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THE ATTACHED TRANSCRIPT WAS TYPED FROM A RECORDING AND NOT COPIED 

FROM AN ORIGINAL SCRIPT.  BECAUSE OF THE RISK OF MISHEARING AND THE 

DIFFICULTY IN SOME CASES OF IDENTIFYING INDIVIDUAL SPEAKERS, THE BBC 

CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY. 

 

“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 22nd February 2011 

Repeat:  Sunday 27th February 2011 

 

Producer:  Samantha Fenwick  

Reporter:  Julian O’Halloran 

Editor:   David Ross 

 

ACTUALITY OF AIRPORT ANNOUNCEMENT 

 

WOMAN [VIA LOUDSPEAKER]: Final call for last remaining passengers … travelling 

to Dusseldorf …  

 

O’HALLORAN: For passengers at London’s Heathrow Airport, the 

final call to board their plane.  But that’s exactly what hundreds of thousands of people 

never got in the week leading up to Christmas, as the airport was paralysed by snow for 

days on end.  After the Christmas fiasco, BAA – the company that runs Heathrow - called 

an inquiry. Tonight its Chief Executive makes a fulsome apology through File on 4 and 

gives the first detailed account of BAA’s response to the crisis. 

 

MATTHEWS: I felt terrible about the situation that passengers were 

in. But I don’t believe we’re complacent or arrogant.  My determination is to make sure that 

Heathrow gets better.  
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O’HALLORAN: BAA blame the snow disruption as just one factor 

behind losses they’ve just announced. But the flaws in their winter precautions are seen by 

some critics as symptomatic of wider failings by BAA, who run a total of six airports in 

Britain.   

 

JEANS: Well the BAA, like any large organisation, needs 

competition. Where an organisation like the BAA has no competition it illustrates all those 

behaviours of lack of focus on its customers, the take it or leave it attitude and that ran 

through every aspect of their operation. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Now it appears a major dose of further competition 

may be on the way, because BAA have lost a long legal battle against an order to sell two 

of their airports.  But why have BAA been able to run half a dozen airports for so long? 

And what’s being done to ensure that they don’t abuse their dominant – some would say 

monopolistic – market position?   

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY IN RADIO TRAFFIC CONTROL TOWER  

 

MAN: … British Airways Boeing triple seven line up and 

wait …. 

 

O’HALLORAN: I’m out on the apron of Heathrow Airport near 

Terminal 5.  A whole series of wide bodied jets on my right, and on the left a queue of 

planes for take off.  British Airways, American Airlines in front of them, a Thai jumbo 

ahead, Virgin Atlantic beyond them, another plane there, two more British Airways and a 

United Airlines plane.  This is an airport working at maximum capacity and there is 

constant pressure for every flight to take off on time. 

 

ACTUALITY OF PLANE TAKING OFF 

 

O’HALLORAN: Heathrow is one of the world’s busiest airports. But 

unlike most of its main rivals, it has only two runways, and staff battle all day long to ward 
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O’HALLORAN cont: off any event that could disrupt the schedules. 

Because if things do go wrong, delays can rapidly multiply and cascade through the day.    

 

DUTY MANAGER: The majority of the day is relatively busy, pretty 

much because we’re at capacity with … up to 97%, so are running very very busy most of 

the day.  We have in total over thirteen hundred movements throughout the day, so 

breaking that down, it’s about six hundred and fifty to seven hundred departures. 

 

O’HALLORAN: KLM are just airborne on our left and the next plane 

behind it will be airborne how soon from now, do you reckon? 

 

DUTY MANAGER: It will be pretty much within sixty to ninety seconds. 

 

O’HALLORAN: And that’s happening all the way throughout the day, 

six in the morning till what time at night? 

 

DUTY MANAGER: It’ll be operating through till about ten thirty at night. 

 

O’HALLORAN: The overwhelming size of the operation at Heathrow 

dominates the agenda of the airport operator, BAA. The former British Airports Authority 

was privatised in the 1980s. Three years ago, BAA opened the giant Terminal 5. The launch 

was chaotic and a public relations disaster.  But T5 was later declared a success.  BAA are 

now working hard to improve the rest of the airport, our guides tell us, investing £1 billion 

a year at Heathrow. That includes recent work done on the older, long haul building, 

Terminal 3.  

