A Third Runway for Heathrow? To build or not to build?
A Brief Review of the Supreme Court’s Recent Judgment
Laura Hughes-Gerber1
On Wednesday 16th December 2020, the Supreme Court delivered its judgment on the planned
development of a third runway at Heathrow airport. In a disappointing blow to environmentalists, the
Supreme Court overturned the Court of Appeal’s earlier judgment which had ruled the plans illegal,
thus paving the way for the controversial runway to be built. This article will review the decision of the
Supreme Court, highlighting the key legal grounds for it, whilst also considering the background to the
dispute.
1. Background
On Wednesday 16th December 2020, the Supreme Court delivered its judgment on the planned
development of a third runway at Heathrow airport. 2 In a disappointing blow to environmentalists, the
Supreme Court overturned the Court of Appeal’s earlier judgment which had ruled the plans illegal, 3
thus paving the way for the controversial runway to be built. The judgment comes amidst the
worldwide coronavirus pandemic’s decimating impact on the international aviation sector, with global
air transport’s seat capacity in 2020 decreasing by 67% on the previous year. 4
The plan for a new third runway at Heathrow airport, the Heathrow Northwest Runway, stems from
successive governments identifying a need for an expansion in airport capacity in the South East of
England in order to ultimately boost the nation’s economy and bolster its status as a global aviation
hub. 5 A third runway at Heathrow airport depicts only one such opportunity for expansion, with other
possibilities mooted by the 2012 established Airports Commission, including extending the two existing
runways at Heathrow and building a second runway at Gatwick, 6 though it quickly became the
government’s preferred option 7. An alternative idea of building a new airport in the Thames Estuary,
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which was famously plugged by the now Prime Minister Boris Johnson and thus became colloquially
known as ‘Boris Island’, was earlier rejected by the Airports Commission. 8 The plan to construct a third
runway was then included within the Airports National Policy Statement 2018 and became national
policy.9 A new runway at Europe’s busiest airport, 10 the government alleged, has the potential to
contribute £61 billion to the UK economy, with additional benefits inter alia including 77,000 new jobs
being created locally, lower passenger fares and the improved connectivity of Heathrow as a global
transport hub. 11
Environmentalists, on the other hand, argue that to build such a third runway would undermine the
UK’s commitment to its environmental obligations under the Paris Agreement Under the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (henceforth ‘the Paris Agreement’) 12, in particular
in relation to CO2 emissions targets 13, produce significant air and noise pollution and contribute
significantly to climate change without the prospect of certain significant economic benefits. 14
2. The Three-Pronged Jurisprudence
2.1. The Divisional Court and Court of Appeal
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Environmentalists embarked on a legal challenge to the government’s Heathrow expansion plans, with
Friends of the Earth 15 and Plan B Earth 16 acting as the respondents before the said Supreme Court
appeal. The three-pronged jurisprudence saw environmentalists’ judicial review claims first dismissed
before the Divisional Court. 17 The Court of Appeal, however, allowed an appeal, which was upheld on
the following four grounds:
1. The Secretary of State violated his duty under Section 5(8) of the Planning Act 2008 18 to
provide an explanation as to how the policy accounted for government policy in relation to the
Paris Agreement’s emissions targets
2. The Secretary of State breached his duty under Section 10 of the Planning Act 2008 by failing
to have regard to the Paris Agreement
3. The Secretary of State violated his duty under Art. 5 of the Strategic Environmental Assessment
Directive (SEA Directive) (Directive 2001/42/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council
on the assessment of the effects of certain plans and programmes on the environment19) to
provide a suitable environmental report for public consultation on the plans by failing to refer
to the Paris Agreement
4. The Secretary of State breached his duty under Section 10 of the Planning Act 2008 by failing
to have proper regard to the desirability of climate change mitigation post-2050 and the
desirability of climate change mitigation by way of a restriction of non-CO2 emissions from
aviation. 20
2.2. The Supreme Court Judgment
An appeal to the Supreme Court was then permitted, with Heathrow Airport Ltd joining the
proceedings as an interested party. 21
The conclusions of the Supreme Court drew greatly on those of the Divisional Court. 22 The Supreme
Court highlighted the UK’s recognition of the desirability of climate change mitigation, reflected for
example in the Climate Change Act 2008.23 Furthermore, it stressed that the British government has
deferred making a decision as to whether to include emissions from international aviation in its 2050
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target, instead opting to initially allow sufficient headroom for such emissions to be included in
meeting said target. 24
In relation to the obligation to conduct an environmental assessment under the aforementioned
Strategic Environmental Directive, the court held that the content of the information contained in said
environmental assessment, in particular whether or not a reference to the Paris Agreement should be
included, is subject to the discretion of the relevant planning authority 25 and the Secretary of State 26.
