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Purpose and witnesses
This note summarises the first panel of the Transport Committee hearing on 15 September 2026. The witnesses were Steven Costello, Director, Heathrow Southern Railway Ltd; Elliot Shaw, Chief Customer and Strategy Officer, National Highways; Anthony Smith, Chair, Heathrow Area Transport Forum; and Alex Williams, Chief Customer and Strategy Officer, Transport for London (TfL).
A weaker policy framework than 2018
TfL considered the draft materially weaker than the 2018 Airports NPS. The previous aspiration that airport-related road traffic should be no greater than today has disappeared, as has a separate target for employee travel. The passenger public-transport targets—50% at runway opening and 55% at 130 million passengers—were described as inherited rather than evidence-led (Q281–Q286, Q309–Q316).
The scale of the challenge is substantial. TfL said public-transport mode share had moved only from 39.7% to around 42% despite the £18 billion Elizabeth line; Heathrow used a higher current figure of 48.4%. Even if the proposed targets are achieved, TfL estimated that expansion would add about 60,000 vehicle movements a day. National Highways agreed that traffic at that level would require additional strategic-road capacity, although promoter modelling was not yet available (Q281–Q285, Q328–Q337).
Witnesses could identify no clear consequence if a target is missed. They favoured enforceable, staged controls—comparable to conditions used for Gatwick—so that passenger growth cannot continue while mitigation lags. The present 116 million and 130 million passenger triggers risk encouraging an operator to remain just below a threshold, while rail schemes cannot be switched on at short notice (Q286–Q291, Q323–Q325).
Rail: essential, but uncommitted and unled
The draft says western and southern rail access “may” or “could” be needed. TfL and Heathrow Southern Railway argued that the schemes are essential and that the wording should require an integrated western-and-southern solution. Rail should be consented and delivered early enough to establish travel habits, not deferred until the airport approaches 130 million passengers (Q287–Q291, Q303–Q305, Q323–Q324).
The institutional position has regressed since 2017: DfT and Network Rail previously had active teams, whereas no public body now has clear responsibility for advancing the links. A “mobiliser” or senior reference group is needed to align Government, Network Rail/Great British Railways, TfL, Heathrow and private promoters (Q303–Q305, Q319–Q324).
Existing assets also need investment. The Piccadilly line requires signalling and capacity improvements, the Elizabeth line will need more trains, and terminal stations and interchange routes may become constrained. Witnesses also pointed to possible better use of Heathrow Express paths and the passive provision at Terminal 5, but said the promoters had not yet shown how the enlarged airport would connect operationally to existing terminals (Q283, Q305–Q308).
Funding and sequencing remain unresolved
Promoter cost presentations exclude major surface-access requirements. TfL cited the Elizabeth line contribution—reduced through the CAA settlement, with DfT filling the gap—as evidence that “no recourse to the public purse” is not presently credible. It considered the regulated framework unsuitable for expansion at this scale and expected some public funding, reflecting wider non-airport benefits (Q317–Q322).
Heathrow Southern Railway proposed private finance backed by a Government support framework rather than capital funding: principally certainty over a minimum train service, an investable policy pathway and co-ordination between agencies. Potential revenue sources included hypothecated terminal drop-off and parking income. TfL and HATF supported hypothecation, while noting that airport users should fund only a proportionate share of improvements with wider benefits (Q299–Q302, Q317–Q322).
Construction and transport works must be sequenced across decades. National Highways regarded the road proposals as capable of being worked through, but had not yet tested their effect on the M25 and M4. Witnesses urged rail to come forward first, both to change behaviour and to support movement of construction material and waste, while avoiding simultaneous road and rail disruption (Q323–Q333).
Staff, buses, parking and freight
Around 80,000 people work at Heathrow, many on shifts when rail is unavailable. Removing the staff travel target leaves a major source of traffic unaddressed. Local buses, coaches and active travel therefore need sustained funding and network-wide priority; the panel also supported restoring the airport-funded free local bus zone withdrawn during covid (Q292–Q302).
The proposed increase in parking—from about 21,000 to 36,000 spaces—sits uneasily with mode shift. Witnesses discussed caps, separate treatment of staff parking, and pricing signals: parking can generate two road trips, while taxi or kiss-and-fly journeys may generate four. Revenues should support sustainable access rather than remain general airport income (Q282, Q295–Q302).
Freight and servicing were underdeveloped in the draft. TfL referred to a possible 50% increase in freight, alongside prolonged construction traffic. National Highways said promoters must model all trips, their timing and phasing, and provide credible mitigation before a decision is made (Q299, Q313–Q315).
Overall assessment
The panel did not say that surface access makes expansion impossible. It said that the present policy does not yet make delivery credible. The draft tolerates substantial additional traffic, omits staff targets, lacks enforceable consequences, leaves key rail schemes unfunded and without a public-sector lead, and depends on promoter modelling that had not been seen. A robust HENPS would require early integrated rail delivery, staged growth controls, comprehensive passenger, staff, freight and construction modelling, hypothecated demand-management revenue, and an explicit allocation of funding and institutional responsibility.
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