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1. Introduction 

1.1 The CAA has committed to carrying out assessments of the market power 

held by Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted.  These assessments will form part 

of the evidence base informing the approach to the upcoming regulatory 

reviews (“Q6”) for these three airports.  They may also provide useful 

evidence on other issues such as disputes between airports and airlines (e.g. 

price discrimination investigations under section 41 of the Airports Act 1986), 

complaints about compliance with the EU Airport Charges Directive (ACD), 

and the development of economic licences for airports under the 

Government‟s proposed reforms of economic regulation.  

1.2 The CAA‟s initial thinking on these competition assessments will be 

published by the end of 2011, in order to inform the discussions on the 

appropriate ways of regulating the three airports.  More information on this 

process and how the competition assessments relate to the price controls 

can be found in the CAA‟s consultation document “Setting the scene for Q6”, 

which was published in July 2011.1  

1.3 This working paper forms part of the CAA‟s work on the market power 

assessments.  It pulls together a number of general market and traffic trends 

and figures about the UK airport markets that will inform further analysis of 

the relevant markets and the competitive constraints on the three airports 

being assessed.  The paper draws much of its material from traffic statistics 

and survey data routinely collected by the CAA.   

1.4 The paper is mainly descriptive in nature and does not attempt to draw any 

conclusions from the data presented regarding the market power of 

Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted.  It does, however, suggest how the trends 

identified might inform the analysis of airport market power and what these 

trends might imply for the CAA‟s future work programme.   

1.5 The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: 

¶ chapters 2 and 3 provide general background about the location and 

ownership of UK airports;  

¶ chapters 4 and 5 discuss the evolution of UK airports over the last 20 

years; 

¶ chapters 6 and 7 look in more detail at the airlines and passengers 

using UK airports; 

¶ chapter 8 assesses the geographical origins of passengers using UK 

airports; and  

¶ chapter 9 provides some high level information about the cargo sector. 

 

                                            
1
 CAA, Q6 Setting the Scene: Review of Price and Service Quality Regulation at Heathrow, Gatwick and 

Stansted airports - consultation document, July 2011, available at 
http://www.caa.co.uk/docs/5/Q6SettingScene.pdf. 

http://www.caa.co.uk/docs/5/Q6SettingScene.pdf


UK Airports Market – General Context 4 

Views invited 

1.6 This paper presents a number of observations about the UK aviation market 

including recent trends.  We would welcome stakeholders‟ views on the 

information presented in this paper, in particular where there are important 

background facts that are not covered, or where stakeholders interpret the 

information differently. 

1.7 At this stage, we have a preference for dialogue and discussion with 

stakeholders, rather than a detailed written response to this paper.  There will 

be a number of opportunities to comment on the contents of this paper going 

forward, including by: 

¶ attending the workshop scheduled for Tuesday 15 November at 10am, 

at the CAA‟s London offices, where the CAA will bring together the 

emerging evidence that is informing the competition assessments; 

¶ responding to the CAA‟s initial assessments expected to be published 

in December 2011; and/or 

¶ responding to later consultations that form part of the Q6 price control 

process. 

1.8 More generally, we encourage stakeholders to share their views with the 

project team.  If you would like to discuss the contents of this working paper, 

in the first instance please contact Isabell Kohten on 020 7453 6234 / 

isabell.kohten@caa.co.uk. 

1.9 You can also contact: 

¶ Alina Jardine Goad on 020 7453 6229 / alina.jardine@caa.co.uk   

¶ Alexander Dünki on 020 7453 6212 / alexander.dunki@caa.co.uk  

¶ Chris Hemsley on 020 7453 6237 / chris.hemsley@caa.co.uk   

mailto:isabell.kohten@caa.co.uk
mailto:alina.jardine@caa.co.uk
mailto:alexander.dunki@caa.co.uk
mailto:chris.hemsley@caa.co.uk
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2. Location of UK airports 

2.1 Given the UK‟s island geography, and a history of commercial airports often 

being developed on the sites of ex-military airfields, the UK has a relatively 

large number of airports that are used for operating commercial passenger 

flights.  In areas with high population concentrations, notably in the South 

East and the North West of England, many of these airports are also in 

relatively close proximity to each other.  Figure 1 maps the location of the top 

25 UK airports (by the number of passengers) in 2010.   

 

Figure 1 Top 25 UK airports in terms of passenger numbers  
(Airports shown with blue dots, major conurbations are also marked) 

 
Source: CAA data mapped with MS Mappoint 

 

2.2 The higher density of airports in areas with higher population shares means 

that a high proportion of the UK population can reach at least one major 

airport within a reasonably practical travel time.  Indeed, about 70% of the UK 

population are within one hour‟s reach of at least one airport, while about 

75% of the UK population can reach three or more airports within two hours‟ 

drive time.  Table 1 below shows the percentage of the UK‟s population that 

has access to at least one or more airports with more than 1 million 

passengers per annum (mppa) within one or two hours drive time.2 

                                            
2
 Despite providing a reasonable illustration of the accessibility of airports for the majority of the 

population, there are a few qualifications to these data: first, it only picks up the proximity of airports to 
UK residents; it does not account for the distance between the ultimate destination of visitors to the UK 
and the airports.  Second, it only accounts for the distance between people‟s homes to airports, whereas 
specifically business passengers may often travel from their workplace to the airport.  Third, it is based 

Top 25 airports, from North to South:  
Inverness 
Aberdeen 
Edinburgh 
Glasgow 
Prestwick 
Newcastle 
Belfast International 
Belfast City 
Leeds Bradford 
Doncaster Sheffield 
Manchester 
Liverpool 
East Midlands 
Norwich 
Birmingham 
Stansted 
Luton 
London City 
Heathrow 
Cardiff 
Bristol 
Gatwick 
Southampton 
Bournemouth 
Exeter 
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Table 1  Access of population to airports of over 1mppa, in percent 

Drive time, percent of 

total UK population 

At least 1 airport At least 2 airports 3 or more airports 

Within 1 hour 71% 40% 17% 

Within 2 hours 95% 88% 75% 

Sources: SPAM surface access times for 1998, ONS population figures for 2009.  Distance measured from 
population centroid of local authority district.  

 

2.3 These figures provide a snapshot of the current situation of the existing 

airports.  Over time, however, further airports may grow to 1 mppa, or indeed 

enter the market, to provide additional viable alternatives to existing airports.  

Equally, airports might shrink over time, or cease to serve commercial 

passenger air transport operations altogether.  Given the high degree of 

capital and infrastructure requirements of airports, such entries/expansions 

and exits/contractions may be rare, but there is evidence of this happening in 

the UK:  

¶ London City Airport was built on a brown field site and opened in 1987.  

In 2010 it served more than 2.5mppa.  

¶ Doncaster Sheffield Airport opened in 2005 on the site of a former 

military airbase.  In 2010 it served more than 0.8mppa.  

¶ Liverpool Airport more than doubled its passenger base in the last ten 

years.  It now serves more than 5mppa, up from just under 2mppa in 

2000.  

¶ Coventry Airport closed in 2009, after its main customer Thomsonfly 

ceased operating from the airport.  At its peak it served more than 

0.7mppa in 2005.  It has since reopened in 2010, albeit currently with a 

smaller scale of operations. 

¶ Durham Tees Valley Airport experienced a significant drop in 

passenger numbers (from over 0.9mppa in 2006 to just over 0.2mppa 

in 2010), which was partly caused by the failure of Flyglobespan and 

the withdrawal of BMI and bmibaby.  

