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Island Airport Expansion & Climate Change -  
Learning from the UK 

 
Climate change omitted in TPA EA 
The Toronto Port Authority is pushing ahead unilaterally with an environmental assessment 
mandated by City Council last April.  

This, even though it has refused to agree to the City’s precondition that caps on numbers of  
passengers and flights first be imposed1. 

While that is worrisome, community groups, including CommunityAIR, have agreed to 
engage with the TPA in the environmental assessment process in the expectation that useful 
information and analysis will be produced that will inform the expected debate on Island 
Airport expansion. 

To date, though, there’s been a glaring omission in the suggested scope of  inquiry for this 
environmental assessment: climate change, resulting from greenhouse gas emissions caused 
by human activity. 

Climate change is a crisis 
Climate change is increasingly referred to as a crisis. There is now a broad consensus across 
political differences that action is required, and soon. 

China and the United States have recently agreed that climate change is “one of  the greatest 
threats facing humanity”. The United States committed itself  to  

achieve an economy-wide target of  reducing its emissions by 26%-28% below its 
2005 level in 2025 and to make best efforts to reduce its emissions by 28% 

The Government of  Canada in a sobering report, Canada in a Changing Climate, quietly 
released last June, warned that curtailing greenhouse gas emissions is essential to address 
climate change: 

http://www.communityair.org/
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/11/11/us-china-joint-announcement-climate-change
http://www.nrcan.gc.ca/sites/www.nrcan.gc.ca/files/earthsciences/pdf/assess/2014/pdf/Full-Report_Eng.pdf
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Emissions of  greenhouse gases (GHGs) from human activity are the main cause of  
recent global warming and are expected to be the dominant cause of  further 
warming over the coming century, the magnitude of  which will be strongly 
influenced by whether anthropogenic emissions of  GHGs continue to grow or are 
curtailed. 

These graphs illustrate the impact human activity has had on greenhouse gas concentrations: 

 

A report in Nature this month concludes that meeting a modest target of  restraining global 
warming to two degrees Celsius requires the curtailing of  coal burning to the extent that 82 
per cent of  current re-known global reserves must stay in the ground2. Acknowledging that, 
the Governor of  the Bank of  England has expressed concern that necessary action to curtail 
greenhouse gas emissions will lead to stranded fossil fuel assets: 

As part of  my opening remarks at a World Bank seminar on Integrated Reporting, I 
made reference to analysis suggesting that the majority of  proven coal, oil and gas 
reserves may be considered 'unburnable' if  global temperatures increases are to be 
limited to 2 degrees Celsius. I also referenced, on the basis of  this analysis, how this 
may lead to 'stranded carbon'. 

The Pope is expected to soon urge action on climate issues on spiritual and scientific 
grounds3. 

http://www.communityair.org/
http://www.parliament.uk/documents/commons-committees/environmental-audit/Letter-from-Mark-Carney-on-Stranded-Assets.pdf
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Even Preston Manning is sounding the alarm on the environmental impacts of  energy 
exploitation and advocating “carbon pricing”4 

How much do we need to reduce?  
George Monbiot – the articulate and passionate  British journalist - in his 2007 best seller 
Heat, argues that a 90% reduction from 1990 levels is indicated by scientific studies. That 
book carefully maps out how that could be achieved, without the economic collapse and 
massive starvation that unconstrained climate change portends. 

Bill McKibben, who founded 350.org, a campaign to reduce the CO2 level in our atmosphere 
to 350 parts per million, recently wrote about that target5: 

350 is the most important number on the planet. 

In December of  2007, NASA's Jim Hansen gave a slide show at the American 
Geophysical Union annual meeting in San Francisco. He'd been thinking about what 
it meant that we'd just come through a summer of  very rapid ice melt in the high 
Arctic, and that researchers were reporting "ahead of  schedule" changes in dozen 
other of  the earth's big physical features--melting glaciers, acidifying oceans and so 
on. 

