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The Planning Act 2008 sets out the criteria by which the Planning Inspectorate must 
assess any application for a Development Consent Order (DCO) for a Nationally 
Significant Infrastructure Project (NSIP). The key criterion for RSP’s potential DCO 
application is that RSP’s project should be “expected to have the effect” of increasing 
“by at least 10,000 per year the number of air transport movements of cargo aircraft 

for which the airport is capable of providing air cargo transport services” 1 

 

The Manston site already has considerable capacity for freighter air transport 
movements (ATMs). RSP needs to demonstrate at the very minimum that its plans 
will deliver at least 10,000 freighter ATMs, on top of whatever is deemed to be the 
site’s current capacity. RSP’s proposal must also satisfy the inevitable CPO test of 
being a compelling case in the public interest. RSP’s proposal is fatally flawed and 
falls short on both these requirements. 

 

This document is an evidence-based piece of research by No Night Flights of the UK 
Air Cargo industry. Using publicly-available evidence, we demonstrate conclusively 
that a redeveloped cargo airport at Manston cannot be expected to have the effect of 
increasing by at least 10,000 cargo ATMs a year the current capacity of the site.  

 

We appreciate that, in major projects, consultation responses by residents are often 
given less weight than the documentation presented by the developer. However, we 
have taken great pains to base our critiques on hard evidence. We have 
demonstrated conclusively that RSP’s proposal cannot meet the NSIP criteria. Given 
that, it would not be safe for the Planning Inspectorate to assume that our evidence 
can be given little weight.  

  

                                                
 

1 Planning Act 2008 section 23 (5)(b) 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

1. Between 1999 and 2014 three separate owners of Manston airport each tried to 
develop it as a cargo airport. Local residents were promised that the airport would 
handle hundreds of thousands of tonnes of cargo. They were told that it would be a 
nationally significant airport for cargo. 

2. In fact, in every year between 1999 and 2014 the airport accounted for no more than 
1% to 2% of the UK’s air freight. It lost millions of pounds every year. It closed in 
2014 because it could not attract cargo airlines to use it. The airport lost around 
£100m during its fifteen year commercial life. 

3. The UK air cargo market has not grown since 2000. In fact, the number of dedicated 
freight ATMs in the UK has fallen by 53% between 2000 and 2016. 

4. The sector of the air cargo market that RiverOak Strategic Partners (RSP) is 
pursuing – cargo that is moved in dedicated freighters – is getting smaller. The 
Planning Inspectorate’s website says that RSP must demonstrate that a cargo airport 
at Manston would handle 12,000 freighter flights a year. However, the entire UK 
market for freighters only handles 52,000 freighter flights a year. In a falling market, 
RSP would need to tempt 12,000 freighter flights away from successful and 
established cargo airports. 

5. When operational, Manston handled around 500 freighter flights a year. It is unlikely 
ever to handle more. In the South East, cargo operators say that Gatwick is too far 
away to be viable as a cargo airport. They want to be at Heathrow or Stansted. 
Failing that, they want to be at East Midlands. Even when Heathrow was closed to 
freighters during the London Olympics, not a single extra cargo flight came to 
Manston.  

6. There is plenty of spare capacity for cargo at East Midlands airport. There is plenty of 
spare capacity for cargo at Stansted. There is even spare capacity for cargo at 
Heathrow. The combination of spare capacity and falling demand means that the UK 
does not need a new nationally significant cargo airport. The Department for 
Transport forecasts zero increase in the number of UK freighter ATMs between now 
and 2050. Given that there is already spare capacity at East Midlands and Stansted 
for tens of thousands more cargo flights, and given zero growth in freighter ATMs, 
there is clearly no need for a new airport dedicated to freighters. 

7. Expert report after expert report has concluded that a cargo airport at Manston will 
not be viable. Quite simply, the very south-eastern tip of the UK is the wrong place 
for a cargo airport. 

8. In a market awash with spare capacity, there is no need for a new cargo airport that 
can handle an additional 12,000 freighter flights a year. Even if there were, an airport 
at the very edge of the UK would not be the answer. The Ministry of Defence owns 
surplus airfields that are far better located than Ramsgate for air cargo. If the 
Government thinks that a new UK cargo airport is essential, then it has the solution in 
its own hands. Instead, the Government is selling these airfields for housing, 
demonstrating neatly that, in the eyes of the Government, an additional UK cargo 
airport is not needed.  
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NARRATIVE 

Past 

9. Manston's glory days are long gone. Chosen in the early 20th century as the site for 
a military airfield because of its proximity to continental Europe and its distance from 
centres of population, it served our forces well in both World Wars. However, the 
location that was so valuable during war is a liability for a commercial airport in 
peacetime. Manston’s isolation from much of the UK has led to the airport’s 
consistent commercial failure – it has never made money as a cargo airport.  

10. Manston’s failure has not been for want of trying. Various owners have started with 
high hopes… and even higher growth forecasts. All of them failed. Even those 
owners who had had experience of successfully running another airport failed to 
establish a viable cargo airport at Manston. 

11. In 2015 Kent County Council estimated that £100 million has been lost at Manston 
since the Ministry of Defence sold it in 1999.2  

Present 

12. RSP claims that it can create a nationally significant cargo airport at Manston that will 
focus on the cargo that is transported in dedicated cargo planes. This ignores the 
reality of the UK air cargo market. 

13. Air cargo arrives either in the bellyhold of passenger aircraft (using any space not 
taken up by passengers' luggage) or in purpose-built cargo aircraft – freighters. A 
dedicated freighter can carry far more cargo than can fit in the bellyhold of a 
passenger aircraft. However, there are many more passenger aircraft than there are 
freighters. This means that bellyhold cargo accounts for the bulk of air cargo carried 
to and from UK airports.  

14. Bellyhold cargo rose steadily until 2000, since when it has shown only 
a gentle upward trend. In contrast there has been a steady fall in 
freighter traffic since 2004. Overall, the UK air cargo market has 
stagnated at about 2.3m tonnes per annum.  

15. The market is very concentrated. Six airports handle 95% of that 2.3m 
tonnes, with Heathrow alone accounting for 65% of it, due to its huge 
tonnage of bellyhold traffic. In the dedicated cargo market, two airports 
– East Midlands and Stansted – handle over 70% of the UK’s traffic. 

16. Demand for air cargo in the UK is not increasing, but capacity is. Since 
2000, the global freighter fleet has moved to more wide-body and fewer 
narrow-body planes. The resulting overall increase in capacity of some 
40% has not been matched by a 40% increase in demand for air cargo. 
The combination of falling demand for dedicated cargo traffic and 
growth in capacity has resulted in a very competitive market. This 
competition is intensified by the economics of the bellyhold cargo 
carriers. Their costs are already covered by passenger fares, so 
bellyhold cargo can be carried at cost, and far cheaper than it can be transported by 
freighter. This combination of cheap bellyhold cargo, and dedicated cargo’s falling 
share of a stagnant market has led to some airlines mothballing their freighters. 

                                                
 

2  Kent County Council: Manston Airport under private ownership: The story to date and the future 
prospects (Mar 2015) 
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Some all-cargo airlines have gone bust, and others have pulled out of the dedicated 
freighter market altogether. 

17. The challenges do not end there. Air cargo has to compete with other forms of  cargo 
transport – trucks and ships. For Manston, this means local competition from 
EuroTunnel and the Port of Dover. EuroTunnel handles 667 times the cargo that 
Manston ever did, and will be increasing its capacity by a further 20%. The Port of 
Dover handles 890 times the cargo that Manston ever did, and will be increasing its 
capacity at the Western Docks. These local cargo giants put further pressure on the 
market for dedicated air cargo. 

18. RSP is explicitly focussing on the fiercely competitive and shrinking 
freighter market, and claims it will attract a huge amount of business to 
Manston. An airport is merely a staging post on the cargo's journey to 
its ultimate destination, and cargo operators have clear criteria when 
choosing an airport. They want a busy airport with a lot of routes and 
long-haul connections. They want an airport with strong passenger 
airline operations, for trans-shipments. Within and around the airport, 
they want a cargo handling “ecosystem" of ground handlers, storage 
facilities and cargo forwarding companies. They want an airport with 
good transport links accessing a large market. They want an airport 
with a strong local market for air cargo exports, so that planes will earn 
money on their return journey. They want an airport with unrestricted 
night flights. Manston falls short on every single one of these criteria.  

Future 

19. In the last ten to fifteen years, forecasts of activity in the air cargo market, whether 
from the Department for Transport or from specialist aviation consultancies, have 
tended to over-estimate future demand. These optimistic forecasts have not been 
borne out by reality. 

20. The air cargo market is stable, with freighters steadily losing market share. The new, 
larger passenger planes have greater bellyhold capacity, further eroding the 
freighters' market share. Over-capacity in the global freighter fleet has led to falling 
sales of new freighter aircraft and major carriers are reducing or ending their 
involvement in the dedicated freighter market. There are no indications to suggest 
that the downward slide of the UK dedicated cargo market will be reversed.  

21. In truth, the likeliest future is for Heathrow to capture a greater share of the stagnant 
air cargo market through continued growth of its bellyhold traffic, and for the shrinking 
freighter market to become further concentrated at East Midlands and Stansted. If 
demand does increase for dedicated cargo then both East Midlands and Stansted 
have ample unused capacity to mop it all up. There is no need for a new national 
cargo airport. 

22. RSP claims it can create a cargo hub airport at Manston that will handle 
500,000-600,000 tonnes of cargo. To put that in perspective, in 2016 
ALL the regional UK airports, including East Midlands, carried just 
515,917 tonnes of cargo between them. RSP is therefore claiming 
either that the regional dedicated cargo market will double in size, and 
that all the new business will go to Manston, or that it will replace both 
East Midlands and Stansted (and a few other airports) altogether.  

23. RSP claims that this extraordinary amount of dedicated air cargo will 
come from three sources: general growth in the market for dedicated 
cargo; recapturing Manston's previous business; and taking business 
from other airports.  
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24. This claim is flawed in a number of ways.  

25. First problem – the market for dedicated air cargo is actually shrinking in terms of 
tonnage every year. There is no new business for an airport at Manston to attract.  

26. Second problem – average cargo tonnage p.a. during Manston’s commercial history 
was just 27,391 tonnes. Even if RSP could recapture all this business, it would be 
just 5% of the total that RSP claims that Manston will handle.  

27. Third problem – RSP can only meet its forecast if it takes business from the likes of 
East Midlands and Stansted. These airports are established players with the all-
important cargo handling “ecosystem" already in place. Stansted's freighter operation 
is running at about 50% capacity, and East Midlands can handle four times its current 
freighter traffic using its existing runway, so both can offer instant availability to any 
prospective cargo operator. Manston will be further disadvantaged in this unequal 
struggle by the fact that both East Midlands and Stansted can cross-subsidise their 
cargo operations from their passenger operations. Both airports are positioned to 
leverage this advantage and aggressively defend their market share through cut-
throat pricing. 

28. RSP says that air freight that is currently flown to major European airports for 
onwards distribution by road to the UK can instead be flown direct to Manston. 
However, RSP has produced no evidence to suggest that cargo operators currently 
moving their cargo in this way would prefer to fly their cargo by dedicated cargo 
plane direct from the source airport to Manston for onward distribution from there. 

29. In short, there is no market demand for a new national airport focussed 
on dedicated cargo. The UK dedicated cargo market is contracting and 
an airport at Manston will not be able to develop the long-haul 
passenger market that would allow it to build a bellyhold cargo business 
instead. Nor would this strategy satisfy the DCO criterion for cargo 
ATMs. Any dedicated cargo business won by Manston would have to 
be taken from the existing dedicated cargo airports. These airports are 
far better placed than Manston to attract this business and they have 
ample spare capacity to handle any (unlikely) increase in demand. 

30. The 12,000 dedicated cargo flights needed to meet the DCO criterion is 
more than all the dedicated cargo flights handled at Manston in its 
entire 15 year commercial history. It is inconceivable that a new cargo 
airport at Manston could overcome the disadvantages of its peripheral 
location to become a cargo airport that would outperform East Midlands 
and Stansted combined.  

31. RSP cannot meet the Government’s test for a Development Consent 
Order for a nationally significant cargo airport.  

This document 

32. This document is rich in facts and references, and we start with a selection of them – 
a sort of vox pop, but from people who know what they’re talking about. Next we look 
at the scale of Manston’s repeated failures as a cargo airport. Then we put this in 
context.  

33. In the context of the entire national cargo market, air cargo is a sideshow. In the 
context of the air cargo market, freighter traffic – RSP’s chosen commercial 
battleground – is a small and shrinking portion. A few key airports hold all the cards, 
which is why they have near-monopolies. The market couldn’t be tougher, and the 
timing couldn’t be worse, for a fledgling cargo airport. 
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34. The report then looks at what makes a cargo airport successful, and the reasons for 
Manston’s repeated failure become clear. A number of experts agree that it’s those 
very same reasons that explain why Manston cannot and will not succeed as a cargo 
airport. We then examine each element of RSP’s three-legged plan, and highlight the 
demonstrable flaws. 

 

WHAT THE AVIATION EXPERTS SAY 

35. We have been able to draw on the expertise and experience of Government 
departments and agencies, specialist consultancies, industry experts and active 
players in the air freight market. Here are some of the highlights. 

36. “… [global] airlines’ cargo revenues have fallen from a peak of $67 billion in 
2011 to around $50 billion a year now [2016] .” (para 273) 

37. “… total air freight handled at UK airports has been virtually constant at around 
2.3 million tonnes per annum since 2000 .” (para 156) 

38. “… the stagnation of UK airfreight is not a consequence of capacity constraints 
given the excess capacity at Stansted .” (para 467) 

39. “… the London airports together currently have 40-50% spare capacity 
available .” (para 257) 

40. “… all forecast freight demand can be accommodated in all scenarios up to 
2045. .” (para 250) 

41. “… For the freight market, bellyhold offers flexibility and a cost-effective means 
to carry shipments on routes that would not justify deploying a dedicated freight 
aircraft. .” (para 208) 

42. “… the amount of cargo space in the belly of passenger planes has risen 
sharply. Combined with flat demand for shipping by air, the result is that 
average capacity utilisation across the air-cargo business has fallen to 43.5%, 
the lowest since the [financial] crisis. So, customers have been able to demand 
big price cuts. .” (para 274) 

43. “… belly-hold cargo often undercuts the minimum price that can be charged on 
dedicated freighter operations .” (para 268) 

44. “… Following a period of strong growth in the late 1990s usage of a ir freighters 
has been subdued, with a steady decline over the last decade. .” (para 241) 

45. “… it is not likely that the full-freighter segment will flourish at any significant 
scale, given its low yield character .” (para 262) 

46. “… East Midlands airport cargo throughput has only grown by 5.6% in the past 
nine years. .” (para 348) 

47. “… weak sales of cargo planes are forcing them [plane-makers] to re-examine 
their freighter programmes. Airbus has put on hold its plan to launch a freighter 
version of its A380 superjumbo. Sales of the latest freighter version of Boeing’s 
jumbo, the 747-8F, have disappointed since it entered service in 2011. .” (para 
265) 

48. “… The downturn in the air-freight market has spelled doom for several cargo 
airlines; it may also be the final blow for the venerable jumbo jet too. .” (para 
266) 

49. “… The climate for cargo-only aircraft operations could not be much worse. .” 
(para 282) 
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50. “… Airfreight depends on a local ecosystem of cargo airlines, storage facilities, 
forwarders and ground handlers. .” (para 331) 

51. “… Airlines base the decision on where to operate their freighters based on a 
multitude of factors […] the overriding factor is based on where investments in 
infrastructure have been made by their clients, freight forwarders. .” (para 327) 

52. “… approximately 85% of the UK forwarding industry is based with a 10 mile 
radius of [Heathrow] .” (para 349) 

53. “… there is virtually no chance that a Freight Forwarder would choose to 
relocate services to Manston .” (para 380) 

54. “… Infrastructure, and the associated knowledge, skill and supporting industry 
at airports such as Heathrow and Stansted, as well as the major European 
hubs such as Frankfurt, and Paris, would be almost impossible for Manston to 
replicate. The geographic location of the airport, tucked into the corner of the 
UK, cannot compete with airports such as East Midlands .” (para 391) 

55. “… It would be difficult for Manston to compete with East Midland or Stanstead. 
They have developed economies of scale in both service and cost. .” (para 
387) 

56. “… the geographic location of Manston precludes it from being a suitable base 
airport for an integrator .” (para 344) 

57. “… There is no compelling reason to believe that [Manston] would be able to 
generate appreciably more freight activity than previously .” (para 394) 

58. “… there is no viable long term prospect of an economically viable airport being 
established at Manston. .” (para 396) 

59. “… The UK doesn’t need another airport for freight that has no USP. .” (para 
389) 
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MANSTON FAILED AS A CARGO AIRPORT 

60. A series of owners has tried and failed to make a success of Manston Airport as a 
cargo airport. Owners have made optimistic forecasts about the amount of cargo 
traffic that the airport would attract. None of these forecasts has been achieved. This 
can be seen from the chart on p14 – the thick red line at the bottom of the chart 
shows the actual amount of cargo handled by Manston. All the other lines are 
forecasts.  

61. Most cargo forecasts for Manston were wildly over-optimistic 

62. In their 1999-2000 annual report Wiggins forecast that the airport would reach 
200,000 tonnes of cargo within two years. Tony Freudmann – now project leader for 
the RSP DCO team – was leading Wiggins’ airport acquisition team at this time. The 
actual cargo tonnage handled in 2002 was 32,000 tonnes. 

63. In the September 2000 interim report Wiggins said that cargo would reach 150,000 
tonnes in 2001-2002 – actual cargo tonnage handled was 32,000 tonnes. 