2.4 In summary, the UK appears to be served by a relatively large number of 

airports, many of which are in close proximity to each other.  Prima facie, this 

would provide passengers and airlines a good degree of choice.  However, 

not all airports might be able to provide the same services to passengers and 

airlines, which is likely to restrict the extent to which these passengers and 

airlines can reasonably choose to change which airports they use.  For 

                                                                                                                             
on assumed road travel times from the centre of local authority districts.  For geographically large 
districts, there might be considerable differences between the travel time from the centre of the district 
compared to the travel time from locations closer to the boundaries of the district.  Assumed road travel 
times might also understate travel times for highly congested areas (e.g. central London), and they do 
not account for access to airports by public transport.  
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example, in order to accommodate long haul flights and connecting 

passengers an airport needs to provide certain minimum infrastructure 

requirements, which are not available at all airports.  The airport market 

power assessments will therefore analyse further the different requirements 

of different airport user groups, how that affects the degree of competition 

between neighbouring airports, and what other factors might limit the ability 

of passengers and airlines to move between airports.   
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3. Airport ownership in the UK 

3.1 When assessing the degree of market power, one relevant factor to consider 

is whether airports are controlled by the same owner or operator.  

3.2 The UK airport market is characterised by various airport ownership 

structures, including: wholly private ownership; local government ownership; 

and a number of forms of public-private ownership.  In 2010 the OFT 

published a detailed database of the ownership and control structures of 

large infrastructure operators in the UK, including airports.3  

3.3 While there are many airports that are individually owned, there are several 

airport operator groups in the UK.  Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted airports 

were, along with four others4, owned by BAA plc between 1987 and July 

2006 when the group was acquired by Airport Development and Investment 

Ltd, a consortium led by Ferrovial.  With the exception of Gatwick these 

airports have remained in common ownership until now.  

3.4 In March 2009, the Competition Commission‟s (CC) BAA Airports Market 

Investigation found that BAA‟s common ownership of airports in the South 

East of England and in lowland Scotland caused an Adverse Effect on 

Competition.  As a result of the investigation BAA sold Gatwick airport in 

October 2009 to Global Infrastructure Partners (GIP).  GIP also owns 75% of 

London City airport.  The CC‟s Market Investigation has also stipulated the 

divestment of Stansted airport, and one of Edinburgh or Glasgow airports.5   

3.5 Other airport operator groups are Abertis Infraestructuras S.A./Aena and 

Peel Airports Limited6.  Abertis/Aena own, in a 90:10 split, TBI Limited, which 

owns Belfast International and Cardiff airports and operates, manages and 

develop, under a 30-year concession agreement, London Luton airport, 

which is wholly owned by Luton Borough Council.  Peel owns and operates 

Liverpool John Lennon, Robin Hood Doncaster Sheffield and City Airport 

Manchester.   

3.6 The ownership of other airports is shared between public and private groups.  

For example, Durham Tees Valley airport is owned through a consortium of 

Durham and surrounding area local authorities and Peel.  A share of 

Birmingham airport, partially owned by local authorities and investment 

funds, is held by employees.  

3.7 There are also some cross-ownerships through large fund investors, 

including pension funds.  For example, the Ontario Teachers‟ Pension Plan 

holds 49% of Bristol airport and c29% of Birmingham airport.   

                                            
3
 OFT, Infrastructure Ownership and Control Stock-take (OFT1290), Ownership map for airports, 

www.oft.gov.uk/shared_oft/market-studies/ownership-control-mapping/airports-ownership-database.xls.  
4
 As of August 2011, the other BAA airports were Aberdeen, Edinburgh, Glasgow and Southampton. 

5
 In July 2011 the Commission published its findings of a review of whether there had been any material 

changes in circumstances that should give it cause to reconsider the implementation of the airport sales.  
It concluded that the required sales of Stansted and one of either Glasgow or Edinburgh airports 
remained fully justified and confirmed that the sales process would start in three months‟ time from then.  
BAA can apply for review of the decision to the Competition Appeals Tribunal within two months of the 
decision.  All documents relating to the Commission‟s Market Inquiry can be found here: 
http://www.competition-commission.org.uk/inquiries/ref2007/airports/index.htm.  
6
 Peel Airports Limited is owned by the Canadian-based airport management company Vancouver 

Airport Services (65%) and the UK based infrastructure investment company Peel Group (35%).   

http://www.oft.gov.uk/shared_oft/market-studies/ownership-control-mapping/airports-ownership-database.xls
http://www.competition-commission.org.uk/inquiries/ref2007/airports/index.htm
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3.8 An example of wholly-public airport ownership in the UK is the Manchester 

Airport Group (MAG), a consortium of Manchester local authorities.  MAG 

owns and operates Bournemouth, East Midlands, Humberside and 

Manchester airports.  The latter was designated for price control regulation 

between 1986 and 2009.   
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4. Size and growth of air passenger demand at UK airports 

4.1 In the past 20 years passenger numbers at UK airports have grown from 104 

million in 1990 to 213 million in 2010, having fallen from 242 million in the 

2007 peak as a result of the financial crisis and economic downturn.  While 

Heathrow has been, and still is, by far the largest airport in the UK (over 30% 

of all UK passengers in 2010), it has lost about one-quarter of its share of UK 

passenger traffic over the last 20 years.  Similarly, Gatwick has remained the 

second largest UK airport in terms of passenger numbers by a significant 

margin (15% of UK passengers in 2010), and has lost about one-quarter of 

its share of UK passengers since 1990.   

4.2 At the same time, much of the growth over the last two decades was 

absorbed by the smaller London airports and the regional airports, resulting 

in larger market shares of both the regional airports and the smaller London 

airports.  Stansted in particular grew from a share of just 1% of UK 

passengers in 1990 to a share of 9% in 2010.  Figure 2 shows the change in 

passenger shares from 1990 to 2010.   

 



UK Airports Market – General Context 11 

Figure 2 Share of passengers at UK airports, 1990 and 2010 

 
Source: CAA Airport Statistics 

 

4.3 Figure 3 shows the growth at London7 and regional airports since 1990.  In 

particular since 2000, regional airports grew more strongly than the London 

airports, but they have also experienced a stronger contraction of passenger 

numbers during the economic downturn that followed 2007.  This is reflected 

in the share of total UK passengers using London and regional airports: in 

1990 London airports accounted for 65% of all UK passengers, but this share 

reduced to 57% in 2007, before rising again to 60% in 2010.  The CAA 

published a study on the UK‟s regional airport market in 2007 that analysed 

further the reasons for the strong growth of regional airport markets until 

then.  This study highlighted the role played by the liberalisation of 

                                            
7
 London airports are defined as Heathrow (LHR), Gatwick (LGW), Stansted (STN), Luton (LTN) and 

London City (LCY) airports.  

1990 

 

2010 
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international aviation markets – notably across the EU –, the rapid growth of 

low cost carriers, and the growing commercialisation of the UK‟s airports.8   

 

Figure 3 Passengers at London and regional UK airports 

 
Source: CAA Airport Statistics 

 

4.4 However, there were also significant differences between the growth figures 

of the London airports.  Figure 4 shows the changes in passenger numbers 

over the last two decades at the five London airports. 