Combined with reams of  paleo-climate data, his team believed they now had enough 
information to finally draw a red line for the planet: when atmospheric 
concentrations of  carbon dioxide were above 350 ppm6, they said, global warming 
would be dangerously out of  control.  

In fact, they said in the abstract of  the paper they soon published, above 350 you 
couldn't have a planet "similar to the one on which civilization developed and to 
which life on earth is adapted." 

It was a pretty devastating number.  

For one thing, we're already past it, at 390 ppm and rising two ppm annually7--that's 
why the Arctic is melting.  

For another thing, it means the work nations and individuals must do to reduce their 
carbon footprints is much larger, and must happen much more swiftly, than we'd 
believed.  

Hansen's data shows that as a planet we'd need to get off  coal by 2030 in order for 
the planet's forests and oceans ever to bring atmospheric levels back down below 
350--that's the toughest economic and political challenge the earth has ever faced. 

The lowest global warming scenario or best-case scenario the IPCC considers, the "RCP2.6" 
(Representative Concentration Pathway), has a peak atmospheric carbon dioxide 
concentration at 450 ppm (we are at 400 ppm today). But today, we are nowhere near the 
"best-case scenario" in terms of  actual emissions; in fact, we are currently on a path toward 

http://www.communityair.org/
http://arxiv.org/abs/0804.1126
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the worst-case scenario (RCP8.5, with an atmospheric carbon dioxide concentration of  
about 950 ppm at 2100)8.  

That worst case is one in which our planet will be uninhabitable. 

The task is daunting, and the sooner we get at it, the more successful we will be. 

No plan to achieve Canada’s modest goal  
Canada is far from achieving the very modest goal established by the 2009 Copenhagen 
Accord for 2020: 

 
Canada’s historical greenhouse gas emissions and projections to 2020 [from Progress Toward Canada’s 
Greenhouse Gas Emissions Reduction Target, published by Environment Canada] 

Canada has no plan, at this point, to achieve the required 116Mt in reductions. Let alone the 
much more substantial reductions that science now indicates are essential. 

Addressing supply and demand 
However, if  Canada adopts the sense of  urgency that much of  the rest of  the world has 
embraced, and it should, two concurrent approaches are indicated: 

• reduce demand for the consumption of  fossil fuels, and 

• reduce supply of  fossil fuels. 

Carbon taxes, and other similar measures, are intended to reduce demand, and shift 
economic activity away from the consumption of  fossil fuels. 

Reducing supply is just what the current campaigns to constrain pipeline development are 
about. If  fossil fuels from the tar sands can’t get to market, they won’t be consumed. 

http://www.communityair.org/
https://www.ec.gc.ca/indicateurs-indicators/default.asp?lang=en&n=CCED3397-1
https://www.ec.gc.ca/indicateurs-indicators/default.asp?lang=en&n=CCED3397-1
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Redirecting investment in infrastructure that requires fossil fuels to be burned to generate a 
return on investment to, instead, invest in a fossil-fuel free future for our children and 
grandchildren just makes sense. 

What role does aviation play? 
If  we are to curtail greenhouse gas emissions significantly, what is the role of  aviation? 

Aviation is one of the fastest-growing contributors to world-wide emissions9. Unchecked it 
can grow to a substantial proportion of global emissions, making a climate-safe future 
difficult or impossible - and undermining reductions achieved in other sectors. 

Aviation is somewhat unique, in that it cannot rely upon renewable sources for the energy. 
Every other form of  transportation can be powered by renewable-sourced electricity. Not 
aviation. 

Worse, there is a “forcing” effect of  emissions by aircraft at higher elevations that multiply 
the impact of  their emissions by a multiplier of  between two and five times10. 

The Canadian government has not, as yet, begun to seriously grapple with the difficult 
questions of  what practical measures are required, and certainly has not focused at all on the 
role of  aviation. 

The UK has. 