64. In the 2001-2002 annual report Wiggins forecast that the airport would be a 
“significant European cargo hub in the next few years” and that it would reach the 
profitable level of 100,000 tonnes of cargo in 2002-2003. Actual cargo tonnage 
handled in 2003 was 43,000 tonnes. This was the most cargo that the airport ever 
handled.  

65. In 2002 Wiggins also forecast 350,000 to 400,000 tonnes of cargo by 2020. When 
the airport closed in 2014, it was handling less than 30,000 tonnes in its last full year. 

66. In 2003 Manston reached its peak cargo performance of just 43,000 tonnes, 
accounting for just 1.95% of the total UK air cargo market.3  

67. In 2004 Wiggins, by now rebranded Planestation, lost its key cargo customer and 
the volume of cargo handled at Manston fell back to 26,600 tonnes, or 1.1% of the 
UK air cargo market.4  

68. In 2005 the new owner, Infratil, forecast that Manston would handle 45,000 tonnes 
from 1st Apr 2009 and that the cargo business would grow “steadily thereafter”.5  

69. In 2005, two months later, Infratil’s CEO made a statement in which he revised this 
forecast down to say that cargo would reach 34,000 in 2010. In fact, the most cargo 
that Infratil handled was 31,000 tonnes in 2012.6  

 

                                                
 

3  CAA data 
4  CAA data 
5  Infratil presentation to analysts (Aug 2005) 
6  CAA statistics 
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70.  

A very small fish in a small pond 

71. In 2003, its best year for cargo tonnage handled, Manston was 6 th in 
the UK air cargo league table. However, it was a long way away from 
the top few cargo airports in terms of the amount of cargo handled. 
Manston always accounted for less than 2% of the UK’s annual air 
cargo total – it reached that peak in 2003 and dwindled thereafter. In 
the UK cargo market, Manston was never more than an 
inconsequential player. 

72. This poor performance is despite the fact that Manston’s prime focus 
has always been cargo, just as RSP suggests it would be if RSP were 
ever able to acquire the airport.  

73. RSP’s Mr Freudmann joined Wiggins in 1994 and says he was 
responsible for delivering Wiggins’ airport acquisition strategy.7 Wiggins 
acquired Manston’s freehold in 1999 and Mr Freudmann was responsible for 
converting Manston into a commercial airport. Wiggins continued the focus on cargo 
at Manston that had begun before 1999 when part of the airport had been operated 
under lease by the cargo haulier, Clive Bourne. Between 1999 and late 2004, 
Wiggins pursued a strategy for Manston that was almost entirely focussed on 
developing cargo business. As we have shown above, that cargo strategy failed.  

74. RSP’s Mr Freudmann suggests now that Wiggins failed to make a success of 
Manston because of a focus on developing a passenger business, specifically EUJet. 
This ignores the documented facts. Wiggins acquired Manston in 1999 and EUJet did 
not start passenger flights from the airport until September 2004. 

                                                
 

7  Mr Freudmann’s LinkedIn profile 
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Manston always focussed on cargo 

75. Wiggin’s/Planestation’s cargo strategy for Manston is summarised by Alan Stratford 
in his April 2005 report to Thanet District Council: 

76. “KIA [Kent International Airport/Manston] initially developed as a specialist 
freight airport, although the airport handled some specialist passenger charters, 
predominantly to the Former Yugoslavia during the 1960s and 1970s. 
Specialist dedicated freighter operations continue, although its main based 
airline, MK Airlines, moved to a new base at Ostend in Belgium in Aug 2004. 
There are still some ad-hoc freighter flights, mainly emergency relief and 
aircraft visiting the specialist maintenance centre, Jet Support. KIA’s owner, 
Planestation, have however, stated that they intend to find another home-
based freighter operator to replace MK Airlines.  

77. Although KIA have attempted to attract passenger flights over the past five years, 
until Aug 2004, this was mainly restricted to the occasional charter for cruise liners 
sailing from Dover. In Aug 2004, however, a new low-cost airline, EUJet, started 
operating from KIA to some 19 UK and European destinations using Fokker F100 
aircraft.” 8  

78. Planestation collapsed in July 2005. RSP’s Mr Freudmann was a senior member of 
the management team until at least February 2005 when he was “let go”.9  

79. When Infratil bought Manston from the administrator in 2005 it too decided to pursue 
a cargo focus. CEO Steve Fitzgerald said: 

80. “The first services to be reinstated at KIA [Manston] will be freight operations. 
[…] Recommencement of passenger operations will take somewhat longer…  

81. While the airport has, for a short time, been in administration following the failure of 
Planestation Plc, we believe that it has strong prospects as a freight airport servicing 
the south of England.” 10  

82. Mr Fitzgerald acknowledged that there were risks in this cargo-focussed strategy as 
there was strong competition for air cargo business from Stansted, East Midlands, 
Manchester and Northern Europe. He accepted that a significant percentage of air 
cargo travels in the bellyhold of passenger flights and that Manston would not be in a 
position to benefit from the bellyhold cargo that comes in on long haul passenger 
flights because Manston had no long haul passenger business.11 Over the next eight 
years, Infratil’s cargo-based strategy for Manston also failed. In 2013, Infratil sold the 
airport to Manston Skyport for £1. 

83. Manston Skyport took over Manston Airport in November 2013. The company 
brought in Alastair Welch to develop business. Mr Welch has a strong track record of 
managing air cargo at cargo giant Stansted. He also ran Southend Airport during a 
period when Southend bucked all national trends by expanding dramatically while 
other regional airports failed. Despite his aviation expertise and industry contacts, Mr 
Welch could not develop a successful cargo business at Manston. In May 2014 the 
airport closed. 

84. Between 1999 and 2014 Wiggins, Planestation, Infratil and Manston Skyport all 
pursued a cargo strategy for Manston airport. All failed to attract enough cargo 

                                                
 

8  Alan Stratford & Associates: Kent International Airport review of S106 Agreement (Apr 2005) 
9  Tony Freudmann email to Support Manston (published 13 Nov 2014) 
10  Press statement (25 Aug 2005) 
11  Presentation to analysts (Aug 2005) 
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operators to the airport. Manston Airport never made a profit as a cargo airport during 
the fifteen years of its commercial history from 1999 to 2014.  

85. We present below the evidence of Manston’s consistent financial failure.  

Losses incurred by Wiggins – 1999 to 2005 

86. Our source for this summary is Wiggins’ company accounts unless indicated 
otherwise. 

87. The Financial Reporting Review Panel investigated several years of Wiggins’ 
accounts. The Panel obliged Wiggins to restate five years of annual accounts to bring 
them into line with normal UK accounting standards. The restatement had a 
significant material impact on the results that Wiggins had previously claimed – for 
example, a £12.1m profit claimed in 1999 became a £5.1m loss, and a £25m profit 
claimed in 2000 became a £9.9m loss.  

88. We have used the restated accounts in our summary: 

89. 1999 – Wiggins bought Manston for £4.75 million. The airport then comprised 1,100 
acres. 

90. 1999-2000 – Manston airport made an operating loss of £1.1 million. 

91. 2000-2001 – Manston airport made an operating loss of £3.6 million. 

92. 2001-2002 – Manston airport made an operating loss of £3.9 million. 

93. March 2002 – the annual report said that Manston would: “… double cargo traffic this 
year [from an actual of 36,000 tonnes] and to reach the profitable rate of 100,000 
tonnes per annum within twelve months.” In the same year, Wiggins embarked on a 
cost reduction programme at Manston as it was losing money. 

94. 2002-2004 – Manston’s numbers were consolidated with those of other Wiggins 
airports and so we do not know how big Manston’s operating losses were. However, 
we do know that it made a loss. Manston’s most successful year delivered just 
43,000 tonnes of cargo – it never reached the profitable level of 100,000 tonnes p.a. 

95. January 2004 – Wiggins renamed itself Planestation. Early in 2004 Planestation 
bought 30% of EUJet. 

96. March 2004 – Planestation said that the airport would start to break even at 70,000 
tonnes of cargo per annum. This was never achieved. 

97. In March 2004 Planestation brought in a turnaround agent. He described the vision of 
the management team as “merely vapour” and said: “When I came here we were 
spending money to no particular end. Last year we spent £11 million maintaining 
dormant airports. The previous year £13.5 million.” 12 

98. Summer 2004 – Planestation’s overall losses were £73m and the company was 
obliged to raise £46m at an interest rate of 28%. 

99. August 2004 – Manston’s main cargo customer, MK Airlines, left Manston for Europe. 

100. December 2004 – Planestation bought the remaining 70% of EUJet. 

101. February 2005 – Mr Freudmann was “let go” by Planestation. 

102. July 2005 – Planestation collapsed when the banks refused to give the company 
more credit. While it is often assumed that EUJet sank Planestation, it is clear from 

                                                
 

12  Planestation: turnaround from hell - www.growthbusiness.co.uk (1 Sep 2004) 

http://www.growthbusiness.co.uk/
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the company’s accounts that EUJet was just one of the factors that brought the 
company to collapse. Others were its high level of debt and its low level of revenue.  

103. Manston never made a profit for Wiggins/Planestation, despite Wiggins selling 
almost 300 acres of the airport’s land during the period in which it owned the airport. 

Losses incurred by Infratil – 2005 to 2013 

104. Our source for this summary is Infratil’s company accounts. 

105. August 2005 – Infratil bought Manston from the Administrator for £17 million. 

106. In the Infratil accounts, Manston’s results are consolidated with Prestwick’s and 
(between December 2006 and October 2009) Lubeck’s and so we do not have 
operating figures for Manston alone. 

107. In 2008 Infratil made £1m from its three airports by selling some airport land. This 
was the only year in which Infratil made any money from its European airports. In 
every other year, Infratil made a loss on its European airports. Losses ranged from 
£1 million13 to £9 million.14 

108. Under Infratil’s ownership, Manston never achieved more than 31,000 tonnes of 
cargo, falling well short of the break-even point of 70,000-100,000 tonnes p.a. We 
know from this that the airport never made a profit. 

109. In 2009-2010 Infratil undertook a radical cost-cutting programme at Manston. 

110. As losses continued, Infratil wrote down the value of Manston every year for four 
consecutive years – 2010, 2011, 2012 and 2013. 

111. In January 2012 Infratil decided to sell Manston and asked PricewaterhouseCoopers 
to handle an “extensive sale process”. Although this was a worldwide process, there 
were no takers until Mrs Gloag came forward at the end of 2013, twenty two months 
later. She bought the airport for £1 – the traditional value of a terminally distressed 
asset. 

112. The 2012 Infratil annual report said that the company had originally bought Manston 
because it was “at well below replacement cost”. At the time of the purchase, Infratil 
thought that a decision about the next London runway was five years away and that 
Manston was “in the running”. By 2012 Infratil said that it had decided to sell Manston 
as it would take too long for the airport to make a return on the company’s 
investment. 

113. In 2012-2013 Infratil wrote down the value of Manston for a fourth year saying that 
the “impairment reflects market feedback”. By this stage, analysts were telling Infratil 
that its ownership of Manston was harming the company’s market standing and 
value. 

114. On 15th October 2013 – twenty two months after putting the airport on the global 
market – Infratil announced the forthcoming sale of Manston for £1 plus the running 
costs from 15th October to 29th November. Infratil then wrote off the final £11 million 
of book value for Manston. 

115. In evidence to the Select Committee on Smaller Airports in February 
2015, Ms Bradley of Manston Skyport estimated that Infratil’s losses 
were around £55m. We think that this is realistic, given the purchase 
price, the annual losses and the capital expenditure we know Infratil to 
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have made. 

Losses incurred by Manston Skyport – 2013 to 2014 

116. Pauline Bradley spoke to the Select Committee on Smaller Airports in February 2015 
and Ann Gloag spoke to the media after the airport closed. They reported a daily loss 
of between £10,000 and £12,000 and an overall loss by the time of the airport’s 
closure in 2014 of £4.5million. This is in line with what we know to be the annual 
running costs under Infratil. 

117. Looking at the company’s annual reports the picture might be worse. Manston 
Skyport reported the airport’s performance in the company accounts for the years 
ending 31st March 2014 and 31st March 2015. The airport was operational under 
Manston Skyport between November 2013 and mid-May 2014. 

118. If we discount the positive impact on the 2013-2014 accounts of the negative 
goodwill that came with the airport when it was purchased (this reflects the fact that 
valuable assets were acquired for £1 because of the airport’s poor business 
reputation), we can see that the airport made a pre-tax loss of over £4 million in 
2013-2014. 

119. The accounts for 2014-2015 do not give a clear picture of the airport’s normal 
operational performance given the unusual costs of making people redundant in that 
year and the unusual revenue received from selling equipment when the airport 
closed. 

120. However, in the 2014-2015 accounts, the airport made a pre-tax loss of £1.25 million. 
Neither of these results – a loss of £4 million and a loss of £1.25 million – represents 
a full year of operation, and so the overall loss is indicative only. 

121. In the five and a half months that Manston airport was operational under Manston 
Skyport, cargo revenues were only £888,000. This was less than a third of the £2.8 
million revenue earned for fuel sales. It is clear from this that cargo revenue was not 
enough to sustain the airport. A full year cargo income would be around £2 million 
which is well below the airport’s annual running costs. 

Mr Freudmann and Wiggins had other airports 

122. Under Mr Freudmann’s airport acquisition leadership, Wiggins (later 
renamed Planestation) also entered into agreements for the purchase 
or lease of a number of other airports, many of which were former or 
existing military airports. All these agreements were in line with 
Wiggins’ business strategy of acquiring former military bases with 
ample surrounding land which could be developed using Wiggins’ real 
estate experience.15 None of these contracts entered into under Mr 
Freudmann’s leadership produced a viable, commercially successful 
airport 

123. Odense: a joint venture with the local authority that owned 
Odense airport ended in arbitration after a breach of contract 
claim against Planestation 

124. Pilsen: a former defence airport in Czechoslovakia, was unsuccessful. It was 
sold on to Babcock Brown; and then returned to the MoD after a breach of 
contract claim 
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125. Lahr: the airport failed 

126. Schwerin Parkim: Planestation failed to pay the rent for Schwerin Parkim 
airport; the agreement was cancelled and a settlement of 3 million euros was 
paid 

127. Cuneo: Planestation took a 43% stake in Cuneo airport and then withdrew in 
2004 having made heavy losses 

128. Ajman: an $800 million project to build an airport in Ajman was abandoned in 
2003 

129. Smyrna: Planestation had ambitious plans for Smyrna airport in 1999 and then 
withdrew in 2003. 

Summary of Key Facts 

130. In every year of its fifteen year commercial life, the cargo airport at 
Manston lost money. 

131. Every commercial owner of Manston Airport between 1999 and 2014 
focussed on the air cargo market. 

132. RSP’s Tony Freudmann had six years to develop cargo operations at 
Manston. He failed. 

133. The local authority and Wiggins/Planestation both made extravagant 
claims that Manston airport would handle hundreds of thousands of 
tonnes of cargo, just as RSP is claiming today. None of these claims 
was borne out by reality. 

134. Average cargo tonnage p.a. during Manston’s commercial history was 
just 27,391 tonnes.16 This is a mere 4.6 to 5.5% of the 500,000 to 
600,000 tonnes p.a. that RSP is claiming that Manston will deliver if 
RSP acquires the site as an airport.  

135. Manston airport has never been a nationally significant airport. It never handled as 
much as 2% of the UK’s air cargo in any year.  

136. RSP plans to pursue a cargo strategy at Manston, which is exactly what Wiggins, 
Planestation, Infratil and Manston Skyport did. Using the same cargo focus as has 
failed for years, RSP somehow expects to achieve a dedicated cargo tonnage at 
Manston greater than that of East Midlands, Stansted and Heathrow added together. 
This is not credible.  
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AIR CARGO IS A STABLE NICHE MARKET 

Air Cargo has serious competition 

137. UK air cargo accounts for a tiny percentage of the UK’s cargo market. In 2015, UK 
sea ports handled 497m tonnes of cargo.17 Eurotunnel handled an additional 20m 
tonnes. Airports handled 2.3m tonnes. Air cargo accounts for less than 0.5% of the 
UK’s cargo market. 

138. In the Department for 
Transport’s (DfT’s) map 
of UK sea ports, the 
bigger the circle, the 
busier the port. As a 
graphic illustration of 
context, we draw your 
attention to Ipswich, the 
31st busiest port in the 
country.  

139. In 2015 the port of 
Ipswich handled 2.293m 
tonnes of cargo.18 

140. In 2015 the entire UK air 
cargo market handled 
2.299m tonnes of 
cargo.19  

141. Air cargo is a small and 
specialist market. It is 
important to retain this 
perspective – air cargo is 
not a torrent of goods, it’s 
barely a drop in the 
ocean. 

142. Sending cargo by air will 
always be an expensive 
option. Air cargo is 
reserved for high value, 
“just-in-time” goods for 
manufacturing and 
pharmaceuticals, and for 
lower value express items like cut flowers. Air cargo will always face stiff price 
competition from sea and road transport. EuroTunnel and the Port of Dover each 
single-handedly dwarf the entire UK air cargo market. 

143. A new airport at Manston would be close to the Port of Dover and to the Truck 
Shuttle at Eurotunnel in Folkestone. This means that it would have to compete not 
just with UK airports and some European airports, but also with these alternative 
modes of cargo transport. Both the Port of Dover and Eurotunnel are handling much 

                                                
 

17  DfT figures 
18  DfT figures: www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/port01-uk-ports-and-traffic 
19  CAA data 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/port01-uk-ports-and-traffic
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more cargo today than they were handling during the years when Manston was 
operational as an airport. Both the Port and Eurotunnel have ambitious expansion 
plans and are already making significant capital investment in making those plans 
possible.  

144. When reading the following figures, please bear in mind that the total air cargo 
market in the UK in 2015 was 2.3 million tonnes. 