 

ACTUALITY WITH BAA GUIDE 

 

GUIDE: So we're just walking round the check in areas here 

and we’ve invested a lot of money over the past few years sprucing up this check in area 

down here. We have put in new ceiling tiles, we’ve tried to open up the space a little bit 

more and make it easier and more comfortable for passengers to check in.  Also we’ve 

improved the way finding so that passengers find it easier to make their own way around 

the terminal … 
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O’HALLORAN: However there is one small but vital part of 

Heathrow’s operations where it seems BAA did not invest enough.  

 

WOMAN: We've had a 25 hour delay. We did have to stay in 

the airport last night. We were sleeping in check in. They offered to provide blankets and 

mattresses, but those never materialised, so we’ve literally sat and laid on the check in floor 

all night.  

 

O’HALLORAN: Just a few days before Christmas, parts of Heathrow 

airport resembled a refugee camp. The airport’s two runways were put out of action by a  

snowfall of about five inches – around twelve centimetres.  The business trips and holiday 

plans of around half a million people were turned upside down. 

 

MAN: Here we are today deciding to abandon the holiday 

altogether and back we go to Cornwall, another three hundred miles. 

  

WOMAN: We gave up on New York yesterday and now we’re 

just trying to get to either Dublin or Belfast, we’re not fussy - anything will do.  

  

O’HALLORAN: As other airports, both in Britain and Europe, seemed 

to recover more rapidly from snowfalls, Heathrow remained largely disabled for four days.  

The BAA Chief Executive, Colin Matthews, later gave up his bonus of nearly £1 million.  

Now he’s given File on 4 his first full account of the events that spelt disaster for so many 

Christmas holiday plans. And he’s issued a profuse apology.  

 

MATTHEWS: December’s snow was incredibly painful for 

passengers, incredibly painful for our airline customers and incredibly painful for us. And 

that's why I stood up and apologised, I do understand how angry passenger were.  

 

O’HALLORAN: And by renouncing your bonus of nearly £1 million, 

you accepted responsibility in a kind of personal way? 

 

MATTHEWS: Well, I made a sort of unilateral apology, I felt 

terrible about the situation that passengers were in.  I didn’t spend all that weekend thinking 
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MATTHEWS cont: about what my bonus would be, but the question was 

put to me by the press and I was really keen that our focus should be on passengers and 

that’s why I took the step I did. 

 

O’HALLORAN: And do you accept that it’s not just a failure for 

BAA, it’s a massive national embarrassment when our major airport in the UK doesn’t 

perform properly? 

 

MATTHEWS: To have Heathrow shut is really painful for 

passengers, for the economy, for our customers and for us, and we need to make sure that 

doesn’t happen.  It happened twice in 2010, it happened because of the volcano, it happened 

because of snow.  I can’t guarantee that it’ll never happen again, but I can guarantee that 

we’ll do our utmost to make sure we learn every single lesson from those experiences and 

to make Heathrow better tomorrow than it is today. 

  

O’HALLORAN: One airline hit very hard by the Heathrow chaos was 

Virgin Atlantic Airways. It claims that, from the time the snow began to fall on Saturday 

December  18th, the swift action it expected from BAA’s snowploughs and winter resilience 

teams did not materialise. The Virgin Atlantic Chief Executive, Steve Ridgway, recalls that 

as time went on during that first day, things just got worse and worse.  

 

RIDGWAY: I think the issue was that we all knew the snow was 

coming, so I think we were already anticipating this was coming, we were already 

beginning to gear up for it, and then, of course, a rather horrendous chain of events 

unfolded.  We were being told that the runway would potentially reopen that afternoon, 

initially at 4 o’clock, then at 6 o’clock, so we had fully crewed aircraft, aircraft loaded with 

passengers, we had our teams on standby, we had the de-icing teams ready, and we just got 

into a rolling delay and a lack of communication, and then finally the whole programme 

was pulled at 7.30 and obviously those passengers were then put back into the terminals, 

which if anything made the problems worse. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Initially, how long did you yourself expect the 

disruption of flights at Heathrow to last? 
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RIDGWAY: Well certainly in hours, not in days. Overall the 

airport was shut way beyond our expectations, and in our opinion way too long. 

 

O’HALLORAN: How long do you reckon it should have been closed 

for? 