Capping aviation emissions 
In its report Meeting the UK Aviation target – options for reducing emissions to 2050, the 
UK government’s Committee on Climate Change included these comments: 

Aviation CO2 emissions should be capped, either through a global sectoral deal or 
through including domestic and international aviation emissions in national or 
regional (e.g. EU) emissions reduction targets [page 11] 

The aviation industry should also plan however, for deep cuts in gross CO2 
emissions relative to baseline projections (e.g. for developed country aviation 
emissions to return to no more than 2005 levels in 2050), which will be required as a 
contribution to meeting the G8’s agreed objective to reduce total global emissions in 
2050 by 50% [page 12] 

Our analysis suggests that journeys up to 800km offer significant potential for 
substitution from aviation to high-speed rail [page 16]. 

Meeting the 2050 target is therefore likely to require policy measures to restrain 
demand. The policy instruments which could achieve this restraint include a carbon 
tax, limits to further airport expansion [our emphasis], and restrictions on the 
allocation of  take-off  and landing slots even where airports have the theoretical 
capacity available. [page 23] 

Reduce supply by resisting airport expansion 

http://www.communityair.org/
http://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/meeting-the-uk-aviation-target-options-for-reducing-emissions-to-2050/
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Meeting aviation’s share of  necessary CO2 emissions reductions requires both reducing 
demand by pricing carbon-emitting activities higher than clean activities, and restricting 
supply, by resisting airport expansion. 

The United Kingdom’s Aviation Environment Federation, which campaigns against airport 
expansion at Heathrow and elsewhere, recently published an Airports Policy Briefing, 
Airport Expansion and Climate Change: Is a new runway compatible with climate policy?  
Some excerpts: 

The Airports Commission’s analysis built on the work of  the Committee on Climate 
Change (CCC) in modelling the increase in demand for flights that can be 
accommodated while keeping aviation emissions at a level compatible with the 
Climate Change Act by 2050. Both the CCC and Airports Commission have stated 
that demand for flights in the UK will have to be restricted to prevent carbon 
emissions from the aviation sector overshooting this level. 

If  a new runway [at Heathrow] is built, the available policy options would be to 
either dramatically increase the cost of  flying (by the UK acting alone) or to restrict 
capacity available at regional and other South East airports to below today’s 
levels. Both options would be likely to be politically undeliverable. AEF’s view, 
therefore, is that rather than constructing any new runways, making best use of  
existing airport capacity continues to be the best approach to managing future 
aviation demand. 

UK environmental organizations,  in a recent letter, recognized that capital investment to 
expand airport infrastructure, given this target, needs to be very carefully considered: 

The uncertainty of  meeting climate targets requires a cautious approach to future 
capacity provision to avoid locking the UK into infrastructure decisions that will 
jeopardise these targets. In effect, building new runways now will create higher costs 
for the whole economy as we approach 2050. To keep within the CCC framework 
the full use of  any additional runway may have to be restricted, which means more 
risk for investors. In order to account for the cost-benefit of  additional 
infrastructure to the whole economy, we request that you apply the Social Cost 
Benefit Analysis (SCBA) framework recommended in a report by CE Delft, 
Economics of  Airport Expansion 

Accordingly, while we must look long and hard at aviation generally to reduce aviation’s 
carbon emissions, we must particularly look at whether capital investment in expanding an 
airport would be wise. 

It's very much like the pipeline fight – if  you spend money building capacity, that capacity 
will be used to increase greenhouse gas emissions.  

Constraining capacity reduces emissions.  

Questions for the TPA’s environmental assessment 
So, given this, what questions does the TPA need to address in this EA? 

http://www.communityair.org/
http://www.aef.org.uk/2014/10/07/briefing-is-a-new-runway-compatible-with-uk-climate-policy/
http://www.aef.org.uk/uploads/CCC-2009-Meeting-the-UK-aviation-target-%E2%80%93-options-for-reducing-emissions-to-2050.pdf
http://www.aef.org.uk/2014/07/14/airport-expansion-regional-implications/
http://www.aef.org.uk/2014/07/14/airport-expansion-regional-implications/
http://www.aef.org.uk/uploads/Joint_NGO_response_to_the_Airports_Commission__s_emerging_thinking_on_airport_capacity_in_the_UK.pdf
http://assets.wwf.org.uk/downloads/economics_of_airport_expansion_march_2013.pdf
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Here are some: 

• How can Canada achieve the necessary reductions in carbon emissions? 

