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Plans for a third runway at Heathrow airport have been ruled illegal by the court of
appeal because ministers did not adequately take into account the government’s
commitments to tackle the climate crisis.

The ruling is a major blow to the project at a time when public concern about the
climate emergency is rising fast and the government has set a target in law of net zero
emissions by 2050. The prime minister, Boris Johnson, could use the ruling to abandon
the project, or the government could draw up a new policy document to approve the
runway.
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The government is considering its next steps but will not appeal against the verdict.
The transport secretary, Grant Shapps, said: “Our manifesto makes clear any Heathrow
expansion will be industry-led. Airport expansion is core to boosting global
connectivity and levelling up across the UK. We also take seriously our commitment to
the environment.”

Johnson has opposed the runway, saying in 2015 that he would “lie down in front of
those bulldozers and stop the construction”. Heathrow is already one the busiest
airports in the world, with 80 million passengers a year. The £14bn third runway could
be built by 2028 and would bring 700 more planes per day and a big rise in carbon
emissions.

Johnson is thought to have been looking for a pretext to withdraw support for the extra
runway and could make the argument for Birmingham to provide increased airport
capacity for London given that train journey times will be reduced by HS2.

The court’s ruling is the first major ruling in the world to be based on the Paris climate
agreement and may have an impact both in the UK and around the globe by inspiring
challenges against other high-carbon projects.

Lord Justice Lindblom said: “The Paris agreement ought to have been taken into
account by the secretary of state. The national planning statement was not produced as
the law requires.”

“It’s now clear that our governments can’t keep claiming commitment to the Paris
agreement, while simultaneously taking actions that blatantly contradict it” said Tim
Crosland, at legal charity Plan B, which brought the challenge. “The bell is tolling on
the carbon economy loud and clear.”

Plan B’s intervention was one of a number of legal challenges against the government’s
national policy statement, which gave the go-ahead for the new runway in 2018 after
MPs backed it by a large majority. Others were brought by local residents, councils, the
mayor of London, and environmental groups including Friends of the Earth and
Greenpeace.

The challenges were dismissed in the high court in May 2019 but the complainants took

Quick Guide
Heathrow third runway appeal court ruling � explained

Show

https://twitter.com/grantshapps/status/1232992212427984898
https://www.theguardian.com/uk/london
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement


2/28/2021 Heathrow third runway ruled illegal over climate change | Heathrow third runway | The Guardian

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/feb/27/heathrow-third-runway-ruled-illegal-over-climate-change?fbclid=IwAR0pPdlV_2cegjKpSmnUqh… 3/5

The challenges were dismissed in the high court in May 2019 but the complainants took
their cases to the court of appeal, which delivered its verdicts on Thursday.

Plan B argued that the Paris agreement target, which the government had ratified, was
an essential part of government climate policy and that ministers had failed to assess
how a third runway could be consistent with the Paris target of keeping global
temperature rise as close to 1.5C as possible.

“This is an opportunity for Boris Johnson to put Heathrow expansion to bed and focus
on the most important diplomatic event of his premiership, the UN climate summit in
Glasgow in November,” said Lord Randall, a former Conservative MP and climate
adviser to the former prime minister Theresa May. “It’s his chance to shine on the
world stage.”

The court of appeal did not overturn the high court’s dismissal of the other challenges,
which related to air and noise pollution, traffic, and the multibillion pound cost of the
runway.

Government won't appeal against third Heathrow runway verdict, says transport secretary – video

But the Paris agreement ruling is far-reaching, according to Margaretha Wewerinke-
Singh, an international public law expert at Leiden University, in the Netherlands. “Its
implications are global,” she said.

“For the first time, a court has confirmed that the Paris agreement temperature goal
has binding effect. This goal was based on overwhelming evidence about the
catastrophic risk of exceeding 1 5C of warming Yet some have argued that the goal is
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catastrophic risk of exceeding 1.5C of warming. Yet some have argued that the goal is
aspirational only, leaving governments free to ignore it in practice.”

Prof Corinne Le Quéré, at the University of East Anglia, said: “Government needs to
put climate targets at the heart all big decisions, or risk missing their own net zero
objectives with devastating consequences for climate and stability. I am relieved this is
finally recognised in law.”

Climate campaigner Greta Thunberg said: “Imagine when we all start taking the Paris
agreement into account.”

Heathrow and proponents of the third runway say it would provide an economic boost
and is important for international business, particularly after Brexit. “The court of
appeal dismissed all appeals against the government – including on ‘noise’ and ‘air
quality’ – apart from one, [i.e. climate change] which is eminently fixable,” said a
spokeswoman for Heathrow.

“We will appeal [as an interested party] to the supreme court on this one issue and are
confident that we will be successful. Expanding Heathrow, Britain’s biggest port and
only hub, is essential to achieving the prime minister’s vision of global Britain. We will
get it done the right way.”

Mike Cherry, at the Federation of Small Businesses, said: “The verdict is a blow to small
firms who need greater regional and global connectivity, as well as more opportunities
to export.”

However, most flights are taken for pleasure and just 20% of the UK population take
more than two-thirds of international flights. Critics say the economic benefits are
illusory given, for example, the estimated £10bn of taxpayers’ money needed to alter
road and rail links to the airport, and would draw investment towards the south-east.

“No amount of spin from Heathrow’s PR machine can obscure the carbon logic of a
new runway,” said John Sauven, at Greenpeace UK. “Their plans would pollute as
much as a small country.”

Geraldine Nicholson, from local campaign group Stop Heathrow Expansion, said: “This
is the final nail in the coffin for Heathrow expansion. We now need to make sure the
threat of a third runway does not come back.”

At a separate event on Thursday, Alok Sharma, the business secretary and president of
November’s UN COP26 climate summit, said: “The only economy which can avoid the
worst effects of climate change, and thus continue to deliver growth, is a decarbonised
economy. Our choices will make or break the zero-carbon economy.”
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As 2021 unfolds ...
... we have a small favour to ask. Through these turbulent and challenging times,
millions rely on the Guardian for independent journalism that stands for truth and
integrity. Readers chose to support us financially more than 1.5 million times in 2020,
joining existing supporters in 180 countries.

For 2021, we commit to another year of high-impact reporting that can counter
misinformation and offer an authoritative, trustworthy source of news for everyone.
With no shareholders or billionaire owner, we set our own agenda and provide truth-
seeking journalism that’s free from commercial and political influence. When it’s
never mattered more, we can investigate and challenge without fear or favour.

Unlike many others, we have maintained our choice: to keep Guardian journalism
open for all readers, regardless of where they live or what they can afford to pay. We
do this because we believe in information equality, where everyone deserves to read
accurate news and thoughtful analysis. Greater numbers of people are staying well-
informed on world events, and being inspired to take meaningful action.

In the last year alone, we offered readers a comprehensive, international perspective
on critical events – from the Black Lives Matter protests, to the US presidential
election, Brexit, and the ongoing pandemic. We enhanced our reputation for urgent,
powerful reporting on the climate emergency, and made the decision to reject
advertising from fossil fuel companies, divest from the oil and gas industries, and set
a course to achieve net zero emissions by 2030.

If there were ever a time to join us, it is now. You can power Guardian journalism and
help sustain our future. Support the Guardian from as little as $1 – it only takes a
minute. If you can, please consider supporting us with a regular amount each month.
Thank you.

Support the Guardian Remind me in April

economy. Our choices will make or break the zero carbon economy.

• This article was amended on February 28 2020. An earlier version had mistakenly
called the business secretary Ashok Sharma, rather than Alok Sharma. This has been
corrected.
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