those hub airports. 

In this context, it should be remembered that although Heathrow is undoubtedly the premier UK airport 
for its range of world-wide destinations, there are connecting short haul services from regional airports 
to other hubs within the UK. From Exeter airport, for example, there are 3 flights daily to Manchester 
airport. 

We therefore believe there is merit in a strategy which would incentivise the use of airports other than 
Heathrow and Gatwick, by retaining central Treasury control of APD but making revenue-neutral 
adjustments, with higher APD charges for Heathrow and Gatwick and lower rates at other UK airports. 
This would bolster the position of regional airports, encourage the retention and enhancement of 
international and domestic routes serving them, and support the development of secondary hub 
airports such as Manchester or Birmingham to complement Heathrow. 

We also believe that there is a strong case for investing in improved surface to the major UK airports, 
particularly by rail. We believe that the western rail access to Heathrow is a major priority, and that the 
range of rail services into each of our major airports should be enhanced. 

 

Ian Harrison 

16/05/13 
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