145. Eurotunnel handled on average just over 20m tonnes of cargo by truck 
and by rail a year in 2013, 2014 and in 2015.20 In 2016, Eurotunnel 
achieved an 11% increase over 2015 in the number of cargo trucks that 
used it. Eurotunnel already handles 40 times the cargo tonnage that 
RSP claims that an airport at Manston could handle. A more useful 
comparison is the fact that Eurotunnel already handles 667 times the 
annual cargo tonnage that Manston handled on average when it was 
open.  

146. Eurotunnel is currently expanding. It is commissioning new cargo shuttles so that it 
can handle eight crossings an hour rather than six. Cargo capacity will expand by 
20% by 2020.  

147. The Port of Dover handled on average just over 26.7m tonnes of cargo 
a year in 2013, 2014 and in 2015.21 The Port of Dover already handles 
53 times the cargo tonnage that RSP claim an airport at Manston could 
handle. Again, a more useful comparison is the fact that the Port of 
Dover already handles 890 times the annual cargo tonnage that 
Manston handled on average when it was open.  

148. The Port has plans to expand its cargo operation considerably as part 
of the Western Docks Revival project. 

149. The Port of Dover has started delivery of one of the most important 
cargo projects in North West Europe. Dover Western Docks Revival is 
creating a new cargo terminal and an innovative port-centric distribution 
facility transforming cargo and logistics opportunities. 

150. Situated next to the ferry terminal, it will provide the ultimate strategic 
location, delivering a supply chain with fast and direct access to and 
from Europe on the shortest sea crossing. 

151. Reducing lorry miles, saving CO2 and shortening logistic chains, the 
Port of Dover is perfectly placed to take European logistics to the next 
level and give businesses a competitive edge. 

152. Dover Cargo Terminal offers a wide range of facilities including 24-hour access, no 
locks or tidal restrictions and a minimum quay water depth of 8.5 metres. As a result, 
vessels can berth at any time – day or night – taking as little as 40 minutes.” 22 

Air Cargo has not increased since 2000 

153. The UK air cargo market currently handles around 2.3m tonnes of cargo a year – in 
2016, it was 2,385,231 tonnes. 

                                                
 

20  http://www.eurotunnelgroup.com/uk/eurotunnel-group/operations/traffic-figures/ 
21  Department for Transport statistics: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/port01-uk-

ports-and-traffic 
22  http://www.doverport.co.uk/port/cargo/cargo-development/ 
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154. There has been no real increase in the number of tonnes of cargo 
handled by the UK air cargo market since the year 2000: 

155. “With the exception of 2009, which was impacted by the global 
financial crisis, cargo tonnage has been reasonably constant over 
the last decade.” 23  

156. “Indeed, total air freight handled at UK airports has been virtually 
constant at around 2.3 million tonnes per annum since 2000, with 
the exception of reductions immediately after the start of the 
recession in the early 2000s and the financial crisis in 2008.” 24 

157.  

158. Current trends point to the total UK air freight market remaining stable at around 
2.3m tonnes for the foreseeable future.  

Summary of Key Facts 

159. Air cargo comprises less than 0.5% of the UK cargo market. 

160. Air cargo competes with road, rail and sea cargo. 

161. Eurotunnel’s cargo operation dwarfs RSP’s plans for Manston and cargo tonnage at 
Eurotunnel continues to grow. 

162. Eurotunnel will increase its cargo capacity by 20% in the next few years.  

163. The Port of Dover’s cargo operation dwarfs RSP’s plans for Manston and cargo 
tonnage at Dover continues to grow. 

164. The Port of Dover will significantly increase its cargo capacity in the next few years.  

165. Both the Port of Dover and Eurotunnel offer fast, cheap cargo traffic from and to 
Europe. The Port of Dover also has a global cargo business.  

166. Sea and road cargo enjoy a cost advantage over air cargo. 

                                                
 

23  CAA: Aviation Trends Q1 2016, p3 
24  Avia Solutions: Commercial viability of Manston Airport, p26 (Oct 2016) 
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167. The port and the tunnel are both handling more cargo than they handled during the 
years that Manston was operational. Manston’s local competition for cargo transport 
has therefore increased since Manston was last in business. The additional capacity 
coming on stream at the tunnel and the port will exacerbate this.  

168. The air cargo market has not grown in 16 years. 
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AIR CARGO FORECASTS: OVER-INFLATED 

The Department for Transport 

169. In 2003 the Department for Transport issued its forecast for UK air cargo demand. It 
estimated that demand would grow at about 4.5% pa reaching 4,700,000 tonnes by 
2020. We show this as a dotted blue line on the chart below. In hindsight, this was a 
wildly optimistic forecast, as can be seen by comparing it to the actual tonnage 
handled by the UK cargo market over the period to date (the black line).  

170.  

 

171. In August 2011 the Department for Transport issued new aviation forecasts – the 
unbroken blue line on the chart. As part of this suite of forecasts the DfT recognised 
that the forecasts that it had issued in 2003 had not been matched by the reality 
since then.  

172. “3.25 Since 2000, air freight demand growth has been subdued. Several 
reasons for this have been suggested, including: increased capacity and 
frequency of shipping services; aviation fuel prices rising faster than shipping 
fuel prices; disruption to air services (particularly on the North Atlantic routes) 
following the 2001 terrorist attack in New York; and the increasing importance 
of the Far East market. While these appear to have held back air freight 
demand growth, it is unlikely that the underlying long run relationship between 
GDP and air freight demand has been completely eroded.” 25 

173. Undeterred, the DfT reiterated its forecast for 2003, predicting that market growth 
from 2010 onwards would be in line with the 2003 forecasts. 

174. “3.26 It is assumed that total air freight tonnage (driven by GDP) will grow 
again from its 2010 level in line with the forecasts produced for the 2003 White 

                                                
 

25  Department for Transport: UK Aviation Forecasts, p70 (Aug 2011) 
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Paper. The freighter share of this tonnage is assumed to rise in line with the 
MDS-Transmodal projection, and the average tonnage per freighter ATM is 
grown in line with the Halcrow projection. These are combined to obtain the 
national freighter demand forecast.” 26 

175. The Department then went on to forecast total air cargo tonnage for 2015 of 3.016m 
tonnes, with 1.573m tonnes of that total travelling in dedicated freighters.27 The 
Department also forecast that in 2015 there would be 70,000 cargo ATMs in the 
UK.28  

176. In all these forecasts the DfT was wrong. The actuals for 2015 were 2.299m tonnes, 
with 0.688m of that total travelling in dedicated freighters and 57,700 dedicated cargo 
flights. 

177. In 2013 the Department for Transport issued a new forecast for UK air cargo 
demand. This forecast recognised explicitly that the 2011 forecast had overestimated 
the growth in demand for air cargo services in the UK. Unhelpfully, the new forecast 
uses tonnes rather than ATMs as their unit of currency. 

178. “8.11 The Aug 2011 forecast assumed that, following a period of 
recovery, growth in freighter ATMs would return to the long-run 
trend estimated by MDS Transmodal in 2000 and used by 
Halcrow in the earlier version of the freight model. This long-run 
trend was estimated based on a relationship between freight 
demand and GDP over a period in which freighter usage had 
been increasing rapidly. However, as discussed in chapter 3, 
since 2001 the number of freighter ATMs has declined. Given the 
sustained nature of this trend over a ten year period, this forecast 
adopts a revised projection that reflects the overall pattern of 
freight ATMs since 1990. This reduces the overall average growth 
projected in freighter ATMs between 2011 and 2050, from around 
2% a year to around 0.5% a year, reducing the number of freight 
ATMs projected for 2030 in the unconstrained forecast from 
120,000 to 60,000.” 29 

179. ”3.47 An assumption about the future growth in freighter ATMs is required to 
provide an indication of the number of runway movements that might be 
required for non-passenger aircraft. Figure 3.8 shows the number of freighters 
using the airports included in the forecasting model over the period 1990-2011.  

180. 3.48 Following a period of strong growth in the late 1990s usage of air 
freighters has been subdued, with a steady decline over the last decade. While 
some of this trend appears to be driven by an increase in the share of total 
freight carried as bellyhold cargo and an increase in the payload per freighter, it 
has also coincided with a flattening of overall demand for air freight. Several 
reasons for this have been suggested, including: increased capacity and 
frequency of shipping services; aviation fuel prices rising faster than shipping 
fuel prices; disruption to air services (particularly on the North Atlantic routes) 
following the 2001 terrorist attack in New York; and the increasing importance 
of the Far East market.  

181. 3.49 This forecast assumes that demand for air freight, the share of freight 
carried on dedicated cargo flights and the average payload of these flights will 

                                                
 

26  Department for Transport: UK Aviation Forecasts, p70 (Aug 2011) 
27  Ibid – p158 
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follow the average trend over the period 1990 – 2011. This results in a future 
projection for air freight ATMs that grows from 2011 outturn at an average 
rate of 0.4% a year.” 30 [our bold] 

 

182.  

 

183.  

 

                                                
 

30  Department for Transport: UK Aviation Forecasts, para 3.47 to 3.49 (Jan 2013) 
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184. To put this new forecast in context, there were 51,839 cargo ATMs in the UK in 2016. 
The DfT’s 2013 forecast was that there would be 60,000 cargo ATMs p.a. by 2050 – 
an increase of 8,161 ATMs (15.7%) spread over 34 years.  

 

185.  

186. Even this lower forecast by the Department for Transport in January 2013 looks a 
little over-optimistic in the light of the actuals reported by the CAA since then. If the 
Department’s forecast growth in dedicated freighter ATMs were accurate, the total 
ATMs at the end of 2015 would have been 55,000. However, the ATM total in 2016 
was 51,839, about 3,200 ATMs below that. 

187. In October 2017 the DfT produced an even more pessimistic forecast for dedicated 
freight ATMs at UK airports between now and 2050. The DfT is now saying this: 

188. “At the airport level the number of freighter movements has been volatile with 
some evidence of overall national decline in recent decades. In the absence of 
clear trends for individual airports, the modelling now assumes that the number 
of such movements will remain unchanged from 2016 levels at airport level 

across the system.” 31 

189. Given this forecast of zero growth and the availability of significant ATM capacity at 
Stansted and East Midlands (we deal with this in There’s more surplus capacity to 
come, p39), it is clear that there is no need for a new national cargo airport anywhere 
in the UK, let alone one in the very toe of Kent. 

York Aviation 

190. The DfT is not the only body to produce an over-optimistic assessment 
of the future size of the UK air cargo market. Two companies on which 
RSP seeks to rely have also produced very punchy growth forecasts. In 
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2015, York Aviation prepared a report for the Cargo Transport Association and 
Transport for London (TfL). York Aviation forecast that cargo demand would grow in 
line with UK GDP at 2.3% p.a. from 2013 to 2050. York Aviation portrayed this 
forecast as a conservative estimate.32 Had York Aviation’s forecast to date been 
accurate, the UK air cargo market would have been 60,700 ATMs at the end of 2016 
instead of the actual total of 51,839 ATMs.33 

Oxford Economics 

191. The other source quoted by RSP is Oxford Economics. This report was prepared for 
Transport for London in 2015 to look at the impact on the air cargo business of not 
increasing airport capacity. The study focuses on air cargo trade that might be lost to 
London (but not necessarily the UK) under a number of future scenarios. Oxford 
Economics suggested a range of growth forecasts for the UK’s dedicated cargo 
ATMs. In the period from 2013 to 2050, Oxford Economics suggested a growth rate 
in dedicated cargo ATMs of between 0.4% and 3.52% p.a.34 Again, these forecasts 
are in excess of what the market has actually delivered to date. Had they been 
accurate, the UK dedicated cargo ATM total at the end of 2016 would have been 
between 57,376 ATMs and 62,892 ATMs rather than the 51,839 ATMs actual.33 

Back down to earth 

192. We can see why RSP might prefer the forecasts offered by York Aviation and by 
Oxford Economics. However, in light of the actuals to date and the long-term decline 
in the UK’s dedicated freighter market, these forecasts are not credible. 

193. The DfT’s new forecast of zero growth in dedicated cargo ATMs by 2050 is more 
realistic. However, given the market dynamics of over-capacity and cheaper cargo 
transport alternatives, our own assessment is that the UK dedicated air cargo market 
will continue to decline in favour of bellyhold cargo and road, rail, and sea cargo, as 
in the graph below. 

                                                
 

32  York Aviation: Implication for the Air Freight Sector of Different Airport Capacity Options, 
https://tfl.gov.uk/cdn/static/cms/documents/air-freight-implications-from-new-capacity.pdf – p18 
(2015) 

33  CAA data: Jan to Nov actuals, ÷ 11 x 12 
34  Oxford Economics: Impacts on the Air Freight Industry, Customers and Associated Business 

Sectors, p26 (Sep 2015) 

https://tfl.gov.uk/cdn/static/cms/documents/air-freight-implications-from-new-capacity.pdf
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194.  

 

Summary of Key Facts  

195. In 2003, the Department for Transport forecast a steep rise in national air cargo 
tonnage. So far, it has been an over-estimate. 

196. In 2011, the Department for Transport recognised that its 2003 forecast did not 
match reality, but chose nevertheless to repeat its 2003 forecast. So far, it has been 
an over-estimate.  

197. In 2013, the Department for Transport forecast a small rise in the number of 
dedicated cargo flights. So far, it has been an over-estimate.  

198. In 2017, the Department for Transport forecast that there would be no growth in UK 
dedicated cargo flights between now and 2050. 

199. Oxford Economics and York Aviation both forecast an increase in dedicated cargo 
ATMs. To date, these forecasts run well ahead of the actuals. 

200. The most likely outcome is that the total UK air cargo market remains stable at 
around 2.3m tonnes; that dedicated cargo comprises a diminishingly small 
percentage of that 2.3m tonnes; and that the number of dedicated cargo ATMs in the 
UK continues to fall. 
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THE LION’S SHARE OF THE UK AIR CARGO MARKET: BELLYHOLD IN 

LONG-HAUL PASSENGER PLANES 

201. The low cost, short haul passenger airlines do not tend to take bellyhold cargo 
because they need to turn planes round several times a day and cargo takes too 
much time to unload and clear through security.  

202. Over short distances, road and rail are quicker and cheaper cargo options than air 
cargo.  

203. “Due in part to the capacity for road and rail transport to compete 
with airfreight on time over distances of up to 400-500km, air 
freight tends to be focused on inter-continental long-haul 
destinations.” 35 

204. “More cargo by volume is sent on long-haul rather than short-haul 
routes. […] Volumes of short-haul cargo peaked around the time 
the Channel Tunnel opened in 1994 and have fallen ever since. 
Therefore, this hints that much of the decrease in short-haul 
volumes may be due to the lower-cost option of truck transport to 
continental Europe rather than capacity constraints at London 
area airports.” 36 

205. The combination of these two factors means that short distance cargo tends to go by 
road or rail. 

206.  

207. The vast majority of UK long distance cargo travels by ship or in the bellyhold of long 
haul passenger planes. 

                                                
 

35  Airports Commission: Final Report (Jul 2015) 
36  Oxford Economics: Impacts on the Air Freight Industry, Customers and Associated Business 

Sectors, p5 (Sep 2015) 
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208. “For the freight market, bellyhold offers flexibility and a cost-effective means to 
carry shipments on routes that would not justify deploying a dedicated freight 
aircraft. For the passenger market, bellyhold provides useful – and sometimes 
essential – additional revenue.” 37 

209. In 2016 1,676,589 tonnes (70.3%) of air cargo was transported in the 
bellyhold of passenger planes. Freighters carried the remaining 
707,787 tonnes (29.7%). The regional airports, outside the London 
area, handled 376,284 tonnes (53%) of the freighter tonnage. 38 

210. To put this in context, RSP is claiming that a cargo airport at Manston 
will handle 500,000 to 600,000 tonnes of dedicated air cargo, when the 
UK’s entire market for dedicated air cargo in 2016 was 707,787 
tonnes. We will return to RSP’s claims in RSP’s three-legged plan for 
Manston, p58. 

Air cargo is dominated by a handful of airports 

211. The UK’s air cargo market is not growing, the share served by dedicated freighters is 
falling and the market already suffers from overcapacity. In addition, the market is 
heavily concentrated into a handful of airports. 

212. “Air freight activity in the UK is highly concentrated, with just six airports 
handling 95% of the UK’s air freight volume.” 39 

213. “[European] Cargo traffic is therefore more concentrated than overall traffic.” 40 

214.  

                                                
 

37  Oxford Economics: Impacts on the Air Freight Industry, Customers and Associated Business 
Sectors, p12 (Sep 2015) 

38  CAA data 
39  Avia Solutions: Commercial viability of Manston Airport, p27 (Oct 2016) 
40  Eurocontrol: Dependent on the Dark: Cargo and other Night Flights in European Airspace, p46 (5 

Jan 2009) 
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215.  

216. This concentration of air cargo presents a significant barrier to a latecomer to the 
market such as RSP and Manston. Existing players are heavily invested in cargo 
infrastructure and are already competing in a market that is characterised by excess 
capacity. There is no room for a new entrant.  

217. Dozens of UK airports have a tiny share of the UK air cargo market. 
This is why 29 airports make up a 2% slice on the pie chart above.  

218. If we were to add to the chart above the average cargo tonnage 
handled p.a. by Manston in the past, it would slot in between 
Birmingham and Luton. This is nowhere near the level of cargo tonnage 
that could sensibly be described as nationally significant.  

219. In 2016, the regional airports handled 515,917 tonnes of cargo between them – that’s 
freighter and bellyhold combined. These airports included East Midlands, 
Manchester, Prestwick, Aberdeen, Belfast International, Birmingham, Coventry, 
Doncaster, Edinburgh, Glasgow and Newcastle. RSP claims that a regional airport at 
Manston will handle 500,000 to 600,000 tonnes, purely of freighter cargo – i.e. more 
than all the freighter cargo and bellyhold cargo of all the UK’s other regional 
airports combined. This has no credibility.  