 

                                            
8
 CAA, Air Services at UK Regional Airports: An Update on Developments, CAP775, November 2007, 

available at 
http://www.caa.co.uk/application.aspx?catid=33&pagetype=65&appid=11&mode=detail&id=2949.  
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Figure 4 Passengers at Heathrow, Gatwick, Stansted, Luton and London 
City 

 
Source: CAA Airport Statistics 

 

4.5 Over the whole period, the smaller London airports (Stansted, Luton and 

London City airports) showed significantly stronger growth rates than the two 

largest airports Heathrow and Gatwick.9  Particularly Stansted, but also Luton 

and Gatwick, were more strongly affected by the recession since 2007 than 

Heathrow and London City.10   

4.6 This has also significantly affected the share of passengers using Heathrow 

and Gatwick compared to the other London airports.  While in 1990 only 6% 

of London passengers used Stansted, Luton or London City airports, their 

combined passenger share increased to 24% of all London passengers in 

2010.  It seems likely that one explanatory factor for this pattern of growth is 

the availability of capacity at regional (and the secondary London airports), 

which also contributed to the lower charges that supported the expansion of 

air services by new entrant airlines.  In contrast, both Heathrow and Gatwick 

have been operating near or at the limit of their runway capacity for a number 

of years, which appears likely to have constrained the rate of growth at these 

airports.   

                                            
9
 Between 1990 and 2010 both Stansted and London City grew more than tenfold and passengers at 

Luton more than doubled, while both Heathrow and Gatwick grew by about 50%.  
10

 Between 2007 and 2010 Stansted shrank by 22% and Gatwick and Luton shrank by over 10%, while 
Heathrow and London City only shrank by less than 5%.  
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5. Comparing airports using measures other than 
passenger volumes 

5.1 The previous chapter described airports in terms of the number of 

passengers using the airport.  This is perhaps the most commonly used 

metric to compare airports served by commercial passenger airlines, as the 

number of passengers determines a large degree of the necessary airport 

infrastructure.  However, the size and the nature of an airport‟s business can 

also be determined by other measures.  For example, an airport serving 

fewer passengers but more cargo carriers might have a larger number of 

aircraft movements (Air Traffic Movements, ATM) than its passenger 

numbers would suggest, or one airport might be serving more long haul 

passengers than another airport.  In such circumstances it can be informative 

to measure the number of available seat kilometres (ASK)11, or revenue 

passenger kilometres (RPK)12.   

5.2 Measuring ASK and RPK in comparison with passenger numbers might be 

useful to reveal the different proportions of long- and short-haul traffic at 

different airports.  Furthermore, combining all four metrics (passengers, 

ATMs, ASKs and RPKs) can also provide some information on the intensity 

of the usage of an airport‟s capacity.  For example, if the number of ATMs 

remains relatively stable over time but the number of passengers and 

ASKs/RPKs increases, it suggests that the airport‟s runway capacity is used 

more intensively over time by increasing the number of passengers and the 

distance per ATM.   

5.3 Figure 5 shows the number of ATMs, passengers and RPKs for the five main 

London airports and the regional airports.  It shows the significant structural 

differences between Heathrow and regional airports: Heathrow accounts for 

just 22% of all ATMs and 31% of all passengers but 54% of all RPKs.  This 

reflects the fact that Heathrow is used by larger aircraft that carry more 

passengers per ATM and for longer distance flights.  Gatwick also tends to 

transport more passengers per ATM and on longer distances (15% of 

passengers and 14% of RPKs with 11% of ATMs), but the differences are 

much less pronounced than for Heathrow.  Luton and Stansted on average 

have more passengers per ATM than the regional airports, whilst their share 

of RPKs reflects the fact that these two airports primarily serve short haul 

routes.  The full data set for the top 15 UK airports (by passenger numbers) 

is available in Annex A – Airport metrics, 2000-2010.  

 

                                            
11

 ASK=number of available seats*flight distance (Km) 
12

 RPK=number of revenue passengers transported*flight distance (Km) 
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Figure 5 London and regional airport shares by ATMs, passengers and 
RPKs, 2010 

 
Source: CAA Airport Statistics 

 

5.4 The differences between London‟s two largest airports and most of the other 

major UK airports are also reflected in their relative growth rates over the last 

two decades, which are shown in Figure 6 below.  Over this period, and 

despite a decline in ATMs and comparatively little growth in passenger 

numbers, Heathrow continued to accommodate additional long haul flights 

(as revealed by a 2% RPK growth against 0.2% passenger growth).  In 

contrast, Gatwick was the only airport among the top 15 airports that 

experienced a decline in RPKs, as the average flight distance at the airport 

declined significantly (-3.5% in RPKs against -0.2% in passengers).13  This 

can be largely explained by a movement of long haul flights from Gatwick to 

Heathrow following BA‟s abandonment of its dual hub strategy in 2002 and 

the introduction of the EU-US Open Skies agreement in 2008.   

 

Figure 6 Average Annual rate of change between 1991 and 2010 

 
Source: CAA Airport Statistics 

                                            
13

 The only other airport among the Top 15 airports to experience a decline in the average flight distance 
was Aberdeen airport, where passenger numbers grew slightly more strongly than RPKs.  
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5.5 The other three London airports – Stansted, Luton and London City – 

showed growth rates more similar to those of many regional airports, with 

increased average aircraft size and average flight distances.  There were, 

however, exceptions among the regional airports: Manchester and Glasgow 

both only grew in terms of RPKs, whilst their passengers and ATMs fell.  

Birmingham also experienced a notable decline in the number of ATMs (the 

largest drop among the top 15 airports), but nevertheless outgrew both 

Manchester and Glasgow in terms of passengers and RPKs.   

5.6 Overall, the above figure shows that total RPKs and passenger numbers 

have grown much quicker than total ATMs.  This illustrates that there has 

been a general trend towards the use of larger aircraft.  This is perhaps to be 

expected, as at a number of the larger airports there were significant 

constraints on the growth in ATMs, providing a stimulus to the use of larger 

aircraft and longer distance flights, and maximise the use of the runway 

assets.  This appears to be particularly relevant for Heathrow.   

5.7 At Gatwick, however, other factors appear to have played a role that 

countered this general trend (as long-haul services relocated to Heathrow).  

Stansted, on the other hand, grew strongly in terms of passengers and RPKs 

over the early part of the period, while the number of ATMs remained stable.  

However, in recent years passenger numbers fell significantly.   

 



UK Airports Market – General Context 17 

6. Airline business models and airline shares 

6.1 The requirements of different airline models can affect the ability of airlines to 

relocate aircraft between airports and can, therefore, affect how airports 

compete for their business.  Against this background, this chapter presents 

some high-level information about airlines‟ use of each airport, including their 

business models. 

Airline business models 

6.2 As discussed above (paragraph 4.5), the significant growth in air travel since 

the 1990s is often attributed to the liberalisation of the EU aviation market 

that allowed a new form of airline business model to develop and grow 

strongly; namely the low cost carriers (LCC).  These carriers tend to focus on 

intra-EU point-to-point travel, often from secondary airports, and have 

historically offered a simpler offering to passengers, usually at a lower cost, 

than „full-service‟ or network airlines.   

6.3 Regional airports and the smaller London airports have been significant 

beneficiaries of the growth in the LCC business model.  This is illustrated in 

Figure 7, which shows that, since 2000, the LCCs accounted for almost all 

growth, and also attracted some of the existing demand away from traditional 

charter and full service carriers.  In 2010, LCCs accounted for 42% of 

passengers travelling from UK airports, where it has remained stable for the 

previous three years after tripling from only 14% in 200014.   