 

RIDGWAY: Twelve to twenty-four hours maximum. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Virgin Atlantic reckons that, after lost revenue and 

compensation paid to passengers, the Heathrow snow disruption cost it £10 million.  For 

their part, BAA have since said that the airlines had the chance to inspect the snow plan and 

raise any problems with it in the weeks and months before winter arrived.  BAA launched 

their own internal inquiry with independent experts into why the plan didn’t work. But 

Steve Ridgway points the finger of blame firmly at the airport operator.      

 

RIDGWAY:  Heathrow has a snow plan, has had a snow plan for a 

number of years. That snow plan is quite detailed in terms of procedures that are supposed 

to take place and I think what will be shown is that that plan was not implemented in the 

way it should have been and the way we would have expected it to be. 

  

O’HALLORAN: Now BAA says that you and other airlines were 

shown the snow plan, you had an opportunity to see it and that you didn’t raise objections 

before the winter? 

 

RIDGWAY: The only engagement that we had in the snow plan in 

2010 was an exercise back in October to look at some aspects of the communication plan, 

so there was no formal go-through with us in terms of the detail of the plan.   We were 

extremely angry and frustrated.  This was the Christmas peak, the planes were full, once 

you had lost those schedules it was very difficult to then find the aircraft to mount extra 

flights, which we had, or indeed to move passengers onto subsequent flights to get them 

where they wanted to be.  It could not have been more frustrating. 

 

O’HALLORAN: In the two months since the snow fiasco, Heathrow 

Airport has been adding to its fleet of snow clearing vehicles. Out on the airfield, we were 
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O’HALLORAN cont: shown one of three depots where snowploughs, large 

and small, are lined up ready for action.  

 

ACTUALITY ON AIRFIELD 

 

HEAD OF AIRSIDE: This is known as our snow base, where all of our 

snow commitment is kept. The vehicles that you can see over to your right are our runway 

sweepers and they sweep and plough and blow the snow off the runways.  We’ve gone 

from a commitment of around fifty vehicles to over a hundred pieces of equipment now, so 

a whole new step change in the equipment, the resources we need to man that equipment 

and the training that we have to give them to be able to operate it safely. 

 

O’HALLORAN: And, say BAA, they’re more than tripling the 

numbers of staff available to operate all the equipment, from sixty people to around two 

hundred. It’s all part of an extra £10 million of spending ordered very soon after the 

shutdown. However, back at the end of November, BAA were brimming over with 

confidence about their ability to cope with snow. They even went as far as issuing an 

upbeat announcement about just how robust their winter precautions were.      

 

READER IN STUDIO: Heathrow’s army of snow ploughs stretch their wings 

as snow bites.  

 

SECOND READER IN STUDIO: Heathrow’s snow team has been working for months 

to ensure the UK’s hub airport will once again be prepared for the onset of winter.  

 

READER IN STUDIO: Heathrow’s airside department run constant checks 

of runway and taxiway areas, applying de-icing and of course clearing any snow and debris 

away.  

 

O’HALLORAN: There was plenty more in similar vein. A far cry from 

the eventual outcome - days of humiliation for BAA. But, back in November, why were 

Colin Matthews and his staff at BAA so convinced of the strength of their snow plan?  

What about that statement?  It talked about an army of snowploughs stretching their wings 

as the snow bites.  Why was that degree of confidence expressed? 
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MATTHEWS: Well, I regret that statement, but we were confident 

because we had dealt with three quite severe snow incidents quite successfully in 2009 and 

2010.  What happened in December was a much bigger event, in retrospect we should have 

been prepared for more.  We must prepare for more intense snow in the future. 

 

O’HALLORAN: And is that statement back in November, that very 

over confident and perhaps cocky statement, is it symptomatic of a deeper problem within 

BAA?  Is it symptomatic of a sort of complacency? 

 

MATTHEWS: I don’t believe we’re complacent and that’s why I, 

my philosophy is that we need to improve Heathrow, whatever aspect of service we’re 

looking at, we need to make it better continuously, whether in small steps or big steps, and 

that’s how to avoid complacency. 

 

O’HALLORAN: What would you say to Virgin Atlantic, who say 

they’re very angry and frustrated?  They believe the airport shouldn’t have closed for more 

than twenty-four hours. 