The bellyhold market is dominated by Heathrow 

220. We can see that the majority of UK air cargo travels in the bellyhold of passenger 
planes – a market that a cargo airport at Manston will not be in a position to serve. 
This sector of the UK air cargo market is growing steadily by winning business away 
from the dedicated cargo sector – the sector on which RSP wants to concentrate. 

221. Heathrow dominates the UK’s bellyhold cargo sector as can be seen in the following 
chart. 

Dozens of UK 

airports have 1% 

or less of the UK 

air freight market 
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222.  

 

223. “Belly cargo on intercontinental routes accounts for 10-15% of the total 
revenues of the average flight, which may be decisive for route profitability. 
This cargo segment is concentrated at hub airports with scheduled 
intercontinental connections. Although Heathrow does not have room for full 
freighters and has formal restrictions on full freighter operations, it is still one of 
the biggest cargo hubs in Europe because of the belly freight transported. As 
belly cargo requires the availability of scheduled long-haul, wide body capacity, 
within the London airports system cargo traffic is concentrated at Heathrow.” 41 

224. “Heathrow is by some distance the most important freight airport in the country, 
and its freight operations are very significantly bigger than those at Gatwick: 
[…]. Heathrow’s motorway links are also important; Gatwick’s position to the 
south of London limits its effectiveness as a national freight hub.” 42 

225. “In 2012, 2.3 million tonnes of cargo were transport through UK airports. 
Heathrow dominates air freight activity, due to its connectivity and availability of 
direct cargo links to intercontinental destinations. […] This has led to a buoyant 
‘freight forwarder’ market, taking advantage of the connectivity offered by the 
UK’s passenger services. This, according to the industry, has led to a 
“passengers lead, freight follows” business model in the UK. […] The 
“passenger leads, freight follows” business model is further evidenced by a fall 
in freight volumes at Gatwick Airport since 2008, which coincided with a 
consolidation of US and other long haul flights to Heathrow. As the Gatwick 
long-haul services reduced, they were replaced by an increase in LCC [low 
cost carriers] operations – which tend not to offer freight services.” 43 

                                                
 

41  International Transport Forum at the OECD: Expanding Airport capacity: Competition and 
Connectivity, pp31-32 (2014) 

42  Airports Commission: Final Report (Jul 2015) 
43  Airports Commission: Interim Report (Dec 2013) 
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226. “BA cannot switch its hub and spoken [sic] operation to another airport …. BA 
has invested some £800 million in its new world cargo terminal”. 44 

227. It is the sheer scale of Heathrow’s bellyhold cargo business that gives Heathrow pre-
eminence amongst those UK airports that handle cargo. The chart on p34 
demonstrates neatly how the UK’s national cargo market has always been about 
bellyhold transport rather than dedicated freighter transport. In 2015, 95% of 
Heathrow’s cargo was bellyhold, and was more than double the tonnage of all 
freighter traffic for the whole of the UK. 

 

228.  

 

229. The implications of this for a new cargo airport at Manston are clear. More air cargo 
is being carried in the bellyhold of passenger planes. This business depends on a 
thick network of long haul passenger routes. Manston has never supported so much 
as a single long haul passenger route and its position away from centres of 
population means that it is ill-placed to develop a long haul passenger business. This 
cuts Manston out of the biggest part of the UK air cargo market. It also cuts Manston 
out of the sector of the air cargo market that is growing. At the same time, in a flat air 
cargo market, Heathrow is growing its bellyhold cargo business by cannibalising the 
dedicated cargo market sector in which RSP says that it wants to specialise.  

230. All the data supports the conclusion that an airport at Manston will not be able to 
develop a dedicated air cargo business of anywhere near 12,000 dedicated cargo 
flights and/or 500,000 to 600,000 tonnes a year.  

  

                                                
 

44  Civil Aviation Authority: App E: Evidence and analysis on competitive constraints, para E104: 
http://www.caa.co.uk/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=4294972473  (2013) 
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Summary of Key Facts  

231. Over short distances, road and rail are cheaper transport options than air cargo. 

232. Long-haul cargo in the UK travels by sea or in the bellyhold of passenger planes. 

233. Over 70% of the UK air cargo market is bellyhold cargo. 

234. Manston has never had a long haul passenger route network to enable it to attract 
bellyhold cargo business. Its location in a poor catchment area for air travel means 
that it is ill-placed to develop one. The biggest part of the air cargo market is closed 
to Manston 

235. The UK air cargo market is dominated by cargo that travels in the bellyhold of long-
haul passenger planes and is therefore dominated by Heathrow. 
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DEDICATED CARGO: A SMALL, SHRINKING, COMPETITIVE MARKET 

236. In 2016 there were 51,839 dedicated cargo flights in the UK. The London airports 
handled about 30% of these dedicated cargo flights, which represented just 1.4% of 
the total flights handled by the London airports.45 Dedicated cargo flights are a tiny 
percentage of the business of the London airports. 

237. “A small portion of total cargo volume is represented by dedicated cargo flown 
on freighters. Over the 1990-2000 period, the volumes of dedicated air cargo 
approximately doubled, and remained steady afterwards. The share of 
dedicated cargo being sent via London airports, however, has not kept pace. In 
1990, 49% of dedicated cargo in the UK was sent via London area airports, but 
by 2012, only 41% of dedicated cargo was flowing through London area 
airports. This is partly due to the rise of East Midlands Airport as a national 
freight hub.” 46 

238. “In the early 1990s, Heathrow was the primary facilitator of dedicated cargo in 
London, but was soon overtaken by Stansted airport, which now facilitates the 
majority of dedicated cargo [in the London airports]. This phenomenon is likely 
to be a symptom of capacity constraints at Heathrow, as traffic distribution rules 
(TDRs) restrict day-time cargo only flights at Heathrow. In 1990, Stansted 
airport had a 17% share of dedicated cargo volumes for London area airports. 
By 2012, Stansted’s share climbed to a dominant 70%. Similarly, dedicated 
cargo volumes at Gatwick have drastically declined from about 57,000 tonnes 
in 2005 to 73 tonnes in 2012. In addition to capacity constraints, the increasing 
share of low-cost airlines at Gatwick, who do not freight, plays a role in the 
decline. Freight yields are relatively low compared to passenger yields. In 
addition, dedicated freight benefits less from flying from a passenger hub than 
bellyhold cargo. Hence, dedicated freight has been pushed out to where there 
is capacity available – i.e. London Stansted.” 47 

239. The biggest player in dedicated air cargo in the UK is East Midlands airport. In 2016 
East Midlands handled 42% of the UK’s dedicated cargo tonnage (300,101 tonnes) 
and 37% of the UK’s dedicated freighter ATMs. The second biggest player is 
Stansted which handled 32% of the UK’s dedicated cargo tonnage (223,006 tonnes) 
and 19% of the UK’s dedicated freighter ATMs in the same year. These numbers are 
important because they illustrate the small scale of the UK dedicated air cargo 
market in comparison to the large claims being made by RSP as to how much cargo 
a dedicated cargo airport at Manston would handle. RSP must demonstrate that a 
new airport at Manston would handle 12,000 cargo flights a year. This is twenty-four 
times the number of cargo flights that Manston used to handle and 38% of the 
combined cargo ATMs handled in 2016 by East Midlands and Stansted. This is not in 
any way credible.  

Freighter traffic’s share of the UK cargo market is shrinking 

240. Not only has the total UK air cargo market not grown significantly since 2000, but the 
share of the UK’s air cargo being transported by dedicated freighters – the market 
that RSP says that it will focus on – has fallen. 

                                                
 

45  CAA: Aviation trends Q1 2016, p11 
46  Oxford Economics: Impacts on the Air Freight Industry, Customers and Associated Business 

Sectors, p11 (Sep 2015) 
47  Oxford Economics: Impacts on the Air Freight Industry, Customers and Associated Business 

Sectors, p12 (Sep 2015) 
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241.  

 

242. “Following a period of strong growth in the late 1990s usage of air 
freighters has been subdued, with a steady decline over the last 
decade. While some of this trend appears to be driven by an 
increase in the share of total freight carried as bellyhold cargo 
and an increase in the payload per freighter, it has also coincided 
with a flattening of overall demand for air freight.” 48 

243. This point bears repetition. The market sector which is the raison d’être for RSP’s 
application for a Development Consent Order is in steady decline. Tonnage has 
fallen by 20% since 2004 and shows no sign of changing direction. This can be seen 
clearly in the graph on p22, and in the graph above. More importantly, the number of 
dedicated freight ATMs in the UK has fallen by 53% between 2000 and 2016. 

There’s surplus freighter capacity 

244. We can see that the UK air cargo market has remained flat since 2000. We can see 
that the share of that market served by dedicated cargo freighters is falling. The 
significant challenges that a new entrant such as RSP would face in trying to develop 
a new dedicated cargo airport do not end there. The UK dedicated air cargo market 
is a market that is already struggling with too much capacity: 

245. “… There have been significant changes in the [dedicated cargo] fleet mix 
since 2000, with relatively more intermediate and large widebody aircraft now 
in service and a drop in the number of small (narrowbody) freighters. Thus, 
while the number of aircraft remains broadly unchanged, capacity available 
from the fleet in service has increased by an estimated 40% over this period. 
[…] In some markets affected by overcapacity issues a number of large 
freighters have been ‘parked’ in order to try to increase yields that are 

                                                
 

48  Department for Transport: UK Aviation Forecasts, para 3.48 (Jan 2013) 
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continuously driven down by the negative relationship between capacity and 
demand.” 49 

246. A report by Avia in 2016 analysed the spare cargo capacity available in the 
passenger and freighter fleet currently using the London airports and concluded that 
there was ample spare capacity to mop up any growth in demand for bellyhold and 
dedicated cargo until 2045: 

247.  “We have assumed that the number of dedicated freighter flights 
remains at the average activity of the last five years at Heathrow 
and Luton. However, at Stansted permitted freighter movements 
may approach the statutory cap of 20,500 per annum. We have 
not included freighter movements at any of the other London 
airports. As the capacity per ATM on freighters at both Heathrow 
and Stansted was significantly above the loads actually carried, 
we have assumed that loads on freighters at these airports would 
grow by 1.5% per annum if UK freight market was growing at the 
forecast rate noted above. These assumptions take average 
loads on freighters to 55 tonnes and 53 tonnes respectively in 2050, still 
materially lower than the available capacity. We have assumed that the 
average load on freighters at Luton continues at 2015 levels.” 

 

Airport Capacity Type 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 Capacity 

Gatwick Bellyhold Load 
(tonnes) 

0.4 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.3 0.3 

Heathrow Bellyhold Load 
(tonnes) 

3.0 3.0 2.9 3.0 3.0 7.0 

Heathrow Freighter Load 
(tonnes) 

31.3 30.0 29.9 32.8 32.9 83.0 

Luton Freighter Load 
(tonnes) 

248. 15.6 15.9 16.3 15.1 15.8 15.8 

Stansted Freighter Load 
(tonnes) 

20.3 21.3 21.2 21.7 21.0 80.0 

Heathrow Freighter ATMs 2,456 2,380 2,365 2,084 2,388 2,388 

Luton Freighter ATMs 1,717 1,810 1,716 1,520 1,701 1,693 

Stansted Freighter ATMs 9,359 9,602 9,788 9,340 9,741 20,500 

249. ”The average load in international freighter ATMs in 2015 was 31.7 tonnes per 
ATM, and the capacity on these movements 80.3 tonnes. We have used this as 
our forecasting base since most freight traffic is international.” 

250. “These assumptions indicate that all forecast freight demand can be 
accommodated in all scenarios50 up to 2045. It is only in this year that some 

                                                
 

49  PricewaterhouseCoopers: The Air Freight Industry in the UK, written for the Airports Commission, 
p27 (Dec 2013) 

50  The scenarios considered by Avia were no new runway; a new runway at Heathrow; a new runway 
at Gatwick; and a new runway at Heathrow and at Gatwick 
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demand remains unaccommodated in two of the scenarios, although by 2050 
there is unaccommodated demand in all scenarios.” 51  

251. In addition, Avia recognised that the growth in passenger flights more generally will 
also increase capacity in the UK air cargo market:  

252. “As passenger demand increases additional belly-hold capacity will enter the 
market. This capacity growth is unhooked from the demand scenario for belly-
hold cargo and can result in excess capacity in the market.” 52 

253. UK air cargo tonnage has not grown significantly since 2000 and there are no signs 
of this trend changing. What is growing is capacity. A number of factors suggest that 
capacity will continue to grow.  

There’s more surplus capacity to come 

254. The major cargo handling airports all have bullish expansion plans.  

255. East Midlands Airport currently handles 300,000 tonnes of cargo a 
year. It has significant excess cargo handling capacity and plans to 
grow to 700,000 tonnes of cargo by 2040.53 It can grow to 1.2m tonnes 
of cargo by using its current runway.  

256. There is still significant spare capacity for dedicated cargo at Stansted.  

257. “We note that the London airports together currently have 40-
50% spare capacity available, mainly at Stansted, Luton and 
Southend, with early morning capacity being most scarce at 
Luton and Stansted.” 54 

258. Stansted handled 9,793 dedicated cargo flights in 2016 and it has 
permission to handle up to 20,500. In 2016 Stansted handled 223,006 
tonnes of freighter cargo. Stansted’s 2015 Sustainable Development 
Plan makes it clear that the airport could handle 400,000 tonnes of 
cargo without adding another runway. In addition, Stansted airport is 
seeking an increase in its passenger cap of 14-28%. If granted, this 
would increase the airport’s bellyhold capacity which would further 
increase its ability to handle cargo 55 

259. East Midlands and Stansted together therefore can offer almost 1.1 
million tonnes of additional air cargo capacity a year (see the table on 
p67). These two airports alone have more than double the spare cargo 
capacity that RSP says a new airport at Manston would offer. 

260. Heathrow also can handle more air cargo than it currently handles now, simply by 
increasing loads on its current passenger and dedicated cargo flights. In addition the 
Heathrow Northwest runway plan, the expansion option recommended by the 
Airports Commission, includes significant expansion of Heathrow’s cargo handling 
capacity:  

261. “In addition to the substantial cargo handling facilities already in place at the 
airport, the Northwest Runway scheme’s masterplan, with its provision for an 

                                                
 

51  Avia Solutions: Commercial viability of Manston Airport, pp31-32 (Oct 2016) 
52   Avia Solutions: Commercial viability of Manston Airport, p28 (Oct 2016) 
53   Annual report 2014-15 
54  International Transport Forum at the OECD: Expanding Airport capacity: Competition and 

Connectivity, p42 (2014) 
55  London Stansted Airport: Summary Sustainable Development Plan 2015 http://mag-umbraco-

media-live.s3.amazonaws.com/1027/summary-sdp.pdf  
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expanded freight handling capacity within the airport boundary, has been 
designed to handle a significant increase in the airport’s freight operations. It 
could accommodate a rapid throughput of freight-handling across all areas of 
its airfield.” 56 

262. “Growth in long-haul belly capacity at Heathrow is expected to further 
strengthen Heathrow’s role as a cargo marketplace. But it is not likely that the 
full-freighter segment will flourish at any significant scale, given its low yield 
character.” 57 

263. Even without a third runway, Heathrow has submitted plans for an increase in 25,000 
flights a year. If successful, this would increase the airport’s bellyhold capacity and 
therefore its cargo capacity.  

Falling demand for dedicated air cargo means fewer freighters 

are being made 

264. The fact that the market for dedicated air cargo is not expected to grow is reflected in 
the actions of manufacturers of dedicated air craft: 

265. “Though planemakers continue to enjoy strong demand for passenger aircraft, 
weak sales of cargo planes are forcing them to re-examine their freighter 
programmes. Airbus has put on hold its plan to launch a freighter version of its 
A380 superjumbo. Sales of the latest freighter version of Boeing’s jumbo, the 
747-8F, have disappointed since it entered service in 2011. Analysts used to 
think there was a case for a further update to the 747 freighter, to replace 
planes that will be retired in the 2020s—but now there is much scepticism. 

266. Because of the weak oil price, some elderly, fuel-guzzling freighters have continued 
to fly, or even been brought out of retirement, which is further reducing the demand 
for new freighters. However, the sharp fall in air-cargo rates is likely to hasten the 
decommissioning of many 747s, and the replacement of these four-engined jets with 
more efficient, two-engined Boeing 777s. And since no one is ordering passenger 
versions of the 747, Boeing is now losing money on the whole programme. The 
downturn in the air-freight market has spelled doom for several cargo airlines; it may 
also be the final blow for the venerable jumbo jet too.” 58 

Low demand, small margins, fierce competition 

267. Operators who can transport cargo in the bellyhold of passenger planes can afford to 
do this at a price that undercuts what it would cost to transport that cargo in a 
dedicated cargo plane: 

268. “As a result airlines will often sell this belly-hold capacity using a marginal cost 
pricing structure. This pricing structure does not need to account for the high 
cost of the aircraft and must only meet the additional marginal cost that each 
kilogram of cargo incurs. Through the application of this pricing structure, belly-
hold cargo often undercuts the minimum price that can be charged on 
dedicated freighter operations. As a result of this market dynamic, an airport 
focused on airfreight carried by dedicated freighters may be overly exposed to 

                                                
 

56  Airports Commission: Final Report (Jul 2015) 
57  International Transport Forum at the OECD: Expanding Airport capacity: Competition and 

Connectivity, p64 (2014) 
58  The Economist: Too little freight, too much space. (Mar 2016) 

http://www.economist.com/news/business/21695013-overcapacity-hits-another-part-transport-
industry-too-little-freight-too-much-space 
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a declining or stagnant total market, or at best to a market that is not exposed 
to strong potential.” 59 

269. “The costs of belly capacity are largely paid for by passenger ticket sales, 
meaning that cargo revenues only have to cover additional fuel, sales and 
handling costs, therefore generating high profit margins of up to 65%.” 60 

270. “Air freight in the UK is dominated by freight carried in the hold of passenger 
aircraft as opposed to dedicated freighter aircraft and is therefore linked to air 
passenger flows. Interviews conducted by PwC with a selection of stakeholders 
have highlighted that “passengers lead, freight follows”, i.e. for most passenger 
airlines, revenue from cargo only makes up a small proportion of total revenue 
for passenger; for example, as highlighted previously, British Airways is in the 
top 10 carriers for cargo traffic, but cargo revenues only make up 7% of BA’s 
total revenues.” 61 

271. Growing bellyhold capacity; falling rates for sea cargo; flat demand in the air cargo 
market and slim operating margins mean that revenues are falling in the air cargo 
market, and so is profitability.  

