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1. Introduction 
 
1.1 British Airways welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Scottish Parliament’s 

Transport and Local Government Committee inquiry into ‘Freight Transport in 
Scotland’. 

 
1.2  The airline’s main base is London Heathrow Airport, the UK’s primary international hub 

airport and one of the busiest airports in the world.  British Airways also operates from 11 
other airports in the UK, and worldwide, to 153 destinations in 70 countries.  Its franchise 
partners take the airline’s colours to an additional 85 destinations in a further 17 countries. 

 
1.3  From Scotland, British Airways connects Aberdeen, Edinburgh, Glasgow and Inverness 

directly with at least one of the main London airports: Heathrow, Gatwick and London 
City.  It also offers connections to Europe through Manchester, Birmingham and Bristol. 

 
1.4  With franchise partner Loganair, the network of flights in Scotland operated under the 

British Airways brand extends to a further 9 destinations.  
 
1.5 Heathrow Airport is the second largest airport in the world for freight shipments, handling 

£50 billion worth of cargo annually.  More than 30% of the UK’s exports by value are 
carried by air. 

 
1.6 Almost all freight consignments carried by British Airways are transported in the belly-

hold of its passenger aircraft, on some 900 flights each day. 
 
1.7 The focus of this submission is on the contribution of air freight transport, as outlined 

in point 2 of the remit for the inquiry.  It is not appropriate for British Airways to 
comment on the road haulage industry or Scottish Executive’s policy to encourage 
the transfer of freight to rail and water. 

  
Summary 
 
2.1 The overall market for export air freight carried directly from Scotland by all airlines 

decreased by approximately 7% in the 12 months to September 2005.  The main areas 
experiencing a reduction are in Information Technology, Hi-Tech equipment and fish 
produce.   

 
2.2 However, this is not an accurate reflection of the total Scottish export market.  A 

sizeable proportion of Scottish goods is normally sent directly by the exporters’ 
forwarders to the London gateways for onward worldwide distribution.  It is difficult 
to estimate the volume, value or destination of this traffic. 

 
2.3 The key destinations for Scottish air freight exports are Texas /Central USA (19%) 

South East Asia (11%), Greater China (11%) and the Middle East (9%). 
 
2.4 The last 2 years has seen a noticeable increase in capacity with many overseas 

airlines offering long haul capacity from Scottish airports, particularly Glasgow, 



including Continental Airlines, American Airlines, Emirates, United Airlines and 
Polar Air Cargo. 

 
2.5 British Airways World Cargo provides domestic short haul services and overnight 

trucking connections to all 238 destinations on the British Airways global network. 
Overall market share for British Airways has grown to over 11%.   This is the figure 
directly attributable to freight shipped from our offices in Scotland on Air Way Bills 
(AWBs), the primary industry documentation for cargo, and does not reflect total 
exports, as outlined in point 2.2. 

 
2.6 Over 80% of the UK domestic market from Scotland, that is air freight carried on 

intra-Scottish routes and between Scottish and UK airports, is carried on British 
Airways-issued AWBs, i.e. on British Airways paper, through its network of offices.  

 
2.7 British Airways World Cargo plays an important role in providing air support to 

regional centres, to the Highland and Islands especially.  The airline provides the 
infrastructure to accept and ship freight at mainland airports and several key island 
destinations.  The main goods for shipment include newspapers, high value goods, 
and animals and pets.  

 
 
The Market 
 
3.1 Glasgow and Aberdeen airports account for 95% of the air freight exports shipped 

from Scotland.  The main commodities from Scotland are shellfish, salmon, Scotch 
whisky, oil-industry equipment and hi-tech goods. 

 
3.2 Each of the two cities has distinct key markets.  For Aberdeen, these are based on the 

oil industry, and the main regions for exports are the Middle East, Africa and Texas.  
Glasgow has a much greater proportion of IT, hi-tech and fresh fish produce, the 
majority of which is shipped to Greater China, USA and South East Asia.  

 
3.3 Overall, the total market for British Airways from Scotland averages approximately 

2500 tonnes per month.  This equates to some 5% of the total air freight market 
exports carried by British Airways from the United Kingdom and Ireland.   

 
3.4 However, as in point 2.2, it must be noted that there is an additional amount of freight 

that originates in Scotland that is taken to the Heathrow and Gatwick gateways by 
freight forwarders.   This is then tendered to various airlines, including British 
Airways, making it difficult to determine the true size of the regional market.  We are 
aware that many consignments are dealt with in this way. 

The Commodities 
 
4.1 British Airways carries Scottish shellfish exports primarily to a variety of European 

destinations, including Barcelona, Rome and Madrid.  These markets are very well 
established, and are holding up well. 