• What contribution to those necessary reductions does the Canadian aviation industry 
need to make? 

• Will the “forcing” effect from higher flying jets using the Island Airport contribute 
disproportionately to climate change? 

• What air travel passenger volume can reasonably be anticipated to be generated from 
the Greater Toronto Area given an appropriate application of  supply and demand 
constraints to enable that contribution? 

• If  it is it increasingly likely that regulations are forthcoming that would “price” 
carbon, thus increasing the price of  operating airlines and the cost to consumers, 
what is the likelihood that the demand for flights decreases commensurate with these 
price increases? Of  what use would the expansion be given lower demand? 

• Is there capacity now without Island Airport expansion to meet that anticipated 
volume in the foreseeable future? 

• Or, if  new capacity is added to the Island Airport, does Pearson’s growth need to be 
constrained to achieve those necessary reductions? 

• Generally, given that constraints on supply and demand for air travel will be 
necessary, does capital investment in the Island Airport to increase supply make 
sense?  

• What happens whenprospective investors participate in carbon-divestment 
campaigns? An October study by PricewaterhouseCoopers found that 58% of  
investors were “dissatisfied” with U.S. companies’ understanding of  climate change 
risks—a figure that rose to 64 per cent among investors managing more than 
US$100 billion in assets11. How does that affect Porter’s ability to get the financing 
and investment it needs for expansion? 

As the UK environmental organizations said in that letter: 

Unmitigated climate change poses huge risks to the global economy, human 
development, and the natural environment and the costs are potentially enormous. 
Failure to act now to constrain aviation emissions will present the UK with higher 
economic and environmental costs of  climate change later on. 

Climate change needs to be a central consideration in any examination of  the environmental 
and other impacts of  the Island Airport proposed Jets expansion. 

Submitted by CommunityAIR, January, 2015 

http://www.communityair.org/
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1 From City’s September 9, 2014 letter: 

 “City Council's decision on April 1 and 2, 2014 established a direction for moving 
forward with the evaluation of  the introduction of  jet-powered aircraft and runway 
extensions at BBTCA. This direction includes a caps and phasing framework that 
must be agreed to by the TPA and Transport Canada. Absent an agreement to 
implement caps and phasing at BBTCA, the City will not proceed with any 
discussions on amendments to the Tripartite Agreement that govern the airport. 

2 http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/study-backs-argument-keystone-would-
contribute-to-climate-change/article22335591/ 

3 Pope Francis’s edict on climate change will anger deniers and US 
churches:http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/dec/27/pope-francis-edict-climate-
change-us-rightwing 

4 See How to Communicate bon Pricing at http://www.theglobeandmail.com/globe-
debate/how-to-communicate-a-good-idea/article21642629/ 

5 http://www.treehugger.com/files/2009/10/the-science-of-350-the-most-important-
number.php 

6 From pre-industrial revolution level of  278 ppm 

7 A recent analysis by climatologists Pushker Kharecha and James Hansen, however, 
suggests that Rutledge's estimates may be conservative. They concluded that emissions from 
fossil fuel will climax in 2077 at 14 gigatonnes of  carbon per year and atmospheric CO2 will 
rise to 575 p.p.m. by 2100. Peak energy: promise or peril? Nature Reports Climate Change  
Published online: 19 February 2009 
http://www.nature.com/climate/2009/0903/full/climate.2009.19.html?linkSource=edhat.co
m#B6 

8 Worse than the worst-case scenario . . . the A1FI of  IPCC reports from 2007 and prior 
and RCP8.5 of  the IPCC 2013. Allison et al., show emission rates for carbon dioxide at 
above that of  the A1FI scenario. This scenario's counterpart in the 2013 IPCC has a 2100 
carbon dioxide concentration of  about 950 ppm and increasing in 2100. RCP2.6 has an 
atmospheric peak concentration of  about 450 in 2050. Allison, et al., "The Copenhagen 
Diagnosis, 2009: Updating the world on the Latest Climate Science," The University of  New 
South Wales Climate Change Research Centre (CCRC), Sydney, Australia, March 2009, page 
9, figure 1.1. Also see: Raupach et al., "Global and regional drivers of  accelerating carbon 
dioxide emissions," PNAS, April 2007, Figure 1 