272. ”Cargo generates very little revenue for an airport and is 
invariably unprofitable” 62 

273. “Although East Midlands airport is bustling, and the global air-
cargo business now handles more than a third of world trade by 
value, the industry has been under pressure since the financial 
crisis. At the World Cargo Symposium, a meeting of industry 
bigwigs in Berlin this week, there were grumbles that their 
business has seen better days. The volume of goods travelling by 
air has risen marginally over the past year but airlines’ cargo 
revenues have fallen from a peak of $67 billion in 2011 to around 
$50 billion a year now. Freight provides just 9% of total airline 
revenues now, down from over 12% a decade ago.” 63 

274. “A dramatic fall in sea-freight rates—of more than 75% since 
2012 on some routes—as a result of overcapacity among 
shipping lines has encouraged customers to switch from sending some non-
urgent deliveries by air. Excess capacity among the airlines themselves has 
done further damage. Since the financial crisis, there has been no let-up in the 
growth of passenger demand, so carriers have been expanding their fleets. 
This means the amount of cargo space in the belly of passenger planes has 
risen sharply. Combined with flat demand for shipping by air, the result is that 
average capacity utilisation across the air-cargo business has fallen to 43.5%, 
the lowest since the crisis. So, customers have been able to demand big price 
cuts.” 64 

                                                
 

59  Avia Solutions: Commercial viability of Manston Airport (Oct 2016) 
60  PricewaterhouseCoopers: The Air Freight Industry in the UK, written for the Airports Commission 

(Dec 2013) 
61  PricewaterhouseCoopers: The Air Freight Industry in the UK, written for the Airports Commission 

(Dec 2013) 
62  Falcon Consultancy Ltd: Expert opinion on the prospects for the viable development of Manston 

Airport, p9 (Jul 2014) 
63  The Economist (Mar 2016) http://www.economist.com/news/business/21695013-overcapacity-hits-

another-part-transport-industry-too-little-freight-too-much-space  
64  The Economist, ditto (Mar 2016) 
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275. “Some all-cargo airlines have gone bust in recent years, and other carriers with 
big cargo divisions have been suffering, despite the fall in the cost of jet fuel. 
Last Aug, for instance, Midex, at one point the largest all-cargo airline in the 
Middle East with a ten-strong fleet of freighters, closed down. Lufthansa Cargo, 
the freight division of Germany’s largest airline, slipped into loss last summer. 
South America’s largest airline, LATAM, reported a 27% year-on-year fall in 
cargo revenue for the fourth quarter of 2015. LATAM has responded by cutting 
its use of freighter planes to focus on belly-hold cargo. IAG, the owner of British 
Airways, now looks prescient for having got rid of its freighter fleet altogether.” 
65 

276. “Low-cost, leisure carriers and all-cargo airlines are relatively sensitive to visit 
and congestion costs. For them, the charges are a considerable part of their 
operating costs.” 66 

277. Operators will therefore only choose a dedicated cargo flight when they have the 
volume of cargo to make it viable: 

278. “[Dedicated] Freighter aircraft are predominantly flown between freight hubs in 
an operator’s distribution network where volumes are sufficient to justify the 
expense of running dedicated cargo services.” 67 

Inevitable commercial casualties 

279. In July 2014 Falcon Consultancy submitted to TDC its expert opinion on the viability 
of Manston airport. Falcon commented on the growing capacity in the air cargo 
market as follows: 

280. “Ever larger aircraft delivered to the major airlines offer many more seats to be 
filled from the major airports and the capacity and performance of these aircraft 
is so great that, for the moment at least, the growth is [sic] air cargo can be 
absorbed in the bellyholds of passenger aircraft.”  

281. “Airlines are replacing their passenger aircraft with more fuel 
efficient aircraft at an increasing pace. Wide bodied twin aisle 
passenger aircraft deliveries are expected to grow by 19% this 
year which will effectively increase bellyhold capacity worldwide 
by 8% allowing more and more cargo to be conveyed in the free 
under-belly cargo holds of passenger aircraft.” 

282. “Capacity is growing at a far faster pace than demand for 
airfreight and as sea freight yields are falling there is also a shift 
from airfreight to sea freight. The climate for cargo-only aircraft 
operations could not be much worse.”  68  

283. Falcon Consultancy went on to say that the market for dedicated air 
cargo has become so unattractive that many major airlines are moving 
out of freighter aircraft altogether or are downsizing their freighter fleets 
significantly. They reported that:  

284. Japanese Airlines (JAL) had moved away from freighter aircraft in 2013  

                                                
 

65  The Economist, ditto (Mar 2016) 
66  International Transport Forum at the OECD: Expanding Airport capacity: Competition and 

Connectivity, p60 (2014) 
67  Airports Commission: Final Report (Jul 2015) 
68  Falcon Consultancy Ltd: Expert opinion on the prospects for the viable development of Manston 
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285. British Airways did the same in May 2014.  

286. MK Airlines, a UK Cargo Airline which previously used Manston, ceased 
operations in 2010  

287. Eva Air of Taiwan was reviewing its freighter operations.  

288. Lufthansa was reshaping and reducing its freighter fleet  

289. Air France/KLM was reviewing their fleets and there were indications that 
Martinair, the wholly owned subsidiary of KLM, was about to be sold.  

290. Cathay Pacific had ordered more freighters but these were being delivered into 
the desert for storage. Cathay Pacific had also cancelled freighter operations to 
Manchester after many years and restructured its freighter operations.  

291. The only airlines currently increasing their freighter fleets were the four Middle 
East carriers, Emirates, Etihad, Qatar Airways and Saudi Airways Cargo. In 
Asia Korean Air still operated an extensive freighter fleet but it had no 
operations into the UK.  

292. The report concluded its assessment of the market by saying: 

293. “In conclusion dedicated freighter operations are not finished but trade flows 
coupled with strong demand need to be in place to make such operations 
viable in the next few years.” 69 

Summary of Key Facts  

294. The number of dedicated freight ATMs in the UK has fallen by 53% between 2000 
and 2016. 

295. The market for cargo handled by dedicated freighters has been falling since 2004 
from 37% of the UK air cargo market to less than 30% today. 

296. The UK air cargo market is static and it looks likely to remain that way. The market 
for dedicated air cargo is contracting. However, air cargo capacity is likely to grow 
strongly: 

297. The trend towards bigger passenger planes and more of them will increase bellyhold 
capacity for cargo. 

298. East Midlands Airport has plans to grow from 300,000 tonnes to 700,000 tonnes of 
cargo p.a. by 2040 and can grow to 1.2m tonnes of cargo p.a. 

299. Stansted has the capacity to double the number of dedicated cargo ATMs that it 
handles 

300. If a third runway is built at Heathrow, the airport plans to increase its cargo capacity 
significantly 

301. Even if a third runway is not built, Heathrow has plans for more flights with bellyhold 
capacity, and a new cargo centre 

302. Capacity in the current cargo fleet has increased by 40% since 2000, and capacity 
utilisation has fallen. 

303. The market for dedicated air cargo is so unattractive currently that many major 
airlines are downsizing their freighter fleets significantly or moving out of freighter 
aircraft altogether. Plane manufacturers are putting on hold their plans to 
manufacture dedicated cargo planes. 
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304. There is such intense price competition in the UK air cargo market that a number of 
cargo airlines have ceased to trade.  

305. There is enough spare capacity at the London airports to cope with the 
forecast increases in air cargo until 2045. Of course, the Government in 
2017 forecast no increase in dedicated cargo ATMs between now and 
2050. 

306. In short, the market that RSP wants to focus on is shrinking and is 
constrained by over-capacity and low margins. There are too many 
airports and operators chasing too little cargo. Manston has nothing to offer that will 
enable a new airport there to carve out 12,000 dedicated cargo flights every year as 
required by the DCO criterion. 
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WHAT IT TAKES TO BE A SUCCESSFUL CARGO AIRPORT 

307. Cargo carriers have favourite airports, and for good reasons. There is a considerable 
amount of research into the factors that lead air cargo transporters to choose one 
airport over another. Cargo operators told the Airports Commission that they looked 
for: 

308. “…a dense route network and, in particular, a broad range of long-haul 
connections. […] Effective access to the national motorway network is also 
crucial for air freight, enabling logistics companies to bring goods for export into 
the airport efficiently and to transport imports quickly to their final destination. 
Heathrow is well-placed to provide this, whereas Gatwick’s position to the 
south of London limits its effectiveness as a national freight hub. This can be 
seen clearly from the map below (Figure 13.3), which shows the location of 
logistics businesses in the South East of England.” 70 

 

309. 
As can be seen from this map, Manston is far removed from the UK’s south-eastern cluster of logistics 
companies. 

310. As part of the Commission’s consultation, cargo operators made it clear 
that they thought that Gatwick was too far south and too far from the 
main road network to serve as a base for cargo operations:  

311. “The Commission received a number of responses in consultation 
from freight operators emphasising their requirement and appetite 
to expand at Heathrow, whereas the degree to which freight 
operators would invest in additional capacity at Gatwick is more 
uncertain. The airport’s position to the south of London and 
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limited connection to the strategic road network may dampen demand, as 
would the slower growth predicted in long-haul services. There is also much 
less of a foundation on which to build with relatively few logistics providers 
based in the vicinity of the airport. Expansion at Gatwick would still provide new 
opportunities for freight users, as the number of routes and 
carriers grows, but even if a more substantial freight industry 
were to develop, this would take a significant time to emerge.” 71  

312. Manston’s position at the eastern toe of the country is even less 
favourable than Gatwick’s. 

Heathrow, East Midlands, Stansted – gold, silver, bronze 

313. The Airport Commission’s Final Report is clear about the shape of the UK air cargo 
market in the South East. The Commission concludes that: 

314. Heathrow is the UK’s key cargo airport 

315. Heathrow is the key cargo airport because it has lots of passenger flights, 
especially long haul flights, that can use spare bellyhold capacity for cargo 

316. Cargo companies want to use Heathrow because of its motorway connections 
and the existing cluster of cargo forwarders around Heathrow airport 

317. Only 5% of Heathrow’s cargo comes in on dedicated cargo planes 

318. The Government cannot, and will not, try to force dedicated cargo operators to 
move from Heathrow to other airports 

319. If Heathrow gets another runway, it will also expand its cargo operation 

320. Even Gatwick is too far south for cargo operators to be interested in using it. 

321. This is echoed in the specialist report on cargo commissioned by the Airports 
Commission from PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC), which said that logistics 
companies choose their cargo hub according to the following criteria: 

322. “i. Carriers’ operations, i.e. frequency of flights with bellyhold capacity.  

323. ii. The local regulatory environment and costs 

324. iii. Land-side transport links and the ability to forward consignments efficiently. 
The road network surrounding Heathrow offers significant benefits in terms of 
connectivity. One operator stated that this means that cargo operations can be 
based in Glasgow, where goods are received, then consolidated and 
transported by road to Manchester, East Midlands or Heathrow.  

325. iv. Proximity of other operators – there are recognised economies of scale in 
terms of being part of a hub (lower set-up costs, synergies with competitors 
operating in the same area, availability of experienced staff etc.).”72 

326. PwC’s findings are endorsed by other industry experts: 

327. “Airlines base the decision on where to operate their freighters based on a 
multitude of factors. However, the overriding factor is based on where 
investments in infrastructure have been made by their clients, freight 
forwarders. These capex investments by freight forwarders are required to 
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ensure they maintain economies of scale through their transit facilities and 
distribution centres. In the UK, these investments are centred at Heathrow, and 
more recently Stansted.” 73 

328. “Size and strength of the local market is of primary importance for all airline 
segments. For all airline market segments, the size and strength (yield) of the 
local market is of primary importance.” 74 

329. “On a European scale, most cargo operators are highly footloose and freight is 
trucked over long distances to airports. Full freighter operators mostly 
concentrate at hub airports or dedicated cargo airports with a competitive cargo 
marketplace.” 75 

330. “Elsewhere in the UK, East Midlands is an important marketplace for cargo. A 
competitive cargo marketplace means a strong regional cargo market, 
presence of global forwarders, high quality handlers and choice of handlers, 
road feeder services, availability of night capacity and attractive visit costs. 
Congestion costs and slot values, the small margins on full freighter services 
as well as the applicable traffic distribution rules have resulted in absence of 
full freighter flights at both Heathrow and Gatwick.” 76 

331. “Airfreight depends on a local ecosystem of cargo airlines, storage facilities, 
forwarders and ground handlers.” 77 

332. “Cargo operators need a “cargo marketplace” of dedicated cargo facilities 
freight forwarders, ground handling companies and road transport companies 
located at and around the airport. There is a mutual relationship between the 
forwarders, cargo facility operators, ground handling companies 
and cargo operators. Cargo airlines favour airports with a strong 
presence of global forwarders (Kupfer 2012), a competitive 
ground handling market and dedicated cargo facilities. 
Forwarders favour airports with a strong cargo network and the 
flexibility to use both main-deck and bellyhold cargo. There is a 
strong tendency to concentrate cargo.” 78 

333. “For belly-hold cargo the schedule of passenger flights is 
important. Full freighter operators prefer airports with the ability to 
operate 24 hours a day, so for them night capacity is important.”79 

334. A PhD thesis, cited by RSP in October 2016, also considered the reasons why cargo 
airlines select airports for their operations. The report concludes with the factors that 
are most important to cargo operators:  

335. Demand for cargo services at the flight’s origin and its destination.  

336. Cargo forwarder presence. 

337. Passenger airline operations for transhipments. 

338. The presence of partner airlines – cargo airlines often partner other cargo 
airlines to obtain greater network coverage through hub trans-shipments. This 
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means that cargo operators prefer airports at which there are a number of 
cargo operators. 

339. Flying time and cost.  

340. Access to the market. 

341. Night time operations. 

342. No noise regulation.80 

Integrators  

343. Air cargo integrators (DHL, FedEx, UPS, TNT etc.) are particularly wedded to one or 
two airports: 

344. “We also considered the role of integrators in the air freight market. Whilst 
general cargo traffic tends to be more flexible about the location of the airport it 
uses than passenger traffic, this does not apply to the major integrated freight 
operators. The business model of operators such as DHL, FedEx and UPS is 
based on a hub and spoke principle involving both aircraft and road feeder 
services: the surface element of the network has a greater requirement for a 
central location within the market being served. We consider the geographic 
location of Manston precludes it from being a suitable base airport for an 
integrator in particular when compared to UK competitors such as East 
Midlands Airport.” 81 

345. “Integrators such as FedEx, UPS, Danzas and TNT mostly operate in the 
parcel market and take care of the total door-to-door chain. They run their own 
planes and prefer airports with sufficient (night) and peak capacity for their hub 
operations. They do not need a competitive handling market and presence of 
forwarders, as they run their own facilities as stand-alone operations. Because 
of globalization and online shopping, it is expected that the share of integrators 
will increase in the future.” 82 

346. “The integrator segment (including operators such as DHL, UPS and FedEx) 
does not currently use any of the London airports as a hub (but they do fly 
some services to Stansted). They run stand-alone operations and do not need 
the kind of cargo marketplace described above. The airport is mainly selected 
for sufficient night capacity needed for 24 hour a day operation.” 83 

347. “East Midlands is the UKs most important dedicated cargo airport 
with nearly all its 267,000T carried on cargo aircraft. It is an 
important base for Royal Mail as a major overnight mail hub as 
does DHL, FedEx, TNT and UPS express cargo operators A 
significant factor in the success of the airport is its close proximity 
to an excellent motorway network which ensures that 90% of the 
land mass of England and Wales is within a four hours truck 
journey from the airport.  
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348. In addition twenty four hour operations also make the airport friendly for freighter 
operations. Despite all these advantages East Midlands airport cargo throughput has 
only grown by 5.6% in the past nine years. 

349. Airport competition in the UK is naturally centred on London Heathrow and it is 
estimated that approximately 85% of the UK forwarding industry is based with a 10 
mile radius of the airport.” 84 

Night Flights 

350. A key requirement for air cargo transport is the ability to operate at 
night: 

351. “Informed observations about cargo cannot be made without also 
understanding night operations, and vice versa. […] The most 
significant segment in the night is indisputably all-cargo: nearly 
half of all-cargo flights take place at night.” 85 

 

352. 
86 

353. “The night is most important to all-cargo flights. Out of all of the 
different market segments the highest proportion of its flights 
occurs at night: 24% in the deep night and 42% during the night 
(Figure 16).” 87  

354. “Apart from Frankfurt/Main, where there are restrictions in night 
flying […], the six busiest cargo airports have most of their 
operations during night (between 39% for Frankfurt/Main and 
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89% for Köln-Bonn). London/ Heathrow does not appear in the top 15 even 
though it was the third busiest airport for flights, because freight carried in 
bellyhold is not included in these statistics.” 88  

355. “If the [European] cargo segment remains quiet during the day (40 movements 
per hour on average), it becomes a very dynamic sector during the night. 
Between 19:00 and 07:00, cargo traffic is punctuated by waves of arrivals and 
departures reaching up to 120 movements per hour.” 89 

356. “Stansted is also a hub for several large freight and express companies, which 
require the flexibility to fly throughout the night in order to ensure timely next 
day deliveries to key markets. Freight services make up approximately 35% of 
Stansted's night movements.” 90  

357. In 2015, East Midlands had 21,787 cargo ATMs. 12,000 of these were night flights, 
i.e. taking place between 2300 and 0700 hours. Cargo ATMs accounted for 55% of 
dedicated cargo movements at East Midlands in 2015.91 Both Wiggins and Infratil 
applied for permission to have scheduled night flights at Manston. Infratil applied 
twice saying that it could not attract cargo operators to Manston without being able to 
offer night flights. 