 

 MATTHEWS: I know the anger of passengers, because I was in the 

airport and, you know, it’s one thing if someone loses a flight, a business flight, you get 

really angry, but when it’s your Christmas holiday that you are losing, that is really 

infuriating.   

 

O’HALLORAN: But Virgin Atlantic say they only recall one meeting 

about the snow plan last year, and that was just about the communications aspect. 

 

MATTHEWS: Well, for three years now we have been sharing the 

snow plan with the airline community and we published it on the website too.  In retrospect, 

it didn’t plan for enough snow, we’ll need to plan for more snow in the future and we will 

need to do that with the airlines. 

 

O’HALLORAN: The major airports in South East England, including 

Heathrow, are subject to economic regulation by the Civil Aviation Authority. It aims to 

ensure that the BAA airports don’t exploit their market position and that they provide a 



 9 

 

O’HALLORAN cont: reasonable service to customers.  So, if the CAA 

wanted to penalise BAA for their failures over the snow disruption, what sanctions would 

be available? I asked the authority’s Director of Regulatory Policy, Iain Osborne.  

 

OSBORNE: We don’t have the powers to require an effective 

resilience regime for the crisis situations.  For those situations you would need to have set 

up in advance a set of rules about how this was going to happen.  Heathrow has a snow 

plan, but it’s not something that we have the power to compel them to have or to compel 

them to improve it and we would need to be ensuring that all of the various companies that 

are on the airport campus, but also the airlines and the ground handlers, that those 

companies were working together effectively in the interests of the passenger. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Now Heathrow Airport in December was basically 

out of action for days on end, there was a lot of disruption, national embarrassment, what 

are you at the CAA able to do about that? 

 

OSBORNE: Well, because we don’t have the power to set rules, 

there’s a relatively limited amount.  We have made it very clear that if the Government 

gives us the licensing powers and gives us licences that include a resilience regime, we will 

very happily implement that, so as to make sure that the airport is very well prepared and 

that it has well developed systems for working with the whole range of companies that 

operate on an airport campus, so they are operating in a partnership at the service of the 

passenger. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Does that mean really that, for instance, BAA at 

Heathrow has not actually broken any of your rules? 

 

OSBORNE: The rules that we’re able to impose so far are price 

controls, so yes, the short answer is yes, they haven’t breached any of our rules. 

 

O’HALLORAN: The CAA says that about half of the regulatory 

framework it needs is missing.  And the Government explains that it’s in the process of 

trying to put that right. The Transport Secretary, Philip Hammond, says legislation is on the 

way to allow airport operators to be disciplined.  But, he hints, don’t hold your breath.  
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HAMMOND: What’s being proposed under the Airport Economic 

Regulation Bill would allow the Civil Aviation Authority as the regulator to impose licence 

conditions. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So if BAA at Heathrow, for instance, were to fail in a 

similar fashion next winter with a snowfall and not be prepared for it, the regulator could 

then fine them a considerable amount of money? 

 

HAMMOND: Well the new legislation will not, I’m afraid, be in 

place by next winter.  We’re hoping to be able to introduce a Bill in the next session of 

Parliament, and that will have to go through Parliament, then regulations will have to be 

made, the new regime put in place, so I’m afraid it’ll be a couple of years yet before the 

regime is fully effective. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So are you saying that if Heathrow were to grind to a 

standstill through the fault of BAA or the lack of preparation next winter, there is absolutely 

nothing you could do about it? 

 

HAMMOND: Under the present regime there is no regulatory 

intervention that can be operated, that is correct, and that’s why we want to change the law. 

 

O’HALLORAN: And is that need for stronger, tougher regulation, is 

that now urgent? 

 

HAMMOND: It is urgent, it’s been urgent for some time.  We’ve 

recognised for some time - long before the snow came - that we need to get the airport 

operators’ financial incentives better aligned with passengers’ needs. 

 

O’HALLORAN: But it’s not on the Government’s high priority list by 

the sound of it. 

 

HAMMOND: It is a high priority, but there’s a large programme of 

legislation which has already been mapped out for this session of Parliament, so the Bill 

will be early in the next session. 
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O’HALLORAN: In the meantime, what can we learn from an airport 

that was also part of the BAA empire until fifteen months ago, but is now under totally 

different management? 