 

                                            
14

 A list of carriers defined as LCC is attached in Annex B – List of Low Cost Carriers.  It also includes 
scheduled services operated by charter carriers.  Charter flights are defined as flights that are not 
operated according to a published timetable.  Full service carriers account for all other scheduled 
passenger flights.  However, it should be noted that the differences between the three different airline 
models are becoming increasingly blurred, with many full service carriers, in response to aggressive 
price competition from the LCC, offering less “frills” on short haul routes, and some LCC introducing 
some “frills” such as flexible fares or allocated seating to attract higher-value passengers.  In addition, 
charter carriers also increasingly sell a significant share of their seats directly to passengers on 
scheduled flights rather than through traditional tour operators.  For example, Monarch recently 
announced its transformation into a scheduled airline.  The CAA‟s guidance on assessing market power 
of airports discusses further characteristics of different airline business models and their implications on 
the ability of airlines to switch between different airports 
(http://www.caa.co.uk/docs/5/Final%20Competition%20Assessment%20Guidelines%20-%20FINAL.pdf, 
paragraphs 3.39-3.42).  

http://www.caa.co.uk/docs/5/Final%20Competition%20Assessment%20Guidelines%20-%20FINAL.pdf
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Figure 7 Passengers by airline type at UK airports 

 
Source: CAA Airport Statistics 

 

6.4 The London airports tend to be differentiated by the main type of airline 

business model they serve.  While Heathrow and London City airports are 

largely dominated by full-service carriers, the other London airports have had 

a large share of the growth in the LCC segment.15  This is illustrated below in 

Figure 8, which shows the distribution of passengers between the three 

airline business models for Gatwick, Stansted and Luton.  Across these 

airports, LCCs served 71% of passengers in 2010, up from 26% in 2000.  

The LCCs appear to have displaced a significant amount of the full service 

and charter business at these airports, in addition to attracting new 

passengers.   

6.5 Luton and Stansted have attracted a particularly high proportion of their traffic 

from LCCs, and have benefited more than the other London airports from 

their growth, whereas Gatwick‟s share of LCCs has increased only more 

recently.  The most recent step change was in 2007/08 and resulted from the 

takeover of GB Airways - formerly a subsidiary of BA and classified as a full 

service carrier - by easyJet, an LCC.   

 

                                            
15

 While London City Airport is served by some LCCs, the share of LCCs has decreased significantly 
over recent years and it is now almost entirely served by full service carriers, reflecting its premium 
product targeted at business travellers and the City of London.  
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Figure 8 Passengers by airline type at Gatwick, Stansted and Luton 

 
Source: CAA Airport Statistics 

 

6.6 Regional airports have seen similar developments to Luton, Stansted and 

Gatwick, with the main growth being driven by LCCs, and displacing some of 

the full service and charter carriers (see Figure 9 below).  However, the total 

share of passengers flying with LCCs from regional airports is lower (56%) 

than the total share of passengers flying with LCCs from Stansted or Luton 

(more than 90% at each airport).  This difference could be explained by the 

fact that, in the London system, there has been a higher degree of 

specialisation across the airports and the types of airlines they serve, with 

Heathrow and London City airports attracting a higher proportion of the full 

service carriers, and Stansted and Luton‟s traffic being almost entirely 

operated by LCCs.  Of the London airports, Gatwick has the most diverse 

mix of airline business models, albeit with a significant shift from full service 

and charter carriers towards more LCCs (from 3% in 2000 to 51% in 2010).   
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Figure 9 Passengers by airline type at regional airports (non-London) 

 
Source: CAA Airport Statistics 

 

The concentration of airline business at airports  

6.7 Figure 10 and Figure 11 below show the shares of the top six airlines 

operating in the UK16, in terms of passengers and in terms of Revenue 

Passenger Kilometres (RPKs).17  While British Airways remained the largest 

airline over the last 20 years by both metrics, its market share decreased 

significantly: it transported 36% of all passengers travelling to or from UK 

airports in 1990, but only 16% in 2010.  Its market share in terms of RPKs 

decreased - but less markedly - from 35% in 1990 to 21% in 2010.   

6.8 Over the same time, easyJet and Ryanair grew very significantly, from very 

small market shares in 1990 and 2000 (less than 5%) to become the second 

(15%) and third (14%) largest airlines respectively in the UK in 2010, in terms 

of passengers carried.  They also are now among the top 5 airlines in the UK 

in terms of RPKs, although their shares are much lower on this metric at only 

around 6-7%, due to their focus on short-haul services.   

6.9 The two largest charter carriers, Thomson and Thomas Cook, retained 

market shares between 4% and 7% each, although Thomas Cook lost 

market share while Thomson gained in market share on both metrics.  

Thomson‟s merger with First Choice Airways and Thomas Cook‟s with 

MyTravel in 2008 are likely to have contributed to their relatively stable 

market shares, as charter operations generally lost share over the period.  

Virgin grew from low market shares in 1990 to become the second largest 

airline in the UK in terms of RPKs and join the top ten largest airlines in terms 

of passengers at UK airports.  

                                            
16

 The airlines were chosen as follows: The top five airlines by UK passenger numbers (BA, EZJ, FR, 
TOM, TC), and the top five airlines by UK RPKs (BA, VS, EZJ, TOM, FR, TC) in 2010.   
17

 See Chapter 5 for a description of the relevance of RPKs as a measure of activity. 
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Figure 10 Passengers at UK airports, selected airlines  

 
Source: CAA Airport Statistics 
Note: Domestic passenger numbers have been halved to correct for airport passenger double-counting 

 

Figure 11 RPKs at UK airports, selected airlines  

 
Source: CAA Airport Statistics 
Note: Domestic RPKs have been halved to correct for airport passenger double-counting 
 

6.10 At many airports, not only across the UK but also across the EU, the majority 

of passengers are accounted for by one or a small number of airlines.  

Indeed, across Europe one airline accounts for more than half of the 

passengers at almost 70% of airports.  However, it is notable that these 

airports only account for 32% of all seats offered, suggesting that smaller 

airports tend to be more strongly focused on one airline than larger airports.18   

6.11 Nevertheless, even at the larger European airports the largest airline 

accounts for a significant share of passengers, and typically a larger share 

                                            
18

 Source: International Centre for Competitiveness Studies in the Aviation Industry (ICCSAI).  
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than that at Heathrow.  Air France has the highest share of seats offered at 

Paris Charles de Gaulle with 55%, while British Airways at Heathrow had the 

lowest share of seats offered (in comparison with other large European 

airports19) with 35.2%.20 

6.12 One way of summarising the concentration of airlines at an airport is to 

consider the share of passenger numbers accounted for by the two largest 

airlines.  This is set out below in Figure 12.  This reveals a significant degree 

of variation in the degree of airline concentration across UK airports.  At 

Heathrow and Gatwick, the two largest airlines combined account for less 

than 50% of all passengers (BA and Virgin at Heathrow, and easyJet and BA 

at Gatwick).  Only at five of the twelve largest UK airports do the two largest 

airlines account for more than half of all passengers.  In contrast to Heathrow 

and Gatwick, Stansted has the second highest concentration of airlines (after 

Liverpool), with Ryanair and easyJet accounting for almost 90% of all of its 

passengers.   

 

Figure 12 Passenger shares of the largest two airlines per airport, 2010 

 
Source: CAA Airport Statistics 
Note: Airlines commonly owned but operated separately are treated as separate airlines. 

 

6.13 It is also possible to compare the concentration of an airline‟s use of an 

airport, with the concentration of the airport‟s traffic accounted for by that 

airline.  Figure 13 below plots the passenger numbers of an airport/airline 

                                            
19

 These include Paris CDG, Rome Fiumicino, Frankfurt, Amsterdam, Munich, Madrid and Zurich.  
20

 Source: ICCSAI.  
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pair expressed as a share of the total number of passengers at that airport 

against the passenger numbers of the airport/airline pair expressed as a 

share of the number of passengers served by the airline as a whole.   