 

358. 
92 
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Summary of Key Facts  

359. Cargo operators want an airport that is at the centre of a cargo ecosystem that gives 
them a choice of cargo forwarders; ground handlers and storage companies.  

360. They want a dense network of routes with a broad range of long haul connections.  

361. They want access to bellyhold cargo capacity. 

362. They want an airport that is used by other air cargo operators and that has easy 
access to the UK’s motorway network. 

363. For the integrators, it is critical that they are in a central UK location. 

364. They want unrestricted night flights. 

365. They want a large and strong local market for air cargo exports so that incoming 
planes do not make the return leg empty. 

366. In the section Capturing market share from other airports, p59 we will use the list of 
cargo operators’ requirements as criteria against which to assess the attractiveness 
or otherwise of a new cargo airport at Manston.  
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A SECOND OPINION, AND A THIRD, AND A FOURTH 

367. A number of independent aviation experts have specifically assessed Manston’s 
viability as a new cargo airport.  

Parsons Brinkerhoff  

368. In January 2012, Parsons Brinkerhoff submitted an expert report to Thanet District 
Council. That report said: 

369. ”We would agree that over the short to medium term, without 
significant capacity being built into the South East of England, 
freight volumes at Heathrow Airport are likely to fall as the airport 
allocates landing/take-off slots to higher yielding passenger 
aircraft (assuming no additional capacity is added). We would 
disagree, however, that MIA [Manston Airport] would likely benefit 
in any substantial way from these freight volume decreases. Stansted, and 
Gatwick to a lesser degree, have significant capacity to accept additional 
freight volumes and are strategically better located close to motorways and 
major conurbations. For this reason we would disagree with York’s [York 
Aviation’s] contention that “It is for the relocation of these services that MIA is 
ideally geographically located”. MIA, whilst only 50 minutes from the M25 at 
Junction 2, is not strategically positioned for freight to be dispatched anywhere 
other than the far South East of England.” 93 

Falcon Consultancy  

370. In June 2014, following the closure of the airport, Thanet District Council 
commissioned Falcon Consultancy to assess whether the airport could be made 
commercially viable. That report said: 

371. “No business plan with a credible investment plan of less than 20 
years is likely to define the commitment necessary to rebuild 
confidence. Phase 1 investment required could be in the order of 
£100m with no guarantees of success. Political support will be 
required to attract investors and PR work will be needed to 
convince the airlines.” 

372. “Manston Airport was up for sale for some time. That there was 
no interest reflects its poor business reputation, (it has never 
made a profit in all the years since the RAF moved out) and the 
general industry perception that it is not in an ideal location. It has 
failed to fulfil its perceived role as a regional airport.” 

373. “The construction of an international component assembly plant 
(e.g. car plant) on nearby land would dramatically stimulate the 
cargo throughput.” 

374. “Note that, even with an associated business park, the airport is unlikely to 
succeed and, in our opinion, will generate substantial operating losses.” 

375. “Meanwhile there is no commercial justification for reopening and marketing the 
airport in the same configuration as it was upon closure.” 
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376. “In 2013 cargo reached 29,306 Tonnes. This was down 6% on the previous 
year in a market that was down 1.7% throughout the UK on the year previously. 
Almost all (99.9%) of the cargo at Manston was carried on dedicated cargo 
aircraft.” 

377. “In conclusion dedicated freighter operations are not finished but trade flows 
coupled with strong demand need to be in place to make such operations 
viable in the next few years.” 94  

378. In summary, Falcon concluded that, even if there were an international assembly 
plant nearby (and there is not), a 20 year business plan with a minimum of £100m 
investment in Phase I, a business park on site, and if the airport were able to attract 
new business such as the relief operations run by the United Nations, there would 
still be no guarantee that an airport at Manston could succeed. 

Avia Solutions  

379. In July 2016,Thanet District Council commissioned Avia Solutions to assess whether 
the airport could be made commercially viable. Avia undertook interviews with key 
operators in the air cargo industry. Those interviews were reported as follows: 

380. “The airline’s first choice of destination was Heathrow, as the 
majority of Freight Forwarders have their major infrastructure in 
and around Heathrow. The airline was unable to access slots at 
Heathrow and so selected Stanstead due to runway length, a 
mature offering including infrastructure development and third 
party handlers Stanstead operates a world class facility and has 
the competencies to handle freighters. It is questionable whether 
this would be possible, at least initially, at Manston. The airline 
would be extremely unlikely to consider moving services to 
Manston, even if they were no longer able to serve Stansted, regardless of the 
commercial terms offered. If the airline had to move services, they would 
consider East Midlands and Manchester or other centrally located airports over 
Manston. The individual also believes that there is virtually no chance that a 
Freight Forwarder would choose to relocate services to Manston.” – Senior 
Executive in the Cargo Division for an airline currently operating freighters at 
Stansted 95 

381. “The company was cognizant that, whilst the inbound demand for 
freight existed, there was little demand for outbound freight, which 
resulted in aircraft departing with unutilised capacity. […] [They] 
would certainly be interested in using the airport again if it re-
opened but in order to do so, they would be looking to secure 
competitive rates for landing, parking and screening charges…” – 
Air Cargo Charter Broker. 96  

382. “Whilst Manston may offer an opportunity for some it is unlikely 
that DHL would relocate its operations. The setup at East 
Midlands is tuned to its needs. Further, East Midlands is 
geographically well located for quick access to the UK road 
network which is exceptionally important for the courier business 
model. In their experience, they believe it unlikely that any 
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integrator would be interested in moving their operations to Manston. […] The 
sole purpose of utilising Manston would be to reduce cost, either through 
reduced flight operations or lower airport charges. One point of note is that the 
UK is a lot cheaper to export form [sic] at present. Thus, a lot of freight 
originates in continental Europe and moves via bellyhold. Overall the 
individual’s view was that whilst Manston would undoubtedly attract some 
business it is unlikely to be significant volumes.” – Ex-DHL Aviation Senior 
Sales Executive who has held senior positions in the cargo industry for over 15 
years. 97 

383. “When the airport closed, Doncaster and Stanstead tried to win the business 
from Manston, whilst some gains were made, the majority of the business 
relocated to European hubs as they are more closely located to the final 
destination, thus reducing overall cost.  

384. There are few all-cargo operators who would consider locating 
operations at the airport. Operators will be tied into their 
networks, in part due to their clients locating their facilities at the 
main airports (Heathrow and Stanstead).  

385. […] In order to secure freighters movements at the airport, it will 
be necessary to demonstrate a cost advantage over competitors. 
This could be through a reduction in the overall Flight Hours 
required for operations, however the ability to do this is limited given much of 
the freight is destined for Europe.  

386.  […] With regards to Integrators basing operations at Manston, 
the probability of this is viewed as slim. The Integrators have 
committed large capital expenses to existing operations at 
Stanstead and East Midlands, these barriers to exit are 
substantial and would be difficult to overcome, in particular given 
Manston’s inferior geographical position within the UK.  

387. It would be difficult for Manston to compete with East Midland or 
Stanstead. EMA in particular offers 24/7 cargo operations with 
customs available 24/7. They have developed economies of scale 
in both service and cost. 

388. […] Finally, the centre of power within the industry is held by 
Freight Forwarders, the majority of whom are based at LHR. As 
the industry is ever increasingly commoditised, Forwarders refuse 
to divert their business from Heathrow, instead choosing to truck 
cargo in from the regions to feed the facilities and consolidation 
business centred there and achieve the necessary economies of 
scale required to compete. 

389. The conclusion being that there is virtually no incentive for 
operators to move operations to Manston, there are alternative 
UK airports that offer competitive services on reasonable terms. 
The UK doesn’t need another airport for freight that has no USP. 
If Manston were to be developed it would be essential for it gain a 
niche market such as becoming an Amazon or Alibaba e-
commerce base.” – Mr. Stanley G. Wraight – Senior Executive 
Director, Strategic Aviation Solutions Limited. Mr. Wraight is a 
cargo professional with a global reputation and over 40 years’ 
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experience in the cargo industry.” 98 

390. Avia summarised its programme of interviews by saying:  

391. “Our freight interviews indicated that the demand to use the airport for freight 
was very limited. This, in large parts, is due to two factors; the infrastructure 
investments that have already been made by the industry around Heathrow 
and Stansted, and the geographical location of the airport. Infrastructure, and 
the associated knowledge, skill and supporting industry at airports such as 
Heathrow and Stansted, as well as the major European hubs such as 
Frankfurt, and Paris, would be almost impossible for Manston to replicate. The 
geographic location of the airport, tucked into the corner of the UK, cannot 
compete with airports such as East Midlands for Integrator services that are 
sold as fast delivery, due to the increases in surface transportation times. The 
interviews did however indicate that charter services and ad-hoc freighter 
flights would certainly return, providing some revenue income for the airport. In 
summary, we conclude that freight would return to the airport in limited 
quantities, not dissimilar to the tonnage previously processed at the airport.” 99 
(our emphasis) 

392. “It was clear from these discussions that whilst the airport clearly offered a 
professional service, the strategic position of the airport was a clear 
disadvantage.” 100 

393. In the light of its interviews and research, the Avia team concluded: 

394. “We conclude therefore that there is limited interest from the 
cargo industry in using a re-opened Manston Airport for air 
freight. The larger scheduled freighter operators are unlikely to 
relocate their services to the airport, particularly if the airport does 
not have a unique product offer. We believe it is more likely that 
were Manston Airport to re-open, the most likely role would be to 
serve smaller freight operators and the larger operators on an ad-
hoc basis. There is no compelling reason to believe that the 
airport would be able to generate appreciably more freight activity 
than previously, other than in the context of a shortage of airport 
capacity in the London area.” 

395. “Based on our research and analysis, it is AviaSolutions' view that if Manston 
were to re-open as an airport, it would attract some dedicated freighter 
operations. However, in the absence of a firm commitment from a multinational 
to establish a distribution centre near Manston, the growth of freight activity at 
the airport would be in line with historic performance, with incremental growth 
resulting from a general expansion of the UK cargo market and a diversion of 
freighter flights if these were constrained at Stansted.” 101 

396. “The asset would require significant long term investment but 
would only generate a marginal return on the capital invested. 
These returns are also predicated on a large number of external 
variables over which the owner of Manston Airport has limited 
influence. It is AviaSolutions’ view that based on this scenario 
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there is no viable long term prospect of an economically viable airport being 
established at Manston.” 102 

Allan McQuarrie 

397. Mr McQuarrie has thirty years’ experience working with freight forwarders, airlines 
and airports. He was Group Manager Freight Development for both the Infratil 
airports – Prestwick and Manston – from 2007. In January 2012 he moved his full 
time base from Prestwick to Manston. His role was to encourage cargo operators to 
use the airport for chartered and scheduled flights.  

398. At the time of this move Allan McQuarrie said that he saw a “huge future for 
Manston” as a cargo airport. He said:  

399. “Having had experience in all areas of air cargo I have a very good idea of what 
the customer is looking for. Manston’s proximity to London with easy access to 
the UK’s motorway network is a huge selling point. Being based within easy 
reach of the Channel ports, and therefore Europe, is also an advantage.” 103 

400. At the time, the airport’s Master Plan predicted that the airport would handle 167,000 
tonnes of cargo by 2018. In the best year under Allan McQuarrie’s cargo leadership, 
the airport handled just 31,078 tonnes. 

401. Mr McQuarrie gave a presentation on 4th February 2017 about the UK air cargo 
market and Manston’s potential as a cargo airport. He accepted that competition in 
the cargo market is getting more intense: 

402. “Ships are getting bigger, ships are getting faster, and they can carry a lot more 
than an aircraft can. It's also a lot, lot cheaper….And we also have the road 
freight into Europe for short haul routes. It's a lot faster than the door-to-door 
product which is what a lot of customers are now looking for, and it's also very, 
very cheap.” 

403. He suggested that if it were reopened, Manston could operate at the level at which it 
previously operated. However, he was clear that the airport would still operate at a 
loss: 

404. “There was a future for cargo at Manston, and I believe there still is a future for 
cargo at Manston. I had various airlines just about to sign deals to 
come into the airport. It still, as the previous owner said, wouldn't 
put us into profit but it would have gone a long way to reduce the 
debt that we had.” 

405. “I've spoken to a lot of those airlines that used to fly in to 
Manston, and I've asked them on nights out: would you come 
back? And most of them have said yes.” 

406. “We could be back to where we were, if not better.” 

407. In short, Mr McQuarrie’s assessment is that the most likely outcome for a new cargo 
airport at Manston would be a repeat of the airport’s consistently loss-making 
performance between 1999 and 2014.  
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Summary of Key Facts 

408. Three independent expert reports in 2012, 2014 and 2016 have concluded that 
Manston is in the wrong place for a viable cargo airport. 

409. In 2012 Parsons Brinkerhoff wrote an independent report about Manston Airport 
(which was then still operational) saying that it was: “… not strategically positioned 
for cargo to be dispatched anywhere other than the far South East of England.” 

410. In 2014, Falcon Consultancy wrote an independent report about Manston Airport 
saying that an airport on that site was: “unlikely to succeed and, in our opinion, will 
generate substantial operating losses.” 

411. In 2016, Avia Solutions wrote an independent report about Manston Airport saying: 
“Our cargo interviews indicated that the demand to use the airport for cargo was very 
limited. […] We conclude therefore that there is limited interest from the cargo 
industry in using a re-opened Manston Airport for air cargo. […] there is no viable 
long term prospect of an economically viable airport being established at Manston.” 

412. There is virtually no incentive for cargo operators to move to Manston. 

413. Demand to use Manston for cargo is very limited. 

414. Not all previous cargo customers would return to Manston – at least one has since 
gone bust. 

415. In the opinion of the man who managed cargo development at Manston between 
2007 and 2013, the most likely outcome for a new cargo airport at Manston is that it 
does about the same amount of cargo business that it did previously, i.e. 500 cargo 
flights and about 30,000 tonnes of cargo per annum. 

416. At that level of business the airport would operate at a loss, as it did before. 
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RSP’S THREE-LEGGED PLAN FOR MANSTON 

417. In its Scoping Report,104 RSP set out its forecasts for the amount of cargo that a 
reopened Manston airport would handle. We have mapped them onto our previous 
graph of actuals vs forecasts as the dotted red line on the right. RSP’s forecast is 
even less credible than the over-optimistic forecasts made by the airport’s owners 
over the years. 

418.  

419. “2.5.3 Based on the initial assessments undertaken of the current UK air cargo 
market it is estimated that a reopened and developed Manston Airport, with a 
focus on air freight and cargo, could capture in the region of 500,000 to 
600,000 tonnes of air freight by 2035. This would be from a combination of 
business returning to Manston Airport, the capturing of market share from 
other airports (either because of better facilities at Manston Airport, shorter 
trucking distances from airports outside the UK or pressure for slots at these 
other airports) and from general market growth. [our bold] 

420. 2.5.4 Depending on the type of freight and the fleet-mix operating from the 
airport, a total of 500,000 tonnes would equate to 10,000 to 20,000 air traffic 
movements per year. 

421. 2.5.5 The main operating hours for the core airport staff will be normal office 
hours Monday to Friday, with essential management staff working weekends 
and holidays. In line with the operational requirements the airport will maintain 
24hour air traffic control, firefighting, border control, security and other essential 
services.” 
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422. RSP’s claims are therefore built on: 

423. Capturing growth in the UK dedicated cargo market. 

424. Recapturing the airport’s previous cargo business 

425. Capturing market share from other airports in the UK and in Europe 

426. We will examine each of these elements in turn.  

Capturing growth in the UK dedicated cargo market 

427. There is no growth in the UK air cargo market. This is clear from the evidence set 
out in previous pages. In fact, the number of dedicated cargo flights using UK airports 
is declining. This means that every cargo plane that RSP wishes to attract to 
Manston must be won from another UK airport. It is clear that RSP cannot rely on 
growing demand to drive custom to Manston – the market is not growing. The DfT’s 
most recent forecast suggests zero growth in the dedicated cargo market between 
now and 2050. 

Recapturing the airport’s previous cargo business 

428. In 2013, the last full year of operation at Manston, the airport handled just 511 
dedicated cargo flights and 29,306 tonnes of cargo.105 This amounted to around 1% 
of the Uk air cargo market. 

429. “In 2013, the overwhelming majority of the airport’s freight was 
carried on all-freight aircraft, CargoLux being the primary 
operator. There were 511 freighter movements (landings or take-
offs) during the year, with an average of 57 tonnes of freight per 
movement. In reality Manston was almost exclusively used for 
imports, and this averaged 107 tonnes per import, with virtually 
no export volume.” 106 

430. There is no case for a new airport at Manston as a nationally significant airport if it is 
only ever going to handle the very limited amount of cargo that it handled previously. 