 

ACTUALITY AT GATWICK 

 

O’HALLORAN: Gatwick is the largest and busiest of the other 

airports strung out around the capital. It has about half of Heathrow’s daily traffic, with just 

one runway, compared with Heathrow’s two. Gatwick was sold off in December 2009.  

Now it’s run by Gatwick Airport Ltd.  

When it came to winter weather, the new management found themselves on a very steep 

learning curve. A fall of up to half a metre of snow knocked the airport out for two days at 

the end of November. So at once, in the first half of December, Gatwick embarked on a 

crash programme of buying new snowploughs. That proved to be none too soon, recalls 

Gatwick Chief Executive, Stewart Wingate.    

 

WINGATE: Suddenly we became aware of some equipment that 

Zurich Airport had for sale.  There were six vehicles, so we placed the orders on the 

Tuesday with Zurich, we wired the money across and when it hit their account on the 

Wednesday we logistically loaded up the vehicles and started shipping them across to 

Gatwick and they arrived on the Saturday morning, so all within a week. 

 

O’HALLORAN: And how soon were those vehicles being used? 

 

WINGATE: Well, those vehicles arrived on the Saturday morning 

and they were being used on the Saturday afternoon.  Just in time, literally by hours.  They 

arrived about 6 o’clock on the morning and the snow started to fall at about half past ten on 

the morning.  And essentially, it was the same cloud of snow that dropped snow on Gatwick 

and dropped snow on Heathrow.  I think both airports had about ten centimetres of snow.  

We reacted faster, we got the airfield clear and we were back in business within five hours. 

 

O’HALLORAN: It wasn’t just in relation to snow that Gatwick Airport 

decided it needed to make big changes. It wanted to reduce queues and delays for 

passengers. It had expected to inherit investment plans from BAA to improve those aspects. 
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O’HALLORAN cont: Stewart Wingate says that in the South Terminal the 

security process was too fragmented and passengers were being impeded by shops and 

cafés.  

 

WINGATE: It was as though retail had overtaken the terminal.  

We took a bold decision, which was to introduce a brand new £45 million project targeted 

at putting in a new security area in the south terminal.  We started work on this last year and 

we’ll deliver this in time for this year’s summer season. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So when you took over fourteen months ago, you 

expected to find capital investment plans to improve security lines and queues, did you? 

 

WINGATE: We certainly looked at the capital programme and 

didn’t find any investment that had been planned by the previous owners. 

 

O’HALLORAN: And did that surprise you? 

 

WINGATE: Well, from our point of view, we spend a lot of time 

looking at the airport and we thought it was ringing an alarm bell that this needed to be 

addressed.  And that’s why we’ve gone ahead, prioritised with the airlines, £45 million of 

investment.  There’s clearly a need from a passenger point of view. 

 

O’HALLORAN: And a pretty severe need as you read the situation? 

 

WINGATE: Well, for a number of years, Gatwick had not 

performed to the level that it needed to perform from a passenger perspective.   

 

O’HALLORAN: Of course, it’s only natural for Gatwick to trumpet 

what it sees as its own successes.  But how do airlines compare the new Gatwick 

management with the previous operator, BAA? Until two months ago, Tim Jeans was 

managing director of Monarch Airlines, for which Gatwick is a major base. So he worked 

all last year with the new airport operator at Gatwick. But before that he’d experienced five 

years there under BAA. He says he was far from satisfied with BAA’s approach.   
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JEANS: The BAA is a monopoly and it illustrates all those 

behaviours of complacency and arrogance, lack of focus on its customers, a level of 

planning that certainly wasn’t up to the standards we were seeing elsewhere in the country 

by privately held airports.  Essentially it was a take it or leave it attitude and that ran 

through every aspect of their operation, whether it was charges or the operational 

performance of the airfield. 

 

O’HALLORAN: What evidence did you see for what you allege is a 

take it or leave it attitude? 

 

JEANS: Most of the take it or leave it attitude was evidenced 

in the operation and the charges that applied to it. For example, just before Gatwick was 

sold, they increased our staff car parking charges by £75,000 a year and there was 

absolutely no choice but to accept that charge. That was around about a 12% increase. 

 

O’HALLORAN: That was the cost your airline was having to pay? 

 

JEANS: Yes.  And because charges are regulated by the Civil 

Aviation Authority, as far as landing and passenger handling charges are concerned, they 

escaped that straitjacket by levying huge increases on office rentals and other ancillary 

charges like car parking.   