Moreover, the public was held to have been consulted and responses duly taken into account.27 This
ground of appeal was thus upheld and the Secretary of State was held not to have acted in breach of
his obligations under the SEA Directive. 28
Though the court acknowledged that the Paris Agreement and indeed its core aim to reduce global
average temperature lies at the heart of the legal challenge, it also highlighted that the Paris
Agreement does not bestow upon the UK a legally binding domestic emissions target, 29 with the UK
having pledged its commitment to internationally coordinated action in this respect 30. In any case,
when the plans for a third runway were incorporated into the Airport National Policy Statement in
2018, the UK’s policy as to how to translate its international commitment to the Paris Agreement into
national policy still found itself in a state of evolution. 31 Moreover, the court emphasised the evolving
nature of the UK’s aviation strategy in the light of its efforts to tackle climate change, in addition to a
relevant future planning application relating to the third runway requiring reference to updated carbon
emissions targets and compliance with current law and policy. 32
Importantly, the Supreme Court disagreed with the Court of Appeal’s definition of the term
‘government policy’. This, it held, should be interpreted narrowly and should thus be confined to a
formal written statement rather than ordinary words as advocated by the Court of Appeal. 33
Furthermore, the UK’s ratification of the Paris Agreement could also not per se be held to constitute
an expression of government policy and thus Heathrow Airport Ltd’s appeal on this ground
succeeded. 34 A further argument based upon Articles 2 and 8 Human Rights Act 1998 35, which was put
forward by the Director of Plan B Earth, was also dismissed because it had not been appealed to the
Court of Appeal and because any such human rights violation would not arise from the designation of
the Airport National Policy Statement as such. 36
Moreover, the court held that the UK’s obligations under the Climate Change Act 2008 already met
and even surpassed its obligations under the Paris Agreement being transformed and granted legal
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effect under domestic law. 37 The Secretary of State could therefore not in this regard have failed to
consider the Paris Agreement 38 and any further consideration of the Paris Agreement was held to be
subject to the Secretary of State’s discretion 39. His exercise of discretion in this respect was deemed
both lawful and rational. 40
In addition, the Supreme Court acknowledged that the Secretary of State could not rationally be
expected to evaluate post-2050 emissions in the Airports National Policy Statement as the former have
yet to be determined. 41 The decision not to include non-CO2 emissions was also held to be a rational
one, whilst the precautionary principle, which had previously been cited by the Court of Appeal, 42 was
deemed to be of no relevance. 43
3. Outlook
The Supreme Court’s ruling is clear: it accords the UK a wide margin of discretion in determining how
to give legal effect to its international treaty obligations but also accords the Secretary of State
discretion in accounting for such obligations. Though the Supreme Court’s decision can and will be
seen as a heavy blow in the campaign against climate change, it may also be seen as championing state
sovereignty as the lynchpin of the international legal system 44 even in relation to a very international
issue requiring international coordination and harmonisation.
Despite the Supreme Court’s definitive ruling allowing Heathrow Airport Ltd’s appeal, campaigners
have vowed to continue to fight the planned expansion, pledging to take their case all the way to the
European Court of Human Rights if necessary. 45 Moreover, it remains to be seen whether the then
London Mayor and now Prime Minister Boris Johnson will follow through on his infamous pledge to lie
down in front of bulldozers to prevent the construction of the third runway at Heathrow from going
ahead. 46
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