431. To win a DCO, RSP needs to demonstrate that a new airport at Manston could 
capture 12,000 flights. RSP says that a new airport at Manston will handle 10,000 to 
17,000 cargo flights. This is a significant step up from the 511 cargo flights that the 
airport handled in its last year of operation. Even if we follow Avia Solutions in their 
reasoning and take the generous view that a reopened Manston airport will win back 
every bit of the small amount of business that it enjoyed before (and Allan 
McQuarrie’s comments suggest that this will not happen), this means that RSP 
needs to demonstrate that it can capture an additional 11,500 flights either from other 
airports or from what it inaccurately describes as a “growing market”. 

Capturing market share from other airports 

432. We have set out in What it takes to be a successful cargo airport, p45 the factors that 
persuade cargo operators to choose one airport over another. A straightforward 
assessment of Manston’s performance against those factors reveals that a new 
cargo airport at the toe of Kent would have very little to offer cargo operators. It would 
have no compelling market offering or USP, and could not compete head to head 
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with the established cargo airports. In the table below, we assess Manston against 
the criteria that are critical to cargo operators. 

Air cargo operators want an 
airport that… Can Manston offer this? 

Is the centre of a cargo 
ecosystem that includes 
a choice of cargo 
forwarders; ground 
handlers and storage 
companies  

No. There is no cargo ecosystem around Manston 
and there never has been. This means that there 
would be no commercial choice for cargo operators 
in terms of forwarders, ground handlers or storage 
companies 

Offers a dense network of 
air routes with a broad 
range of long haul 
connections 

No. Manston has no network now and has always 
failed to develop a network. Its previous cargo 
model was point-to-point to a very few destinations. 
Cargo predominantly came from Africa 

Offers significant 
capacity for cargo in the 
bellyhold of planes that 
fly frequently to the 
chosen destinations 

No. Manston has consistently failed to develop a 
passenger business and has never had a 
successful long haul passenger business. The one 
or two passenger airlines that did use it only flew to 
Europe and/or elsewhere in the UK and used small 
aircraft. This gave no opportunities to offer bellyhold 
capacity to cargo operators. Nor did the airlines fly 
to the destinations that cargo operators want 

Is used by other air cargo 
operators 

No. At its peak, Manston handled a few Cargolux 
planes a week, as well as ad hoc flights from the 
likes of Meridian (later banned from EU airspace 
and grounded altogether in 2014) and MK Airlines 
(closed since 2010). Manston has never had 
enough business or enough airlines to be able to 
offer its cargo customers any economies of scale or 
synergies with other operators 

Offers unrestricted night 
flights – this is 
particularly important to 
the dedicated cargo 
operators who schedule 
40-50% of their flights 
between 2300 and 0700 

No. Thanet District Council has a policy of no 
scheduled night flights 

Has a benign regulatory 
environment 

Has the same national regulatory environment as 
other regional airports, and a local one that prohibits 
scheduled night flights 

Is cheap In the past the airport was considered to be 
reasonably priced for operations and expensive for 
fuel. However, this meant that the airport lost money 
in every single year of its operation, at an average 
rate of £10,000 a day 
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Air cargo operators want an 
airport that… Can Manston offer this? 

Offers ready access to the 
UK’s motorway network 

No. Manston is at the very toe of the UK, a thirty 
minute lorry drive from the M2 and an hour’s drive 
from the M25  

Has a large and strong 
local market for air cargo 

No. There is no local demand for export via air 
cargo. Almost all Manston’s incoming cargo flights 
departed empty.  

“Our discussions with representative of the cargo 
industry indicate that much of the cargo at Manston 
was fresh produce from Africa. The airport was 
popular with shippers as it was uncongested, offered 
good quality handling services (provided by airport 
staff) and the airport charges were competitive. 
While it is close to continental Europe, 
airlines/shippers nonetheless had to incur the costs 
of flying freight aircraft virtually empty on the return 
leg to their base airport (e.g. Luxembourg, Ostend 
and Liege) after off-loading.” 107 

Is in a central location 
within the UK to attract 
the integrators 

No. The airport is at the very edge of the country 

 

433. To emphasise the difficulty of taking dedicated freighter business away 
from successful UK cargo airports, it is worth comparing the capability 
of a new cargo airport at Manston with the capability of the UK’s largest 
and most successful dedicated cargo airport – East Midlands. East 
Midlands Airport can properly be called a nationally significant cargo 
airport. 

 

East Midlands Airport Manston Airport 

UK’s busiest dedicated cargo 
freighter airport in 2013 (with 2016 
figures) 

266,952 tonnes (300,101) 

21,121 freighter ATMs (19,357) 

38.8% share of dedicated freighter 
market (42%) 

UK’s 4th busiest dedicated cargo 
freighter airport in 2013 

29,306 tonnes 

511 freighter ATMs 

4.3% share of dedicated freighter 
market  

UK hub for integrators (DHL and UPS) 
and provides support operations for 
TNT and for Royal Mail 

No integrator business 

                                                
 

107  Avia Solutions: Commercial viability of Manston Airport, p29 (Oct 2016) 

East Midlands is a 

nationally 

significant freight 

hub. 



RSP’S THREE-LEGGED PLAN FOR MANSTON 

No Room for Late Arrivals  p62 of 74 

East Midlands Airport Manston Airport 

24 hour operations with no runway 
slot restrictions 

Operating hours limited to 0700 to 
2300  

Scheduled night flights – 12,000 in 
2015 

Around 59% of cargo ATMs are night 
flights. 

No scheduled night flights permitted 

2,893m runway with permission to 
extend to 3,083m 

2,748m runway 

Central UK location adjacent to the 
UK motorway network with over 89% 
of England and Wales within a 4 hour 
truck drive-time. 

Peripheral UK location, 30 minute drive 
from the M2 

Frequent scheduled air cargo truck 
services to all major UK airports 

Has never been available 

Broad on-site cargo community No cargo community beyond its own 
handling team 

Five airside cargo terminals offering 
over 650,000 ft2 of undercover cargo 
processing area 

Replacement cargo facilities will cover 
approximately 66,000m2  

Over 2 million ft2 of dedicated cargo 
apron/ramp space with simultaneous 
handling capability for 6 x B747Fs. 30 
aircraft stands 

Two aprons – one for cargo. 

 

Dedicated air cargo schedules to a 
wide range of European capitals, the 
Far East, the USA and within the UK. 
All destinations are served at least 
once weekly with most being served 4 
or 5 times a week 

Has never had more than a handful of 
dedicated cargo flights per week, 
mainly from Africa 

Good weather record Good weather record 

 

434. It is clear that RSP cannot rely on attracting dedicated freighter custom away from 
other UK airports – Manston performs very poorly against the criteria that cargo 
operators use to determine which airport they will send cargo to. This is also clear 
from the anecdotal evidence collected by Avia as part of its commercial assessment 
of Manston’s viability. Excerpts from these interviews appear at para 380-382 above. 
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435. RSP has also implied that it would attract air cargo customers away from European 
airports. This is not credible. Firstly, it is cheaper to send short haul cargo by road 
and/or rail: 

436. “Volumes of short-haul cargo peaked around the time the Channel Tunnel 
opened in 1994 and have fallen ever since. Therefore, this hints that much of 
the decrease in short-haul volumes may be due to the lower-cost option of 
truck transport to continental Europe rather than capacity constraints at London 
area airports.” 108 

437. Furthermore, the airport has never been well-placed to compete successfully with 
European airports: 

438. “Mr. Fitzgerald acknowledged that there were risks in this strategy as there was 
strong competition for air freight business from Stansted, East Midlands, 
Manchester and Northern Europe.” 109 

439. “In Aug 2004 Manston’s main cargo customer, MK Airlines, left Manston for 
Europe.” 110 

440. “… a lot of freight originates in continental Europe and moves via bellyhold.” 111 

441. “When the airport closed, Doncaster and Stanstead tried to win the business 
from Manston, whilst some gains were made, the majority of the business 
relocated to European hubs as they are more closely located to the final 
destination, thus reducing overall cost.” 112  

442. “Manston airport also faces competition from five airports in Europe with 
excellent motorway links to the south east of England. Frankfurt (699km), 
Amsterdam (483km), Brussels (319km), Paris (377km) and Liege (403km) all 
have excellent cargo hub capability with fast motorway connections across 
Europe and to the UK.” 113 

443. During its statutory consultation, RSP said that a key cargo market for Manston 
would be air freight that is flown into European airports to be trucked to the UK. 
RSP’s claim is that this happens because there is insufficient capacity for that freight 
to be flown direct to the UK. The figures that we have provided in this report 
demonstrate otherwise – there is ample capacity for dedicated freight to be flown into 
and out of the UK.  

444. RSP provides no evidence to support the claim that it would make sense for freight 
currently trucked to the UK from European airports to be flown direct to Manston 
instead for onwards distribution. RSP fails to recognise that some European airports 
serve as setting down points for freight that is destined for a variety of final 
destinations across Europe. As an example, a cargo transporter who does not have a 
full plane load for the UK, and who has customers for that freight in a number of 
European destinations, will fly the freight from (say) the Far East to a point such as 
Leipzig, and then distribute it by road to its customers in a range of European 
countries.  
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445. An unpublished paper produced by York Aviation for Transport for London suggests 
that the UK is unlikely to be able to replicate this distribution role played by airports in 
the Low Countries and in Germany, where air freight is flown into these airports for 
onward distribution across Europe by truck. The York Aviation paper says: 

446. “In practice, it is unlikely that the UK could replicate this role, even with 
unconstrained airport capacity, due to its island location on the western edge of 

Europe.” 114 

447. The paper also says: 

448. “Nor is it evident that the UK air freight capability is adversely affected today by 
shortage of capacity at Heathrow. There is ample spare airport capacity at 
Stansted for pure freight aircraft to the extent that there is demand for such 
aircraft operations given the amount of belly hold capacity available at 
Heathrow. The volume of freight uplifted [in the UK] probably reasonably 
reflects the UK market, allowing for transit freight, and the limitations of the UK 
acting as a hub for freight trucked from continental Europe based on its 

geographic position.” 115 

449. RSP produces no evidence to suggest that air freight is being trucked into and out of 
the UK solely because there is no runway capacity for it to be flown into the UK. For 
short distances, road freight is cheaper than air freight. Another report by York 

Aviation and relied on by RSP says: 116  

450. “For domestic and short haul destinations in Europe, it is often cheaper, faster 
and more flexible to truck freight to its destination. It is difficult to precisely 
define where the tipping point lies between trucking and air freight in terms of 
distance. However, for overnight parcels it is believed to around 500km but, for 
less urgent freight, it could be substantially further.” 

451. In November 2017, York Aviation commented further on the trucking of air freight as 
follows: 

452. As the road transport costs are very low compared to the value of the cargo 
and the air freight costs, air cargo is often trucked long distances to find 
capacity (at a lower freight rate). This forms an important driver in how freight 
moves from its origin to the actual airport of uploading and applies both within 

the UK and between the UK and Europe.117 

453. And: 

454. Trucking of air freight is not a new phenomenon. The work by Steer Davies 
Gleave for the Department for Transport (DfT) in 2010 estimated that over 50% 
of air freight leaving the UK for Europe was trucked rather than using the 
bellyhold of passenger aircraft. In other words, airlines are using trucks rather 
than aircraft to distribute freight arriving on and connecting to their global 
passenger (bellyhold) and freighter operations. At the time of this analysis, 
Manston was still operational. If it was more economical to use a pure freighter 
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service from Manston rather than trucking over the Channel, this would have 

been happening in 2010 but it was not.118 

455. The Airports Commission echoes this: 

456. “Due in part to the capacity for road and rail transport to compete with airfreight 
on time over distances of up to 400-500km, air freight tends to be focused on 

inter-continental long-haul destinations.” 119 

457. In short, there is no evidence to suggest that freight operators who fly freight to a 
European airport for onwards transport by road to the UK are doing so because the 
UK does not have the runway capacity for them to fly these goods direct to the UK. 
Road freight is cheaper than air freight for distances of up to 500km and so it makes 
commercial sense for onwards distribution from central European airports to a range 
of European destinations to be made by road. 

458. There is no evidence that it would be commercially preferable for these operators to 
send their goods by dedicated freighter direct to the UK. There is no evidence that 
freight operators are flying freight to Europe and then transporting it to the UK by 
road because they have no other option.  

459. There is no evidence that - even if freight operators were using the “air plus truck” 
model of freight transport in Europe solely because a lack of runway capacity 
prevented them from flying it direct to the UK - a new airport at Manston would be the 
preferred place at which to land that part of their cargo that is destined for the UK. 
RSP has failed completely to demonstrate that a vast untapped market of air freight 
is awaiting Manston in European airports.  

460. There is no market data that supports the view that a reopened Manston airport could 
capture 12,000 cargo flights a year from other UK airports, or that it could capture 
12,000 cargo flights a year from a combination of UK and European airports. To put 
this in context, there were just 51,839 dedicated cargo flights in the UK in 2016. RSP 
is claiming that 23% of the entire UK market for dedicated cargo flights will leave its 
existing airports to move to Manston. Given that Manston has never handled more 
than one or two percent of the market, and given that Manston quite simply does not 
have the cargo infrastructure that the operators are seeking, this claim has no 
credibility. 

461. According to CAA data, in the 15 years of the airport’s commercial life between 1999 
and 2014 Manston handled a total of 9,034 freighter ATMs. RSP is now claiming that 
a new airport on that site will handle more flights in a year (at least 12,000) than the 
old airport handled in its entire commercial life. This is not credible.  

462. RSP’s plan for a nationally significant cargo airport at Manston simply does not stack 
up: 

463. the dedicated air cargo market is not growing – it is declining. This means that 
every one of the 12,000 ATMs needed to make Manston “nationally significant” 
will have to be enticed from another airport 

464. Manston had 15 years to entice business away from other airports and it failed. 
It will fail again because the airport is poorly located for dedicated cargo and 
has none of the advantages enjoyed by competitors 

                                                
 

118  York Aviation: Summary report analysing use of York Aviation material by RiverOak Strategic 
partners Limited and assessment of capability of Manston Airport, para 2.37 (Nov 2017) 

119  Airports Commission: Final report (Jul 2015) 
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465. even if every previous cargo customer were to return to Manston, the airport 
would handle about 500 ATMs, far short of the 12,000 required. 

Congestion in the London airports won’t drive cargo business 

to Manston 

466. RSP has also suggested that a new airport at Manston would benefit from capacity 
constraints at the London airports – i.e. that dedicated cargo planes will be squeezed 
out of those airports as prices rise, and that they would naturally transfer to Manston. 
However, the facts do not support this optimistic assessment. 

467. “It has been argued by, for example, York Aviation on behalf of 
the Freight Transport Association that the stagnation of growth in 
UK air freight market since 2000 has been caused by a lack of 
airport capacity in the London area and specifically at Heathrow. 
Whilst the lack of ATM growth at Heathrow has undoubtedly 
hampered the development of the national air freight market, it is 
also true that over this period there was adequate airport capacity 
available at both Stansted and Manston to support additional 
dedicated freighter movements. Freighter movements at Stansted 
decreased over the period, while Manston closed. This strongly suggests that 
the stagnation of UK airfreight is not a consequence of capacity constraints 
given the excess capacity at Stansted and Manston.” 120 

468. There were just 2,452 dedicated cargo ATMs at Heathrow in 2016, and 
none at Gatwick. Even if every dedicated cargo airline were to transfer 
to Manston (which is highly unlikely given our assessment of Manston 
against the criteria that appeal to cargo operators above and given the 
responses given to Avia Solutions by key industry figures) this would 
still fall far short of the 12,000 flights that RSP needs to demonstrate 
that an airport at Manston could be nationally significant. 

469. Cargo operators have made it clear that they prefer Stansted to the 
suggestion of a new airport at Manston. As shown in the Avia 
interviews, some operators, if they were ever squeezed out of 
Heathrow (which is unlikely) would move to Stansted. If squeezed out 
of Stansted (which is unlikely given its considerable spare capacity), 
they would move to a central location, such as East Midlands or 
Manchester, rather than go to Manston 

470. RSP’s hope also ignores the fact that there is still significant spare 
capacity for dedicated cargo at Stansted – “Only Stansted, with its 
significant spare runway capacity, has emerged as an alternative for 
pure freighter airlines.” 121 Stansted handled 11,246 dedicated cargo 
flights in 2016 and it has permission to handle up to 20,500. Stansted’s 
2015 Sustainable Development Plan makes it clear that the airport 
could handle 400,000 tonnes of cargo without adding another runway. 
In 2016 Stansted handled 223,006 tonnes. Stansted could handle all of 
Heathrow’s dedicated cargo business and still have ample spare 
capacity. 

                                                
 

120  Avia Solutions: Commercial viability of Manston Airport, p27 (Oct 2016) 
121  York Aviation: Implication for the Air Freight Sector of Different Airport Capacity Options, p4 (2015) 
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471. In addition, Stansted airport is seeking an increase in its passenger cap of 14-28%. If 
granted, this would increase the airport’s bellyhold capacity which would further 
increase its ability to handle cargo 122 

472. East Midlands, now handling 300,000 tonnes of cargo a year, says that it can expand 
to handle 1.2m tonnes using the existing runway. It can handle around four times as 
much cargo business as it is handling now and, given its success as the UK’s leading 
dedicated cargo airport, would be in pole position to snap up any dedicated cargo 
operators that were squeezed out of the London airport system 

473. Furthermore, the capacity of dedicated cargo planes far exceeds the 
tonnage currently transported in them. This means that the London 
airports could handle more cargo than they are currently handling by 
increasing the tonnage carried per cargo plane without adding any 
additional ATMs. 

474. “These assumptions indicate that all forecast freight demand can 
be accommodated in all scenarios up to 2045” 123 

475. The table below demonstrates that East Midlands, Stansted and Heathrow could 
together handle another 1.2m tonnes of cargo without needing new runway 
capacity. 