 

O’HALLORAN: So when BAA sold Gatwick and the new 

management took over in December 2009, how – if at all – did things change? 

 

JEANS: The approach of new management at Gatwick was 

far more collaborative. We were treated as a customer and somebody whose business was 

valued, versus the BAA, who appeared to be nothing more than a collector of charges. 

 

O’HALLORAN: But BAA rejects this criticism.  They say all revenue 

from car parking at Gatwick was pooled with other income to enable investment in the 

airport and to keep airport charges to the airlines down. Without such income, they argue, 

passengers would have to pay more for their flights. But how does BAA chief Colin 

Matthews respond to the more general criticism?   
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O’HALLORAN cont: How would you reply to Tim Jeans?  He describes 

BAA as a monopoly exhibiting typical monopolist behaviour. He says you have a take it or 

leave it attitude. 

 

MATTHEWS: I certainly don’t believe that’s the case.  I don’t 

believe we’re complacent or arrogant.  At all of our airports we have to fight really hard to 

win our competition.  Now Heathrow competes with Paris, Amsterdam, Frankfurt - that’s a 

fierce competition.  Stansted competes with Luton locally - that’s a fierce competition.  We 

now have Gatwick in separate ownership and Gatwick’s a great airport, I’m sure it will be a 

really effective competitor, but it’s a different marketplace. The marketplace for low cost 

airlines going to point to point airports is a different marketplace from network airlines 

going to Heathrow. 

 

O’HALLORAN: But in terms of your personal efforts to improve 

BAA, have you found or suspected a take it or leave it attitude among your people? 

 

MATTHEWS: No, but I think Heathrow needs to get better.  All of 

our airports need to get better, so that’s my encouragement, regardless of who I meet or 

whatever they say to me, our objective is to improve Heathrow. 

 

O’HALLORAN: But you wouldn’t utterly reject the idea there’s been 

complacency and arrogance in the past? 

 

MATTHEWS: I don’t believe we’ve been arrogant, but my 

determination is to make sure that Heathrow gets better. 

 

O’HALLORAN: One of the main ways airport operators, including 

BAA, raise income is through airport charges. Recently BAA announced a steep rise in one 

of these, the so-called passenger charge. The increase, to be imposed from April, was seen 

as a big problem for one of the airlines that flies out of Heathrow.  

 

ACTUALITY OF BMI ON BOARD PLANE ANNOUNCEMENT  
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WOMAN: Good afternoon ladies and gentlemen, welcome on 

board this BMI British Midland international flight, which will shortly be departing for 

Glasgow … 

 

O’HALLORAN: British Midland International – BMI – runs several 

flights a day between Heathrow and Glasgow. But it says it’s been losing money badly on 

the route. BMI says the new BAA passenger fees for its internal UK passengers will go up 

by around 50%.  BMI called the rise the last straw and announced the cancellation of the 

Heathrow to Glasgow service from the end of March. Dr Lucy Budd, Lecturer in Transport 

studies at Loughborough University, says that due to falling revenues many airport 

operators have been raising their charges, but that this is an unusually steep increase.  

 

BUDD: There are a number of fees that are levied on airline 

operators who fly in and out of Heathrow Airport.  One of those is the charges that are 

levied on the number of passengers and at present there are set fees for domestic, 

international and Republic of Ireland passengers, and the controversy at the moment is that 

BAA are reclassifying – call it what you will. 

 

O’HALLORAN: So BMI say that the passenger charges for their 

passengers – for instance, from Glasgow to Heathrow – have gone up by about 50%? 

 

BUDD: Yes, the figures that I’ve seen show that the 

passenger charges that are levied on departing passengers from Heathrow for domestic 

flights are going to raise the passenger charges for domestic passengers from £13.43, which 

they used to be up to £20.25 per person. 

 

O’HALLORAN: And the impact on BMI, they say that’s the last straw 

for them. 

 

BUDD: Yes, when you consider the number of domestic 

passengers that BMI to fly on that route over the course of a year, £7 will actually represent 

a significant increase, which is why we’ve seen the decision from them to actually 

withdraw from that route and no longer serve Glasgow from Heathrow. 
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O’HALLORAN: The decision by BMI to axe its Heathrow-Glasgow 

service is seen as a blow for Scotland by both business and tourism interests.  And Sandy 

Macpherson of the Scottish Passengers Association puts at least part of the blame on the 

rise in passenger charges.   