 

Figure 13 Airport/airline passengers as proportions of airport and airline 
totals 2010 

 
Sources: CAA Airport and Airline Statistics, and Ryanair traffic statistics 

 

6.14 The graph reveals that the relative importance of airports to airlines (and vice 

versa) varies significantly.  For example, two-thirds of Virgin‟s passengers 

use Heathrow (shown by the horizontal axis), but these passengers only 

account for about 5% of Heathrow‟s total passengers (shown by the vertical 

axis).  In contrast, Ryanair accounts for more than two-thirds of Stansted‟s 

passengers, but these passengers represent a much smaller proportion 

(about 17%) of Ryanair‟s total passenger volumes.  BA has the largest share 

of its passengers (78%) based at one airport (Heathrow), which account for 

almost 40% of Heathrow‟s passengers.   

6.15 Other relationships are comparatively more balanced than these three cases.  

For example, easyJet‟s passengers at Gatwick represent just over one-

quarter of easyJet‟s total passenger base and about one-third of Gatwick‟s 

total passenger base.  At Gatwick, the passenger shares of the charter 

carriers Thomas Cook and Thomson and that of Virgin all represent around 

one-quarter of each airline‟s passenger base, but account for less than 10% 

each of Gatwick‟s total passenger base.  
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7. Passenger segmentation 

7.1 Different passenger segments can have different preferences and 

requirements regarding the airport, and are likely to regard different airports 

as viable substitutes for their specific journeys.21  The most commonly used 

passenger categories are:  

¶ journey purpose (business, leisure and visiting friends and 

relatives/VFR); 

¶ direction of journey (inbound or outbound);  

¶ flight distance (domestic, short, medium and long haul); and 

¶ point-to-point and connecting passengers.  

Each of these characteristics is discussed further below. 

 

Journey purpose and direction of journey 

7.2 Differentiating between different journey purposes can be relevant because 

passengers might have different requirements and different willingness to 

pay according to the purpose of their journey.   

7.3 The CAA‟s passenger survey differentiates three different types of journey 

purpose: business, leisure and visiting friends and relatives (VFR).  While 

business and VFR passengers might have little or no flexibility regarding their 

destination, and will therefore be limited in their choice by the availability of 

flights to nearby airports, leisure passengers may consider travelling to 

alternative destinations, and therefore have a larger choice of flights and 

consequently airports.   

7.4 In contrast, business passengers might be more time sensitive and arrange 

flights at short notice, which might narrow further the airports and flights they 

would regard as viable substitutes.  They may also be more willing (and able) 

to pay for a flight from their nearest airport and at the most convenient time.  

Further, VFR passengers might have little choice in respect of their 

destination, but might be less time sensitive and more willing to travel further 

and at less convenient times to keep costs down.   

7.5 The direction of a passenger‟s journey might also influence the choice of 

airport, and may be expected to affect the awareness of alternative airports.  

For example, many overseas inbound (resident outside the UK) passengers 

are likely to be aware of Heathrow as the main UK and London airport, but 

may be much less aware of the other London and regional airports, even if 

they offer suitable alternative flights.  On the other hand, while outbound (UK 

resident) passengers might be more aware of the available departure 

airports, they might be less inclined to switch to airports that are significantly 

further afield, given that their ultimate origin/destination within the UK cannot 

be moved (their home), whereas that of inbound passengers might, in some 

cases, be more flexible.  The geographic distribution of demand may also 

                                            
21

 The CAA‟s guidance on the assessment of airport market power also discusses different passenger 
types (Chapter 3). 
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vary depending upon residence, as inbound demand will reflect the ultimate 

travel destination (be it for leisure, VFR or business), whereas outbound 

demand will tend to reflect the geographic distribution residence across the 

UK. 

7.6 The CAA‟s passenger survey records both the residency of passengers and 

the purpose of passengers‟ journeys.  It shows that a significant majority of 

passengers (excluding connecting passengers) were UK residents.  Figure 

14 shows that the largest individual segment (36% in 2010) was leisure travel 

by UK residents (“UK Holiday”), followed by VFR travel, also by UK residents 

(“UK VFR”), with 21%.  Foreign residents had a much higher share in the 

London (35%) than the regional airports (17%).22 

 

Figure 14 Residency-Purpose segmentation of airport passengers, 
excluding connecting passengers 

 
Source: CAA Passenger Survey (several years weighted to 2010 levels) 
Note: *Regional airports included are the airports surveyed by the CAA since 2008 with passenger numbers scaled to 
2010 levels.  Those airports were BRS, CWL& EXT (2008); ABZ, EDI, GLA, INV, MME, NCL& PIK (2009); BHX, 
DSA, EMA, HUY, LBA, LPL, MAN (2010). 

 

7.7 For London airports, the mix of passengers differs substantially by airport.  

While Heathrow has relatively even shares of UK resident (43%) and foreign 

resident (57%) passengers23 as well as holiday (31%), business (33%) and 

VFR (35%) travellers, the majority of Gatwick‟s passengers are UK residents 

(78%) and taking holidays (57%).  Stansted‟s passenger mix is less focused 

                                            
22

 UK resident passengers represent outbound passengers, and foreign resident passengers represent 
inbound passengers.   
23

 As discussed later on in the paper, more than one third of Heathrow‟s passengers are transfer 
passengers and therefore not captured here.  Including transfer passengers would increase the share of 
foreign resident passengers at Heathrow.  
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than Gatwick‟s albeit not as evenly distributed as Heathrow‟s: 61% of its 

passengers are UK residents, and the largest share by journey purpose is 

VFR (46%).   

7.8 At all airports there was a shift over the last ten years towards more VFR 

passengers, which is most noticeable at Luton and Stansted and somewhat 

less pronounced at Gatwick, where VFR appeared to replace some of the 

passengers travelling for holiday.  This might also be caused by the shift 

away from charter carriers at these airports towards a greater focus on LCCs.  

Unsurprisingly, London City continues to be focused on business travellers 

(63%), with an even split between inbound and outbound passengers. 

 

Flight distance 

7.9 The airport metrics discussed above suggested significant differences in the 

average flight distances from different airports, with Heathrow‟s passengers 

taking the longest average flights by a large margin.  This can be 

corroborated by assessing the shares of passengers travelling on domestic, 

short haul and long haul flights.   

7.10 Figure 15 shows the distribution of passengers travelling by air to different 

geographic destinations in 2010.24  Apart from Heathrow, where 50% of 

passengers took flights to destinations outside Europe, only Gatwick, 

Manchester and Birmingham transported more than 1 million passengers on 

flights to destinations outside Europe.  Heathrow transported the largest 

share, both in relative and in absolute terms, of passengers flying to North 

America (22% of Heathrow‟s passengers flew to destinations in North 

America, compared to only 10% of passengers from all UK airports).   

 

                                            
24

 The figures show only the destination of the flight taken from the respective airport.  It does not take 
into account the final destinations of passengers that may connect to another flight at the destination 
airport (for example, a passenger travelling from Glasgow via Amsterdam to China would be counted 
here as a passenger travelling to Europe).  
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Figure 15 Airport passengers by world region of immediate destination, 
2010 

 
Source: CAA Airport Statistics 

 

7.11 These differences between airports may affect their competitive position, as 

the length of the surface access journey to the airport that passengers 

perceive as acceptable may vary with the length of the flight journey.  This 

was discussed in the CAA‟s guidance on the assessments of market power 

of airports (Figure 1 of passenger choice sets and paragraph 3.36). 