 

 2016 Freighter Traffic 

 ATMs Tonnes 

 
2016 

actual capacity spare 
2016 

actual capacity spare 

Stansted  11,246 20,500 9,254 223,006 400,000 176,994 

EMA 19,357 *87,591 68,234 300,101 1,200,000 899,899 

Heathrow 2,452 2,452 - 83,837 **196,895 113,058 

Total 33,055 110,543 77,488 606,944 1,796,895 1,189,951 
 
* In the three years 2014-2016, East Midlands has handled an average of 289,410 tonnes of 
freight p.a. and 21,148 dedicated freighter ATMs. This is an average of 13.7 tonnes of freight per 
freighter ATM. East Midlands says that it can handle 1.2m tonnes of freight using the existing 
runway. At an average of 13.7 tonnes of freight per ATM, that would equate to 87,591 dedicated 
freighter ATMs a year. On these numbers, East Midlands can therefore handle an extra 68,234 
dedicated freight ATMs a year. Of course, this is an estimate. The airport has a target of 700,000 
tonnes and 42,600 dedicated cargo ATMs by 2040. This indicates a target average tonnage per 
freighter of 16.4 tonnes. 
 
** Avia reports the average capacity of an international freighter to be 80.3 tonnes, so capacity 
tonnage is calculated as 80.3 x 2,452. (Heathrow freighters averaged 34.2 tonnes in 2016.) 
We have not included Heathrow’s significant spare bellyhold capacity in this calculation. 

476. The Airports Commission considered the proposal that some operators 
should be forced to leave Heathrow so as to free up landing slots for 
other flights. It specifically considered whether dedicated cargo flights 
should be banned from Heathrow. The Commission rejected this idea 
outright, concluding that:  

477. “…none [of these options] was assessed as being a viable or 

                                                
 

122  London Stansted Airport: Summary Sustainable Development Plan (2015) – http://mag-umbraco-
media-live.s3.amazonaws.com/1027/summary-sdp.pdf  

123  Avia Solutions: Commercial viability of Manston Airport, pp31-32 (Oct 2016) 
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effective option: 

478. Changes to the slot allocation regime would 
require agreement at a European or 
international level and the Commission has 
seen no evidence that such an agreement 
is likely to be possible, nor that an 
alternative method of allocating slots would 
necessarily deliver an improved outcome.  

479. Traffic Distribution Rules cannot compel 
airlines to use specific airports and 
therefore if routes are not commercially 
attractive at a different airport, they will be 
lost.  

480. Prohibiting certain types of flights, for 
example domestic or freight only, from 
Heathrow or Gatwick, would not be effective 
due to the low numbers of these types of 
flights currently (especially from 
Heathrow),…” 124 

481. Similarly, it has been suggested that a reopened 
Manston airport could act as a “reliever” airport 
for Heathrow in the period between now and the 
delivery of a new runway. There is no realistic 
prospect of this happening: 

482. Infratil suggested this to the Airport Commission 
as a short to medium term proposal. However, 
Manston was not mentioned in the Commission’s 
Final Report in July 2015, nor was it mentioned in 
the Interim Report of Dec 2013. Manston does 
not in any way figure as part of the solution in the 
Airport Commission’s recommendations for 
addressing the capacity of the South East’s 
airport system 

483. “The Davies Commission considered a long 
list of possible locations for additional 
runway capacity in the South East, although 
it should be noted that Manston Airport (still 
open at the time) was not one of them, and 
despite its available capacity a new runway 
was still deemed necessary.” 125 

484. Manston airport was mentioned in the Appendix 
to the Commission’s Interim Report, which was a 
specific assessment of all the short and medium 
term options submitted by the UK’s airport 
owners. The Commission accepted that the 
Government has no power to force an airline to 
leave one UK airport and make it transfer its 

                                                
 

124  Airports Commission: Final Report (Jul 2015) 
125  Avia Solutions: Commercial viability of Manston Airport, p16 (Oct 2016) 
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business to another. The Interim Report said:  

485. “The Commission is supportive of the reliever airports concept. […] The 
Commission acknowledges, however, that the UK’s competitive, privatised 
ownership model does not lend itself to a strict replication of the ‘New York 
system’. The Commission … is not convinced of the need for Government 
intervention.” 126 

486. The Commission also noted that:  

487. “…charter flights, freighters, business and general aviation flights were 
prohibited from entry into Heathrow for the period of the London Olympics…”. 

488. Despite dedicated cargo operators being shut out of Heathrow during this period, no 
extra cargo business came to Manston. This is a very clear demonstration that cargo 
operators using Heathrow do not consider Manston to be a viable alternative to 
Heathrow.  

489. “Over the period of the London 2012 Olympic and Paralympic Games, the 
additional air traffic using airspace around London and the South East was 
substantially below the levels forecast, reaching only some 40% of that 
anticipated. As a result Manston handled fewer movements over this time 
than predicted, but did host a number of heads of state aircraft for parking 
during their visits to the Games.” 127 [our bold] 

A dedicated cargo airport at Manston will fail 

490. Capacity constraints at the London airports will not result in a lot of dedicated cargo 
business looking for a new home. Just 2,452 dedicated cargo flights operated at 
Heathrow and Gatwick in 2016. Additionally, the Government has no intention of 
putting regulatory pressure on those airlines to move to another airport.  

491. There is no UK airport that is nationally significant as a dedicated cargo airport that 
survives solely on its cargo income. The two airports that handle the bulk of the UK’s 
dedicated air cargo are East Midlands and Stansted. Despite handling around ten 
times the cargo tonnage each that Manston used to handle, both these airports are 
reliant on passenger income for their financial survival. All the numbers quoted in this 
section are taken from Manchester Airport Group’s (MAG) Annual Report and 
Accounts for 2015-2016.128 

492. In the financial year 2015-16, Stansted had revenues of £285.6m. It handled 23.2m 
passengers. Income per passenger was £11.80, producing revenue from the airport’s 
passenger business of £273.8m.129 Passengers therefore accounted for 96% of 
Stansted’s revenue.  

493. In the financial year 2015-16, East Midlands had revenues of £60.2m. It handled 
4.5m passengers. Income per passenger was £12.50, producing revenue from the 
airport’s passenger business of £56.25m.130 Passengers therefore accounted for 
93% of East Midlands’ revenue.  

494. Total revenue for the four airports owned by MAG – East Midlands, Stansted, 
Manchester and Bournemouth was £778.8m. Cargo income was just £22.7m. Cargo 
accounted for less than 3% of the total revenue for the Group.  

                                                
 

126  Airports Commission: Interim Report (Dec 2013) 
127  Kent International Consultative Committee minutes (9 Oct 2012) 
128  Manchester Airports Group: Annual Report and Accounts 2015-2016 
129  Manchester Airports Group: Annual Report and Accounts 2015-2016 
130  Manchester Airports Group: Annual Report and Accounts 2015-2016 
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495. It is plainly ridiculous for RSP to suggest that it can run a sustainably 
profitable airport at Manston by focussing on cargo. It is clear from 
these numbers that a cargo airport will only survive if it is also a 
successful passenger business. Manston has always had difficulty in 
attracting passenger airlines. Its position at the toe of Kent means that 
the natural catchment area for passengers comprises more sea than 
land. 

496. The population in the small catchment area that remains takes fewer 
flights than the UK average. This is why the few passenger airlines that 
have flirted with Manston have all suffered from poor load factors 
and/or poor route profitability. 

497. Dedicated cargo airports rely on passenger income for survival. A pure cargo airport 
at Manston will be unprofitable and will fail. There is no case for taking land away 
from the site’s lawful owners to use it in a cargo venture that is doomed to fail.  

Alternatives for RSP 

498. At the heart of RSP’s DCO application to develop a new cargo airport at Manston is 
an application for a Compulsory Purchase Order (CPO). The Department of 
Communities and Local Government (DCLG) issued new guidance on CPOs in 
October 2015.131 That guidance includes an uncontroversial summary of some 
principles derived from recent case law.  

499. The law jealously guards the right of a property owner to enjoy his or 
her property. A compelling case that the CPO is necessary in the public 
interest must be made out to take that right away against the owner’s 
wishes. The Secretary of State may only endorse the destruction of the 
owner’s property right if it is “clear that the Secretary of State has 
allowed those rights to be violated by a decision based upon the right 
legal principles, adequate evidence and proper consideration of the 
factors which sway his mind into confirmation of the order sought”.132  

500. In Hall v. First Secretary of State, Carnwath LJ considered the extent to 
which the Secretary of State must consider alternative options to the 
proposed compulsory purchase. It was accepted in that case that the 
same considerations apply to an Inspector’s report that is considered 
by the Secretary of State. Carnwath LJ (with whom Chadwick and 
Ward LJJ agreed), discussed the question of alternative proposals, 
meaning alternative ways of meeting the objective for which the CPO is 
sought. He noted that the Secretary of State’s “primary task is to 
consider the issues raised by objections to the CPO, not to search for 
alternatives”. However, he added that fairness may require the 
Secretary of State to “consider at least any obvious alternatives”.  

501. This position is reflected in the guidance issued by DCLG.133 The guidance sets out 
the “factors which the Secretary of State can be expected to consider”. This includes 
the following: 

                                                
 

131  DCLG: Guidance on Compulsory purchase process and The Crichel Down Rules for the disposal 
of surplus land acquired by, or under the threat of, compulsion (Oct 2015) 

132  Watkins LJ in Prest v. Secretary of State for Wales [1983] 81 LGR 193, 211-2, cited by Laws J in 
Chesterfield Properties plc v. Secretary of State for the Environment (1997) 76 P&CR 131, 128. 

133  DCLG: Guidance on Compulsory purchase process and The Crichel Down Rules for the disposal 
of surplus land acquired by, or under the threat of, compulsion, p41, para 76 (Oct 2015) 
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502. “whether the purpose for which the acquiring authority is proposing to acquire 
the land could be achieved by any other means. This may include considering 
the appropriateness of any alternative proposals put forward by the 
owners of the land, or any other persons, for its reuse. It may also involve 
examining the suitability of any alternative locations for the purpose for which 
the land is being acquired.” [our bold] 

503. That passage is in line with what Carnwath LJ said in Hall’s case, cited above. It also 
accords with judicial review principles which require the decision maker to take 
account of relevant considerations. 

504. RSP says that the CPO is needed to enable the company to develop a national cargo 
airport. RSP says that it wants to “provide much needed additional air cargo capacity 
to the UK and also serve to relieve pressure from the other, already heavily 
congested London and South East airports.”134 RSP has only considered one way of 
doing this, i.e. acquiring by Compulsory Purchase Order the land that was once 
Manston Airport at the very south-eastern tip of the UK. If providing additional airport 
capacity is the genuine aim, it is surprising that RSP has not engaged with the UK 
Government about the sale of its own surplus airports.  

505. It is clearly a “relevant consideration” that the Government owns a 
number of former airfields that are surplus to the requirements of the 
Ministry of Defence. At least one of those airfields – RAF Mildenhall – 
has a runway longer than Manston’s at 2,810 metres. It is described by 
the CAA as having “relatively low population density in the vicinity”. It is 
in Suffolk, between Huntingdon, Cambridge and Bury St Edmunds. It is 
much closer than Manston to the heart of the UK’s road network. It is 
well-placed as a potential future cargo airport, and it is for sale. 

506. If the Planning Inspector and the Secretary of State are convinced (despite the 
evidence that we have drawn from the CAA and the DfT of a shrinking market 
demand for dedicated cargo transport) that there is a need for a new national cargo 
airport for the UK, then it is open to the Government to sell one of its own redundant 
airfields for this purpose. This would avoid interfering with the human rights of the 
current owners of the Manston site.  

507. As well as Mildenhall, other airfields no longer wanted by the 
Government include Abingdon, Alconbury, Colerne, Dishforth, Halton, 
Henlow and Swansea. These airfields vary in their potential suitability 
as a dedicated cargo airport. The Government’s current plan is to sell 
its surplus airfields for housing. This is a clear demonstration that the 
Government does not think that a new national cargo airport for the UK 
is needed. If there were indeed a national need for a new cargo airport, 
then the Government has in its own property portfolio the means to 
provide a site on which such an airport could be developed.  

Summary of Key Facts  

508. RSP says that it will capture the growth in the dedicated cargo market. There is no 
growth in the dedicated air cargo market. The market is contracting as can be seen 
clearly from the CAA data.  

509. RSP says that it will capture the cargo business that used Manston before the airport 
shut in early 2014. In 2013 this cargo business amounted to 511 dedicated cargo 
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ATMs and 29,306 tonnes of cargo. This falls well below the 12,000 ATMs that an 
airport at Manston would have to handle to be deemed a nationally significant airport.  

510. RSP says that it will capture cargo business from existing UK cargo airports. Given 
Manston’s isolated location and the paucity of local cargo forwarders and cargo 
customers, this is not in any way credible. The airport cannot – and never has been 
able to – offer the location, local cargo ecosystem and 24/7 operational hours that 
cargo operators look for in an airport. 

511. RSP says it will capture business from European airports. Manston has never 
succeeded in doing this. For cargo operators seeking to supply a range of European 
destinations, it is cheaper to fly cargo to a central location, such as Frankfurt, and 
then to distribute it onwards from there by truck.  

512. RSP says that it will benefit from capacity constraints at the London airports. This 
ignores the facts. Stansted is operating at 50% of its dedicated freighter capacity. 
East Midlands can quadruple its cargo business on its existing runway. Avia’s 
interviews with cargo operators show that an operator squeezed out of Heathrow 
would move to Stansted or East Midlands, or possibly Manchester, before 
considering Manston.  

513. RSP has suggested that Manston could be a “reliever” airport. This has already been 
rejected by the Airports Commission. There is no regulatory mechanism to force 
airlines to leave Heathrow and to use Manston and there are no plans to change this.  

514. In short, there is no demand for another UK cargo airport. Even if there were, 
Manston is in the wrong location to be able to satisfy that need.  

515. Two UK airports could properly be described as nationally significant airports for 
cargo. The low margin, highly competitive nature of the UK dedicated air cargo 
market means that cargo operations at those two airports deliver just 3% to 7% of 
total revenue. The airports survive because of their thriving passenger business. 
Manston has never developed a successful passenger business and would therefore 
be doomed to fail – for the fourth time – as a dedicated cargo airport. 

516. RSP says that it needs the land at Manston airport to provide “much-needed 
additional air cargo capacity to the UK”. If this is the objective, then better located 
airfields are available and they are up for sale. RSP needs to demonstrate why only 
Manston could provide additional air cargo capacity, and why it would be such a 
superior solution that it would justify denying the current legal owners the right to 
enjoy their property. 
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CONCLUSION 

517. Three different owners of Manston airport pursued a cargo-focussed strategy 
between 1999 and 2014. All failed. 

518. At its peak Manston handled 1.95% of the UK cargo market. Typically it handled 
about 1% of the market. This is not a “nationally significant” percentage. 

519. The UK air cargo market is a mature market, stabilised at 2.3m tonnes p.a. It has 
been at this level since 2000. 

520. The number of dedicated freight ATMs in the UK has fallen by 53% between 2000 
and 2016. Manston was operational as a cargo airport in the heyday of the UK 
dedicated air cargo market. It failed. 

521. Road and rail are cheaper than air cargo over short distances. Sea cargo is a 
cheaper option than air cargo over long distances. Air cargo is reserved for a small, 
specialist range of goods which are dependent on express delivery. 

522. The DfT estimates that the UK dedicated air cargo market will not grow at all 
between now and 2050. In 2016 there were 51,839 freighter ATMs. 

523. Most UK air cargo travels in the bellyhold of long-haul passenger planes,  a market 
closed to Manston by virtue of its location and consistent failure to develop any long-
haul passenger routes. 

524. The market for cargo transported in dedicated cargo planes – the market RSP says it 
will focus on – has been in steady decline since 2004.  

525. Since 2000 bigger dedicated freighters have come on-stream. Capacity for dedicated 
cargo has increased by 40%. 

526. An increase in passenger flights has increased capacity for bellyhold cargo. 

527. East Midlands, Stansted and Heathrow can between them handle another 1.2m 
tonnes of cargo without a new runway. 

528. Cargo operators have very clear criteria when choosing the airports at which they 
want to operate. Manston does not fulfil these criteria. 

529. A series of aviation consultants have each concluded that a cargo airport at Manston 
will not be viable. 

530. RSP says it will capture demand from a rising market, but the market is falling. 

531. RSP says it will capture demand from other airports, but Manston has always failed 
to do this. Manston has nothing new to offer that isn’t already provided by the other 
cargo airports. There is no incentive for operators to move to an inferior airport far 
from the centre of the UK’s cargo industry. 

532. RSP says it will capture demand from previous customers, but this previously 
produced just 500 cargo ATMs a year, after 15 years of business development and 
marketing. 

533. RSP says Manston can be a “reliever” airport. The Airports Commission said not. 

534. RSP says Manston can be a successful cargo airport. The UK’s two biggest 
dedicated cargo airports are heavily dependent on their thriving passenger business 
for survival. Manston has never had a successful passenger business. 

535. RSP says that it needs a DCO for Manston to “provide much-needed air cargo 
capacity to the UK”. There is already considerable unused air cargo capacity in the 
UK and demand is not growing. Furthermore, RSP has not considered the obvious 
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alternatives to a DCO for Manston, i.e. a discussion with the UK Government about 
its unwanted airfields. 

536. In short, there is no need for a new UK dedicated cargo airport. Even if there were, a 
new airport at Manston would not be the answer – it has failed before because it was 
in the wrong place, and it will fail again. 

537. There is no justification for approving a DCO and a CPO to develop a cargo airport 
that will at best handle a few hundred cargo flights a year and 1% to 2% of the UK’s 
stagnant dedicated air cargo market.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

www.nonightflights.info 