 

MACPHERSON: It will impact very severely because at the moment 

there are thirteen flights each way each day between Glasgow and Heathrow and six of 

those are operated by BMI, so to all intents and purposes the capacity is being reduced by 

50%.   

 

O’HALLORAN: And what do you think would happen to the cost of 

tickets? 

 

MACPHERSON: Well, that is the great unknown, because whether we 

like it or not there is the danger that British Airways might increase the fares. The 

passenger must come first in all of this, and it’s an imposition on passengers, and I think 

somewhere in amongst all of this I have a fear that the passenger has been forgotten about.   

  

O’HALLORAN: BAA argue there are forces beyond their control 

linked to the climate and EU policy which are driving up the cost of flying. But how does 

Colin Matthews defend the level of this increase?    

How do you come to be in the position of clobbering the airlines who run these UK flights 

by 50% increase on these passenger charges just in one year? 

  

MATTHEWS:  You’re selecting one aspect of the passenger charges, 

you’re ignoring another aspect, which is the transfer passengers, and you need to look at the 

situation in the round, but if Heathrow is short of capacity - which it has been for ten years 

and will be for the coming ten years - we need to make sure every square centimetre is used 

as efficiently as possible, and that’s what these charges set out to do.  We’re not setting out 

to clobber anyone, we’re seeking to make the best possible use of every square inch, every 

scarce square inch that we have at Heathrow. 
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O’HALLORAN: You can only fly Glasgow to Heathrow now from 

British Airways, that’s just one airline, so they’ll be able to ease those fares up, won’t they, 

push them up? 

 

MATTHEWS: You can fly to Stansted or Gatwick or Luton or City 

or Heathrow.  If you’re a passenger, you’re facing lots of competition. 

 

O’HALLORAN: But on that route, competition will have been 

eliminated. 

 

MATTHEWS: On the route from Glasgow to London you face huge 

competition.  As a passenger you will benefit from that. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Yeah, but not to London Heathrow. 

 

MATTHEWS: Heathrow is one of London’s airports, there are other 

London airports which are well connected to London.  As a passenger flying from Scotland 

to London you face fantastic competition, great choice. 

 

O’HALLORAN: But an area where there is not fantastic competition, 

at least between airport operators, is Southern Scotland. The two major airports there are 

Edinburgh and Glasgow and they’re both run by BAA. Four years ago the Competition 

Commission began an investigation and it eventually ruled, in April 2009, that BAA must 

sell either Edinburgh Airport or Glasgow. But BAA mounted a challenge in the courts. 

They argued that the two airports were more or less autonomous and were keen rivals.  This 

didn’t cut much ice with the Competition Commission.  Its Deputy Chair, Laura 

Carstensen, was on the panel that carried out the investigation.   

 

CARSTENSEN: We found, on a very rigorous assessment of the 

evidence, that in separate ownership those two airports could be expected to compete. 

Clearly as long as they are in common ownership, there is no economic incentive to do so – 

and they did not do so. 
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O’HALLORAN: So you found that BAA’s common ownership of 

Edinburgh and Glasgow prevented competition? 

  

CARSTENSEN: Absolutely. 

 

O’HALLORAN: But today, as a result of delays and appeals and so 

on, both Edinburgh and Glasgow airports are still in the hands of BAA? 

 

CARSTENSEN: They are. 

  

O’HALLORAN: BAA makes a point that the management of Glasgow 

and Edinburgh airports is a bit autonomous. They are each trying to do their best and 

expand as best they can.  Do you accept that point at all? 

 

CARSTENSEN: We didn’t accept that point during our inquiry.  

Cosmetically that may be an attractive argument, but the reality is that the economic 

incentives on both Edinburgh and Glasgow are pooled at the corporate ownership level and 

it’s not in anybody’s interest to have one airport cannibalising the other airport which is in 

the same group’s ownership.  There will never be competition red in tooth and claw 

between two parts of the same group.  

 

O’HALLORAN: The view of the Competition Commission is 

supported by Scottish Labour’s transport spokesman, Charlie Gordon. He’s unhappy about 

the length of time over which BAA have been able to delay the sell-off of a Scottish airport.   