 
4.2 Our experience also shows that imports and exports of oil well and other oil-related 

equipment are also maintaining a reasonable trading market.  Again, the main 
destinations for these goods are the Middle East, Texas and Africa, all of which are 
served by British Airways through Heathrow and Gatwick airports. 

 
4.3 However, we believe the Scottish salmon market is facing a number of challenges.  In 

the United States, there was a health scare in January this year regarding fears over 
Scottish salmon.  The dollar-pound exchange rate means that fish imported from the 



UK is relatively more expensive, and combined with concerns about the size of 
Scottish salmon, which is currently too small for US consumers, has impacted on the 
amount of salmon exported.  The domestic exporters also face increasingly 
competitive markets, with viable alternatives from Norway, Chile and Canada. 
Overall, total salmon exports to the Americas have declined by 8% versus last year.   

 
4.4 The hi-tech business remains an important air freight market from Scotland, with 

major players such as Sun Micros, HP, IBM, Motorola, NCR, and National Semi 
Conductors continuing with their operations in, and thus exports from, Scotland. 
However, we are aware that a number of hi-tech businesses have closed or reduced 
output in Scotland, with many relocating to Eastern Europe due to a more competitive 
cost base.  This has been a key factor in the decreasing volume of exports to Asia and 
the Middle East by 12%. 

 
4.5 Finally, the uniquely Scottish export of Scotch whisky and other local spirits provides 

yet another important market for air freight.  These products are usually transported 
by sea, but British Airways has transported major shipments when new products have 
been launched or sales promotions have occurred.  These major air freight 
movements have gone to destinations all over the world, most notably Tokyo, 
Sydney, Mexico, Bahrain and various cities in USA. 

 
 
Schedule and Capacity 
 
5.1 As mentioned in the summary, a key feature of the Scottish market in recent years is 

the increase in aircraft cargo capacity. 
 
5.2 Although a number of new routes have opened offering access to new markets, most 

of these markets have been available to Scottish producers and exporters for many 
years through London and to a lesser extent, continental European hubs at 
Amsterdam, Frankfurt and Paris. 

 
5.3 With more than 100 daily British Airways flights to Heathrow and Gatwick, Scottish 

exporters have enjoyed one-stop access to an unrivalled global network of markets 
for several decades.  

 
Environmental Impact 
 
6.1 British Airways recognises its environmental responsibilities and is committed to 

managing the impact of its operations.  We have one of the youngest aircraft fleets in 
the world, and have achieved significant reductions in many outputs in recent years.   

 
6.2 We have cut carbon dioxide emissions by 15% over the last 5 years, and fuel 

efficiency has improved by 25% since 1990.  Noise impacts have halved in the last 5 
years and local air quality monitoring is underway at Heathrow to determine better 
the impact at ground level.  The airline is also participating in the voluntary UK 
Emission Trading Scheme covering domestic flights and buildings, and is the only 
airline to do so. 

 
6.3 British Airways carries the vast majority of its air freight business in the belly-hold of 

passenger aircraft.  A small percentage of its cargo shipments are transported by 
dedicated freighter aircraft, four of which are wet-leased from a specialist air cargo 
airline. This allows the airline to offer greater capacity on specific routes where the 
demand exceeds the supply of capacity on scheduled passenger flights. 

 



6.4 Aircraft operate at their optimum efficiency when the payload capacity is fully 
utilised.  The determining factor of this capacity is weight, which is a combination of 
passenger and freight loads but neither one nor the other in isolation.   

 
6.5 British Airways has developed inventory management systems to ensure its aircraft 

are utilised to their maximum potential and to minimise unused payload capacity.  
We are improving the operational performance of our aircraft and increasing the fuel 
efficiency across the fleets by using spare capacity to carry freight.  This is best 
demonstrated by the improvement in Revenue Tonne Kilometres (RTKs), which 
measure combined passenger and freight mileage, rather than the conventional 
Revenue Passenger Kilometres (RPKs) that measures passenger journeys only. 

 
6.6 We do not have figures relating specifically to Scotland and can comment only on the 

environmental position in the UK in general. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
7.1 The transportation of Scottish exports by air to key overseas markets is important for 

suppliers of a range of products.  For many industries, there is no alternative for their 
high-value and time-critical products such as fresh produce, hi-tech and oil-related 
equipment.  Scotland enjoys easy and straightforward access to one of the most successful 
cargo hub airports in the world, London Heathrow, and British Airways is pleased to 
provide freight services through its extensive operations there. 

 
 
British Airways 
5 December 2005 
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