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Overview
The expert panel considered the draft HENPS tests inadequate to protect health over the lifetime of a third runway. On air quality, the test could permit deterioration up to current legal limits, concentrates on a narrow set of regulated pollutants and gives Heathrow no facility-specific emissions budget. On noise, the draft relies on outdated exposure-response evidence, gives insufficient attention to night noise and discrete events, and assumes continuing aircraft noise improvements that the witnesses regarded as uncertain. The panel called for lower assessment thresholds, explicit use of the latest Government-funded studies, wider health outcomes, stronger insulation provisions and long-term health monitoring linked to operational controls.
Key highlights
Air quality test and legal limits
Lewis described the air quality test as the weakest environmental test because it could allow conditions to worsen until a legal limit is reached. Passing the legal test does not mean that exposure is harmless; regulatory limits represent a maximum permitted level of harm and remain above World Health Organisation health-based guidelines. The policy focuses principally on nitrogen dioxide and PM2.5 under the 2010 regulations and may not capture pollutants that become important during the project’s lifetime (Q141 to Q145).
Although NO2 concentrations around Heathrow have improved, Lewis attributed much of this to cleaner vehicles funded by households and businesses. Expansion could use up that improvement. He expected continuing road fleet electrification to reduce NO2 and was less concerned about modern construction plant than about the policy principle. The test should anticipate tighter future standards, including the EU’s move from 40 to 20 micrograms per cubic metre for NO2 and possible future controls on ultra-fine particles (Q143 to Q147).
Responsibility and enforcement
Lewis said that if a completed runway contributed to a future breach, responsibility would largely return to DEFRA and local authorities, even though councils have few effective levers over airport emissions. Unlike an industrial installation, the airport would not receive a tightly measured emissions permit. The HENPS instead places airport emissions within national NOx and PM2.5 budgets, requiring reductions elsewhere in the economy if aviation emissions rise. He favoured a development-specific emissions budget with monitoring and accountability (Q148 to Q151).
Ultra fine particles and emerging evidence
Hansell explained that ultra-fine particles can penetrate deep into the lungs and enter the bloodstream. Short-term evidence links exposure with respiratory and cardiovascular changes, while evidence on long-term mortality and hospital admissions is still developing because historical monitoring has been limited. Lewis said particles attributable to Heathrow have been detected in central London; Hansell put their transport distance at 10 to 20 km or more depending on wind. The witnesses wanted monitoring and an adaptive policy capable of incorporating evidence as it matures, rather than excluding pollutants that lack a current statutory limit (Q141, Q143 and Q152 to Q153).
Noise thresholds and current evidence
Clark said the draft noise test omits important detail. Its insulation trigger is based on daytime exposure, whereas Heathrow’s current scheme also considers night contours, risk of awakening and early morning flights. The draft uses older annoyance and sleep relationships even though DfT and the CAA funded the newer ANNE and ANAS studies. Those studies show annoyance and sleep disturbance at lower exposure levels than earlier surveys. Clark recommended lower LOAEL thresholds and clear use of the new evidence in policy, not only sensitivity analysis (Q154 to Q163).
The witnesses also criticised the use of average decibel contours and household counts as insufficient measures of health. A 51 dB average can comprise many moderate events or fewer loud ones, while health effects may arise in the 40 dB range. Event metrics, the change from a quiet baseline, night exposure and the particularly noisy 6 am to 7 am period can better describe experienced impacts. The assessment should quantify health outcomes and affected populations rather than only the number of dwellings within a contour (Q163 to Q170).
Health effects and children
Hansell cited evidence linking aircraft noise with annoyance, sleep disturbance, blood pressure, type 2 diabetes and cardiovascular disease. Her group’s work around Heathrow associated higher exposure with thicker and stiffer hearts and materially increased risk of a major cardiac event. Clark said the current Transport Analysis Guidance uses old sleep evidence and omits outcomes including children’s cognition and all-cause mortality. Research around Heathrow, Amsterdam and Madrid found reading deficits among children exposed at school, with home exposure also relevant (Q154 and Q165 to Q170).
Mitigation aircraft technology and monitoring
Clark’s evaluation of Heathrow’s insulation pilot found high annoyance falling from 68% before treatment to 17% after three months, and high sleep disturbance from 46% to 15%. The scheme can spend up to £34,000 per home and combines acoustic treatment with ventilation. These are substantial gains, but concentrating only on the noisiest homes misses a larger number of moderately exposed people who may account for much of the population health burden (Q171 to Q178).
The draft relies heavily on quieter aircraft, but Clark described the assumed improvement of around 0.1 dB a year as small and dependent on technology and investment not yet secured. Expansion would also expose previously quieter communities to a “change effect”, potentially producing greater annoyance than standard relationships predict. DfT estimated an additional 92,700 people experiencing significant annoyance, but Clark considered this likely to rise if the newest evidence is used (Q179 to Q183).
Hansell and Clark called for a long-term health study during operation, with results used to control the ramp-up and strengthen mitigation. Melbourne’s new runway consent was cited as requiring a 20-year research programme. The HENPS presently relies on a prospective health impact assessment without an equivalent commitment to evaluate actual outcomes and respond if they are worse than forecast (Q184 to Q186).
Points of particular significance
A legal-limit test can permit deterioration and should not be presented as a no-harm threshold.
The policy may become outdated before opening because it does not clearly incorporate future standards or emerging pollutants such as ultra-fine particles.
Government-funded ANAS and ANNE findings point to effects at lower noise levels than those embedded in the draft.
Night noise, event frequency, change from baseline, children’s learning and newer cardiovascular evidence are not adequately captured by average contours and dwelling counts.
Insulation can produce large benefits, but its eligibility, cost, delivery timetable and relationship to the HENPS need to be explicit.
Operational consent should include continuing health surveillance and a mechanism to change operations or mitigation if actual impacts exceed forecasts.
Overall assessment
The evidence exposed a recurring weakness in the draft: compliance is tested against present legal or appraisal conventions rather than the health evidence and standards likely to apply over the runway’s long life. The panel did not argue that every uncertain effect could already be converted into a precise limit. It argued for precaution, monitoring and an adaptive framework. For the Committee, the important questions are whether the DCO test prevents deterioration, whether it captures the distribution and timing of exposure, and whether enforceable action follows if forecast mitigation or quieter-aircraft assumptions do not materialise.
Source: Transport Committee oral evidence, Scrutiny of the draft Heathrow Expansion National Policy Statement, 8 September 2026, Questions 140–186.
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