9 Britain's CO2 emissions from aircraft approximately doubled between 1990 and 2000, and 
are projected by the government to double again by 2030. According to a report by the 
Tyndall Centre,  

http://www.communityair.org/
http://www1.toronto.ca/City%20Of%20Toronto/Waterfront%20Secretariat/Shared%20Content/Files/BBTCA/BBTCA%20-%20DCM%20Letter%20September%209%202014.pdf
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/dec/27/pope-francis-edict-climate-change-us-rightwing
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/dec/27/pope-francis-edict-climate-change-us-rightwing
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/globe-debate/how-to-communicate-a-good-idea/article21642629/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/globe-debate/how-to-communicate-a-good-idea/article21642629/
http://www.treehugger.com/files/2009/10/the-science-of-350-the-most-important-number.php
http://www.treehugger.com/files/2009/10/the-science-of-350-the-most-important-number.php
http://www.nature.com/climate/2009/0903/full/climate.2009.19.html?linkSource=edhat.com#B6
http://www.nature.com/climate/2009/0903/full/climate.2009.19.html?linkSource=edhat.com#B6
http://www.ccrc.unsw.edu.au/sites/default/files/Copenhagen_Diagnosis_LOW.pdf
http://www.ccrc.unsw.edu.au/sites/default/files/Copenhagen_Diagnosis_LOW.pdf
http://www.pnas.org/content/104/24/10288.full.pdf+html
http://www.tyndall.ac.uk/content/growth-scenarios-eu-uk-aviation-contradictions-climate-policy
http://www.tyndall.ac.uk/content/growth-scenarios-eu-uk-aviation-contradictions-climate-policy
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If  the aviation industry is allowed to grow at rates even lower than those being 
experienced today, the EU could see aviation accounting for between 39% and 79% 
of  its total carbon budget by 2050, depending on the stabilisation level chosen. For 
the UK, the respective figures are between 50% and 100%. 

10 From “Including aviation in the EU Emissions Trading Scheme - Joint NGO statement 
on key improvements” April 2008: 

“There have been a number of  studies assessing aircraft emissions and the climatic 
effects.  
 
“The figures now used by the IPCC are those presented by Sausen et al. (2005) in 
their study on Aviation Radiative Forcing in 2000 (Sausen et al. (June 2005), Aviation 
Radiative Forcing in 2000: An Update of IPCC (1999). and IPCC 4th Assessment 
Report: Working Group III report “Mitigation of Climate Change”, chapter 5).  
 
“This report provided an updated analysis of the contribution of aviation emissions 
to climate change, including both the direct and indirect impacts of CO2, water 
vapour, nitrogen oxides, sulphate particles and soot particles.  
 
“The combined impact of these gases was found to generate a Radiative Forcing 
Index (RFI) for aviation of 1.9 (i.e. aviation emissions have a global warming impact 
1.9 times higher than CO2 emissions alone). However, this does not include any 
value for the impact of aviation-induced cirrus cloud, since scientific uncertainty 
exists about the correct RFI value for cirrus. Existing studies however, suggest that 
including cirrus cloud impacts would result in a multiplier of between 2 and 5. 
 
“…. Under this scenario a tonne of CO2 emissions from aviation would be 
equivalent to 2 tonnes of CO2 from land-based sources. 
 
“… Given that aviation emissions are at least twice as damaging as carbon emissions 
alone, including aviation in EU ETS without a multiplier would allow the sector to 
pollute at twice the rate of other industries, resulting in significant climatic harm and 
an unfair advantage for aviation.” 
 
 

 

11 http://www.macleans.ca/economy/economicanalysis/the-carbon-market-and-climate-
change-investing-in-extreme-times/ 
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