 

Point-to-point vs. connecting passengers 

7.12 To understand the competitive pressures on an airport it can be useful to 

distinguish between passengers travelling on direct flights from/to UK airports 

and passengers connecting between two different flights at UK airports.  In 

particular, it may be less relevant to assess the local catchment area when 

considering connecting passengers, and more important to consider the 

impact of other airports offering similar networks of interconnecting routes, 

and how this attracts passengers located much further afield.   

7.13 Passengers using the airport for transferring between flights also have 

different requirements of the airport than passengers arriving or leaving the 

airport by surface transport means and check in landside.  Passengers 

changing flights at an airport can generally do so in one of two ways:  

¶ Passengers can „intraline‟ or „interline‟25, meaning that they hold a 

single ticket for the entire journey, and the airline(s) will provide for the 

transfer of passengers and their luggage at the transfer airport without 

the passengers having to leave the airside area.   

¶ Passengers can “self-connect”, meaning that the flights between which 

they connect have been purchased as two separate journeys (with two 

                                            
25

 „Interline‟ refers to the transfer between flights by two different airlines, whilst „intraline‟ refers to the 
transfer between flights of the same airline. 
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separate tickets), and they have to go through customs and 

immigration and collect their luggage at the transfer airport before 

checking in for their connecting flight landside, alongside all other point-

to-point passengers. 

7.14 From the point of view of airlines, only the former category of passengers is 

formally recognised as transit/transfer traffic, as “self-connecting” passengers 

may not be distinguishable from other passengers.  The CAA‟s passenger 

survey captures both kinds of connecting passengers.   

7.15 Intra-/Interlining passengers are particularly important to understand the 

specific requirements of airports from which one or more airline(s) operate(s) 

a hub.  It is, however, also important to understand if a significant share of 

passengers uses an airport to connect between flights, irrespective of the 

method of connecting, as this may affect their ability to choose to travel via 

an alternative airport.   

7.16 Of all UK airports, only Heathrow has a significant share of connecting 

passengers (36%).  Most of these passengers are intra-/interlining 

passengers, using the networks of the three major global airline alliances: 

Oneworld, Star Alliance and SkyTeam.  Heathrow is the home hub airport of 

its largest customer, British Airways (BA), which provides the majority of 

intra-/interlining passengers.   

7.17 Figure 16 below illustrates the share of connecting passengers at the top 10 

UK airports.  Only 8.5% of Gatwick‟s passengers connect between flights at 

the airport, the second largest share after Heathrow.  At Stansted, only 6% of 

passengers connect between flights and, given the prevalence of LCCs at 

the airport (which do not offer intra-/interlining services), it is likely that most 

of these passengers self-connect.26   

 

                                            
26

 Aberdeen serves a comparatively high share of transfer passengers (8.4%) that come into Aberdeen 
to connect from and to oil platforms by helicopters.  In addition, as Inverness, it also serves a number of 
passengers to connect on to flights to more remote locations in the Scottish islands. 
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Figure 16 Share and number of connecting passengers, Top 10 UK 
airports 

 
Source: CAA Passenger Survey 

 

7.18 The shares of connecting passengers have changed markedly over the last 

20 years, which is shown in Figure 17.  Until the early 1990s the share of 

transfer passengers at all London airports was broadly flat, before rising 

substantially, first at Heathrow and Gatwick.  About 5-10 years later, the 

share of transfer passengers also briefly spiked at Luton and Stansted 

between 2000 and 2005.  While the transfer passenger share at Heathrow 

has been oscillating around 35% over the last ten years, Gatwick‟s share of 

transfer passengers decreased very sharply after 2000, from over 20% to 

under 10% in 2010.  The move of transatlantic flights to Heathrow following 

the liberalisation of the EU-US air services market, the abandonment of BA‟s 

dual hub strategy and the growth of LCCs at Gatwick have all contributed to 

this development. 
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Figure 17 Trends in connecting passengers at London airports, 1972-2010 

 
Source: CAA Passenger Survey 
Note: Some numbers have been interpolated for Stansted, London City and Luton airports and the data 
exclude passengers connecting between flights at different airports. 
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8. Geographical passenger distribution 

8.1 The final origins and destinations of passengers can provide useful 

information about the nature of competition between neighbouring and near-

neighbouring airports for those passengers.27 

8.2 This section describes some of the data that the CAA holds regarding the 

geographical distribution of passengers and their use of the UK‟s airports.   

8.3 We will publish a further working paper regarding catchment area analysis 

and its implications for the definition of the relevant markets of Heathrow, 

Gatwick and Stansted and the competitive constraints exerted on these 

airports by neighbouring airports.  

 

Passenger distribution across the UK 

8.4 Figure 18 below shows that most surface passengers28 originate in the South 

East of England, including Greater London (42% of all surface passengers), 

with London accounting for almost double the number of passengers of the 

rest of the South East.  This is partly explained by the fact that the area 

contains the largest proportion of the UK population (London and the South 

East of England account for about one-quarter of the UK‟s total population29), 

where the economic activity (London and the South East of England account 

for more than one-third of the UK‟s total economic activity30) and average 

gross disposable income per head are comparatively high (it is the highest in 

London by some margin, followed by the South East and East of England).  

In addition, London and the South East also attract about one-third of all 

tourists, with about one-half of all foreign resident tourists coming to 

London.31 

 

                                            
27

 The CAA set out its conceptual approach to assessing the geographic market of airports in its 
guidance on the assessment of airport market power, and it published a working paper that discussed 
some of the methods that could be used to assess the geographic market in more detail.  References: 
CAA, Guidance on the assessment of airport market power, April 2011, paragraphs 3.59-74; and CAA, 
Empirical methods for assessing geographic markets, in particular competitive constraints between 
neighbouring airports, June 2011, both available from the CAA website.  
28

 Passengers that arrive at the airport by air are captured as “connecting pax”. 
29

 Source: ONS Regional Statistics, 8 June 2011, table 1.1a. 
30

 Ibid, table 1.1c. 
31

 Ibid, table 3.17.  
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Figure 18 Regional distribution of passengers at GB airports32  

 
Source: CAA Passenger Survey (several years weighted to 2010 levels) 

 

8.5 As already discussed in the context of Figure 16, the majority of passengers 

transferring between flights at a UK airport are concentrated at Heathrow.  In 

contrast to local passengers, it is likely that their choice set includes other 

international hub airports (e.g. Paris, Amsterdam, Frankfurt, or even hub 

airports further afield such as Dubai or hubs in the US), instead of 

neighbouring UK airports.   

8.6 There are some notable differences between the distribution of foreign 

resident and UK resident passengers across the UK, broadly reflecting the 

distribution of the population and the economic activity across the UK.  

Whereas circa 20% and 15% of GB resident passengers originated 

respectively from London and the rest of the South East of England, more 

than 47% of foreign resident passengers travelled to/from London, possibly 

reflecting the concentration of tourism, business and foreign communities on 

London.  Figure 19 and Figure 20 illustrate these differences.   

 

                                            
32

 The CAA‟s survey data used for this analysis were only available for 22 airports in England, Wales 
and Scotland.   
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Figure 19 Regional distribution of GB resident passengers 

 
Source: CAA Passenger Survey (several years weighted to 2010 levels) 

 

Figure 20 Regional distribution of foreign resident passengers 

 
Source: CAA Passenger Survey (several years weighted to 2010 levels) 

 

8.7 The distribution of passengers across the UK is also affected by the average 

number of flights residents of different regions take (i.e. their propensity to 

fly).  Residents of London have by far the highest propensity to fly (with more 

than 2.5 flights per head), followed by residents in the East and the South 

East of England (both having just under two flights per head).  Residents in 

Wales exhibit the lowest propensity, with just over one flight per head.  Figure 
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21 below illustrates these regional differences regarding international travel.33  

It appears that London‟s higher overall propensity to fly is mainly explained 

by a much higher propensity to fly for VFR purposes, and by a higher 

propensity to fly for business.  This again might reflect the high concentration 

of business and residents with overseas family connections in Greater 

London compared to the rest of the UK. 