 

GORDON: BAA seem to be fighting not so much a rearguard 

action as a scorched earth action, and I for one would like to see them divest of either 

Glasgow or Edinburgh Airport as soon as possible, so that these airports can have a clearer 

future.  But I think they need to modernise aviation regulation in the UK.  The competition 

authorities, in my view, engaged in a very robust and coherent process and it does seem that 

their recommendation, in effect, has been thwarted. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Do you think BAA has suffered any penalty of any 

kind for digging in its heels? 
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GORDON: I think it’s an interesting question.  Obviously they 

haven’t. They may be waiting until the market rises so that they can get a better price for 

one of the airports that they ultimately will have to divest, but I feel that some sanctions 

should be applied, because it’s bringing the regulatory system into disrepute, in my view. 

 

O’HALLORAN: City analysts share the view that BAA have been 

motivated in part by their desire to avoid making a loss in selling an airport, while market 

conditions are depressed due to the downturn. So how does BAA Chief Executive Colin 

Matthews answer allegations his company have been using delaying tactics and that BAA’s 

claims of a competitive spirit between Glasgow and Edinburgh lack credibility?   

There’s no incentive between Edinburgh and Glasgow for competition.  That is what the 

Competition Commission have told us. 

 

MATTHEWS: Well they took that decision and the process is 

ongoing.  You know, in some sense I think that was an argument we made some years ago 

and that’s not where we’re focusing our attention today. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Yeah, but you might be if you were in Scotland and 

you were a passenger, 80% of whom in Scotland are forced to go through a BAA airport. 

 

MATTHEWS: Well you should ask the passengers for their views 

on that and if we’re required to sell an airport in Scotland, then of course that’s what we’ll 

do. 

 

O’HALLORAN: But only at the end of a very long legal process 

which has delayed and delayed. 

 

MATTHEWS: If we’re required to sell an airport in Scotland that’s 

what we’ll do. 

 

O’HALLORAN: Are you delaying that sale of an airport because the 

market has gone down and BAA would take a hit if you had to sell at this time since the 

downturn? 
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MATTHEWS: Well no owner of any asset, no owner of a house will 

deliberately sell that house at a low point in the market.  Of course we’d rather, if we’re 

forced to sell an airport, we would rather sell that airport when the market is favourable. 

 

O’HALLORAN: And is that therefore the main reason why you’ve 

been fighting it tooth and nail in the courts? 

 

MATTHEWS: We certainly do not want to be forced to sell an 

airport at the worst possible moment in the history of aviation. 

 

O’HALLORAN: But a forced sale by BAA moved a step closer the 

very next day after we met Colin Matthews. They were refused leave to appeal to the 

Supreme Court in their battle with the Competition Commission.  This will impact on 

England directly too, because BAA were also ordered to sell Stansted two years ago. The 

Commission is still checking on whether circumstances have changed since the 2009 ruling. 

But if that’s not found to be the case, officials hope to start the process of forcing BAA to 

sell the two airports in months rather than years. In the view of the Transport Secretary 

Philip Hammond, more competition is to be welcomed. But has the whole process taken too 

long?    

 

HAMMOND: BAA, as the owner, is entitled to exhaust the legal 

processes available to it and that it has now done.  I understand that it has made a pitch to 

the Competition Commission that it should review some elements of its original decision on 

the basis that the new Government’s policy not to allow expansion of airports changes some 

of the fundamental facts of the case.  The Competition Commission will now look at that 

and I expect that things will proceed fairly rapidly now.   

 

O’HALLORAN: It’s taken four years to get to this point and it’s still 

ongoing.  That is a long time for people to be offered a proper choice and a long time for 

them to be denied competition. 

 

HAMMOND: It’s a process that has to run its natural course and I 

am glad to say that I think we’re very nearly there. 
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O’HALLORAN: For the best part of a quarter of a century after 

BAA’s privatisation, several of their airport operations were not fully exposed to the fierce 

winds of nearby competition. Now that’s changing. And, after the national embarrassment 

of the Heathrow snow fiasco, the Government is intent on driving through reform of its 

regulatory system. So that in future airport operators can be hit where it hurts if they fail 

their customers.  However, it seems this new tougher regime, with its menacing penalties, is 

still a long way from take-off.  
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