 

Figure 21 GB resident international air passengers, per head of the 
population 

 
Sources: CAA Passenger Survey (several years weighted to 2010 levels) and ONS 2009 population 
statistics 

 

Passenger distribution at the London airports 

8.8 Figure 22 below illustrates the mix of passengers‟ origins and destinations for 

the five major London airports.   

 

                                            
33

 When the analysis is widened to include domestic flights, residents of Scotland have the second 
highest propensity to fly, with just under three flights per head, behind London with just over three flights 
per head.  This is likely related to the remoteness of some areas of Scotland that require domestic 
flights to connect to the main population centres in Scotland and the rest of the UK.   
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Figure 22 Passengersô origins at London airports, in % of total passengers 
(excluding connecting passengers) 

 
Source: CAA Passenger Survey 2010 

 

8.9 Figure 22 only shows the distribution of passengers coming to the airport by 

surface transport means.  As discussed in paragraphs 7.16 above, more than 

one-third of Heathrow‟s passengers are connecting passengers that come 

into and leave the airport by air.  For this group of passengers the local 

catchment area is not relevant.  Rather, it is more likely that these 

passengers look to other hub airports or, if available, direct connections 
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This is likely to include other large hub airports within the EU, such as Paris 
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journey in question, hubs in other geographic regions, including North 

America and the Middle East.  Connecting passengers play a much less 

significant role at all other UK airports.  

8.10 Of Heathrow‟s surface passengers, about one-half comes from the Greater 

London area, a further quarter from the South East of England, and the 

remaining quarter is spread across the remaining UK regions.   

8.11 Excluding connecting passengers, the geographic distribution of Gatwick‟s 

passengers is broadly similar to Heathrow‟s, in that just over three-quarters 

of its passengers originate from the Greater London and the South East 

areas, albeit with approximately equal shares of passengers from either area.   

8.12 Stansted and Luton airports both have higher shares of passengers from the 

East of England (both 31%) and smaller shares of passengers from the 

South East (9% and 15% respectively), reflecting the fact that they are more 

easily accessible for passengers from East England than for passengers 

from the South East.  However, while almost one-half of Stansted‟s 
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passengers originate from Greater London, despite good road and train 

connections. 

8.13 London City Airport principally attracts passengers from London (more than 

80%), due to its location close to the City of London.  As illustrated in Figure 

14 above, the majority of its passengers (almost two-thirds) travel for 

business purposes.  

 

Summary 

8.14 While not an extensive analysis of the airports‟ catchments and overlaps 

between theirs and those of neighbouring airports, the data discussed above 

shows the following: 

¶ Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted all serve the most populous and 

economically most important catchments in the UK, namely the Greater 

London area, the South East and the East of England; 

¶ although all three airports draw in the largest share of their surface 

passengers from these regions, there are some notable variations:  

- a significant share (more than one third) of Heathrow‟s 

passengers connect between different flights and therefore do not 

originate from or travel to the local catchments;  

- reflecting their geographic locations, there is a larger focus on 

passengers from the South East at Gatwick and a larger focus on 

passengers from the East of England at Stansted.  

8.15 There are some notable differences between outbound and inbound 

passengers, with the latter more concentrated on Heathrow and on Greater 

London. 

8.16 The CAA will be publishing more detailed work on catchment area analysis 

and competitive constraints between neighbouring airports that builds and 

elaborates on these data.  It will also contain other neighbouring airports, 

isochrone analysis and analysis of stated passenger preferences gathered 

through additional questions to the CAA‟s passenger survey.  
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9. Cargo 

9.1 Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted, as most other large commercial airports in 

the UK, also provide infrastructure and services to cargo shippers and cargo 

carriers.34  The CAA‟s guidance on the assessment of airport market power 

recognised that the nature of services required by cargo carriers for the 

processing of cargo was different from the services required for the 

processing of passengers and therefore needed to be considered separately.  

The importance of the cargo market to an airport competition assessment is 

likely to depend on the importance of the cargo business to that airport.   

9.2 In due course the CAA will publish a separate working paper exploring the 

issues around cargo and their potential relevance to the airport market power 

assessments in more detail.35   

9.3 This section therefore only summarises some of the general trends, including 

¶ the trends in the volume of cargo transported across the UK;  

¶ the market shares of the main cargo-handling airports; and 

¶ differences in the trends for cargo transported in the bellyhold of 

passenger flights and on all-cargo flights.  

 

National cargo trends 

9.4 Figure 23 shows the annual cargo tonnage handled at UK airports.  

Throughout the 1990s, cargo volumes grew steadily and strongly, with 

volumes doubling between 1991 and 2000.  Since then cargo volumes have 

not grown substantially and have occasionally dropped significantly, for 

example in response to the terrorist attacks in 2001 and in the global 

economic downturn following the financial crisis of 2008.  Compared to 

passenger numbers (compare also Figure 3), cargo volumes exhibited more 

volatility, with a stronger growth rate since 1991 and more intermittent 

downturns.   

 

                                            
34

 Cargo is defined as air freight and air mail.  
35

 Also note the DfT‟s study “The air freight end-to-end journey”, May 2009, available at 
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/http://www.dft.gov.uk/about/strategy/transportstrategy/tasts/
userexperience/endtoendjourney.pdf.  

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/http:/www.dft.gov.uk/about/strategy/transportstrategy/tasts/userexperience/endtoendjourney.pdf
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/http:/www.dft.gov.uk/about/strategy/transportstrategy/tasts/userexperience/endtoendjourney.pdf
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Figure 23 Cargo tonnage handled at UK airports, 1990-2010 

 
Source: CAA Airport Statistics 

 

Cargo tonnages by airport 

9.5 Figure 24 and Figure 25 break down the cargo tonnage by airport.  Heathrow 

has always accounted for the largest share of cargo tonnage (61% in 2010).  

Gatwick used to have the second largest share of cargo (17% in 1990), but 

its share decreased, most notably over the past five years, to only 4% in 

2010.  This can be explained by the reduction of full-service carriers, notably 

British Airways and US carriers, and the growth of low cost carriers using 

Gatwick, notably easyJet, that don‟t typically transport cargo.  East Midlands 

is now the second a largest cargo airport in terms of cargo tonnage, with 

12%, followed by Stansted with 9% and Manchester with 5%.  At both 

airports most of the cargo is transported, unlike at Heathrow and Gatwick, on 

cargo-only flights.   
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Figure 24 Cargo tonnage by airport, 1990-2010 

 
Source: CAA Airport Statistics 

 

Figure 25 Airport shares of cargo tonnage, 2010 

 
Source: CAA Airport Statistics 

 

Bellyhold cargo vs. cargo-only flights 

9.6 Cargo can generally be transported either in the bellyhold of passenger 

flights or on cargo-only flights.  While available route network and airports for 
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passenger preferences, cargo-only flights are more flexible regarding the 

route network and airports they use.  On the other hand, cargo-only routes 

may operate most efficiently using large planes that impose significant 

requirements on the available runway infrastructure.  

9.7 In a similar way to passenger airlines, cargo operators can make use of 
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only services with those offering bellyhold capacity.  Cargo can also be 

shipped between different airports via road or rail connections to connect 

between different flights.   

9.8 The use of Heathrow and Gatwick airports by cargo-only flights is restricted 

by Traffic Distribution Rules that do not allow for any new cargo-only flights to 

start serving these two airports in peak periods without the airport‟s 

permission.  This may have significantly affected the growth of cargo-only 

flights at different airports.  

9.9 Figure 26 below shows the split between bellyhold cargo and cargo-only 

flights in 2000 and 2010.  It shows that almost all cargo at Heathrow is 

transported on passenger flights (bellyhold), while almost all cargo at East 

Midlands and Stansted is transported on cargo-only flights.  East Midlands 

and Stansted are important hubs for cargo airlines such as DHL (East 

Midlands), FedEx (Stansted), BA Cargo (Stansted) and UPS (both East 

Midlands and Stansted), and the passenger airlines operating from these two 

airports (mainly LCCs) do not tend to transport cargo.  Gatwick‟s split of 

cargo has been affected by both the withdrawal of cargo-only flights and of 

passenger flights transporting bellyhold cargo.   

 

Figure 26 Volumes of bellyhold and freighter cargo, 2000 and 2010 

 
Source: CAA Airport Statistics 
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Annex A ï Airport metrics, 2000-2010 

A.1 A comparison between different airport traffic metrics can tell different stories 

regarding an airport‟s size.  Table 2 and Table 3 below show metrics for the 

top 15 UK airports (by passengers), for 2000 and 2010.  For example, while 

Heathrow has a 22% share of the total UK Air Traffic Movements (ATM) in 

2010, it handled 31% of UK passengers and took 53% of RPK.  By 

comparison, Gatwick is, still by a significant margin, the second largest UK 

airport, with 11% share of ATMs, a 15% share of passengers and 14% share 

of RPKs.  The significant difference in particular in RPKs between Heathrow 

and Gatwick can be generally explained by a greater average sector length at 

Heathrow than at Gatwick.  In particular following the introduction of the 

EU/US Open Skies agreement in 2008, Gatwick experienced a notable 

reduction in long haul flights, as many US carriers sought to relocate their 

operations to Heathrow.  

A.2 Similar observations can be made when comparing Stansted and 

Manchester.  Although the two airports have almost equal shares of ATMs 

and passengers, Manchester has a 5% greater share of RPKs.  Although 

Stansted has a greater average aircraft size, its average sector length is 

approximately half of Manchester‟s average sector length.  This could be 

explained by Stansted‟s focus on low-cost carriers, which generally serve only 

short-haul routes.  Another demonstration of this is that Edinburgh and 

Glasgow have the same share of RPKs for 2010, despite Edinburgh having a 

slightly larger share of ATMs and passengers, because Glasgow‟s average 

sector length is approximately 75% greater.  
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Table 2  Airport Metrics at the top 15 UK airports, 2000 and 2010 

Airport 2000 2010 

 ATM Pax RPK ATM Pax RPK 

 000s % Mil. % Bn % 000s % Mil. % Bn % 

Heathrow 460   23   64   35   224   51   449 22  66  31   275  53  

Gatwick  251   12   32   18   103   23   234 11  31  15   72  14  

Stansted  144   7   12   7   12   3   143 7  19  9   23  4  

Mancheste

r 

 178   9   18   10   40   9   149 7  18  8   45  9  

Luton  56   3   6   3   7   2   69 3  9  4   12  2  

Edinburgh  86   4   5   3   4   1   101 5  9  4   8  2  

Birmingha

m 

 108   5   7   4   11   3   85 4  9  4   16  3  

Glasgow  88   4   7   4   10   2   69 3  7  3   11  2  

Bristol  34   2   2   1   3   1   54 3  6  3   8  2  

Liverpool  30   1   2   1   2   0   43 2  5  2   6  1  

Newcastle  43   2   3   2   5   1   47 2  4  2   7  1  

East Mid.  40   2   2   1   4   1   52 3  4  2   7  1  

Belfast Int.  41   2   3   2   3   1   39 2  4  2   5  1  

London 

City 

 49   2   2   1   1   0   60 3  3  1   2  0  

Aberdeen  78   4   2   1   1   0   88 4  3  1   2  0  

Other  357   17   13   7   10   2   399 19  19  9  17  3  

Total  2,042   100   182   100   440  100   2080  100  213  100  514  100  
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Table 3  Derived airport metrics, top 15 UK airports, 2000 and 2010 

Airport 2000 2010 

 ACF Size* LF* Av Sector (km)* ACF Size* LF* Av Sector (km)* 

 Heathrow  205  74%  3,485   198  78%  4,177  

Gatwick  169  80%  3,229   171  82%  2,304  

Stansted  131  71%  1,011   176  80%  1,214  

Manchester  140  82%  2,196   158  83%  2,546  

Luton  149  83%  1,175   161  82%  1,400  

Edinburgh  104  71%  670   122  78%  941  

Birmingham  110  76%  1,479   138  81%  1,871  

Glasgow  111  84%  1,451   127  84%  1,666  

Bristol  87  87%  1,366   142  82%  1,370  

Liverpool  124  81%  839   156  81%  1,181  

Newcastle  106  87%  1,524   125  86%  1,700  

East Mid.  112  88%  1,627   159  83%  1,630  

Belfast Int.  126  78%  1,055   156  82%  1,139  

London City  60  53%  495   74  63%  621  

Aberdeen  52  65%  583   50  66%  564  

Other  56  79%  793   74  76%  901  

Total  132  77%  2,420   140  79%  2,410  

* Passenger flights only. 
ATMs include cargo and passenger flights. 
RPK = Passengers*Sector Distance (Km) 
ASK=Seats*Sector Distance (Km) 
ACF Size = Total seats /ATMs (Passenger flights only) 
LF = RPK/ASK (Passenger flights only)  
Av Sector = RPK/Passengers 
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Annex B ï List of Low Cost Carriers 

A.3 Table 4 below lists the carriers that have been defined as Low Cost Carriers 

(LCC).  They also include scheduled flights operated by charter carriers. 

 

Table 4  List of Low Cost Carriers 

Airline Name  

BRUSSELS AIRLINES TRANSAVIA LUFTFAHRTUNTERNEHMEN 

AFRICAN SAFARI AIRWAYS-ASA TRANSAVIA 

HELLO WIZZ AIR UKRAINE 

HAPAG LLOYD EXECUTIVE STERLING AIRWAYS AB 

GO FLY LTD STERLING AIRLINES 

GILL AIRWAYS SKYEUROPE AIRLINES HUNGARY 

FLYGLOBESPAN SKY EUROPE 

FLYBE LTD SABENA 

EUROWINGS LUFTVERKEHRSGESELLSCHAFT RYANAIR-EUROPE 

EASYJET SWITZERLAND RYANAIR 

HELVETIC AIRWAYS NORWEGIAN AIR SHUTTLE 

CLICKAIR NIKI 

JET2.COM LTD TRANSAVIA FRANCE 

BMIBABY LTD MONARCH AIRLINES 

BLUE AIR TRANSPORT AERIAN TUIFLY  (GERMANY) 

BLUE 1 THOMAS COOK AIRLINES LTD (MYT) 

ASTRAEUS LTD THOMAS COOK AIRLINES LTD (TCX) 

AIR SOUTHWEST THOMAS COOK BELGIUM 

AIR SOUTH WEST THOMSON AIRWAYS LTD 

AIR CHARTER SCOTLAND LTD  

AIR BERLIN  

AIR ARCTIC ICELANDIC  

EASYJET AIRLINE COMPANY LTD  

TRANSAVIA  

GERMANWINGS  

ZOOM AIRLINES LTD  

WIZZ AIR  

 


