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3  St Helena Airport 

Summary
The Department for International Development (the Department) has spent £285.5m of 
taxpayers’ money on building an airport in St Helena that is not usable by commercial 
airlines. It is staggering that the Department did not foresee and address the impact of 
difficult wind conditions on landing commercial aircraft safely. The Department was 
evasive on the question of who should be held responsible, and is yet to hold anyone 
to account, either internally or externally for the failure to identify this fundamental 
issue. Nor has it identified the extent or cost of remedial action required. There is also 
doubt over whether the airport, when operational, will lead to St Helena becoming 
financially self-sufficient, due to significant uncertainties over projected tourist growth 
figures and a lack of progress toward attracting investment. Thus far, the Department 
has unquestionably failed the residents of St Helena and the British taxpayer.
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4   St Helena Airport 

Introduction
St Helena is a small self-governing UK overseas territory in the South Atlantic, previously 
only accessible by sea. The Department is funding a £285.5 million design, build and 
operate contract for an airport on St Helena to improve the island’s accessibility and to 
support development of the tourism industry, with the ultimate aim of the island becoming 
self-sufficient. The airport is now built and the St Helena Government had planned to start 
operating it in May 2016. However, test flights in April 2016 revealed dangerous wind 
conditions on the airport approach, an effect known as ‘wind shear’. While the airport has 
since handled a small number of flights, the wind conditions have precluded operation of 
the planned commercial service.
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5  St Helena Airport 

Conclusions and recommendations
1.	 It is staggering that the Department commissioned and completed the St Helena 

airport before ascertaining the effect of prevailing wind conditions on landing 
commercial aircraft safely at St Helena. For a project of this size, we would expect 
the Department to have applied a thorough concept design and risk management 
process in the early part of any engineering works to test assumptions and highlight 
potential operational issues such as wind shear. Wind shear is a well-known concept 
in airport construction and should have been identified as an issue for St Helena. The 
Department was unwilling to tell us who was responsible for this oversight ahead of 
its own review into where accountability lies and until it has decided whether it will 
take legal action against its contractors or disciplinary action against its officials.

Recommendation: The Department should, as soon as it is completed, send us a 
copy of its review identifying who was accountable for the failure to identify this 
key issue.

2.	 The Department did not do enough to ensure it had the appropriate technical 
resources and competence to build the airport. Whilst the Department does 
have previous experience of building an airport (in Montserrat, which opened 
in 2005), this is not a core function of the Department. It therefore relied upon 
advice from external contractors to build the St Helena airport. The Department 
told us that it used a variety of sources to inform its decision-making, of which the 
feasibility study by Atkins was an important part. It did not, however, commission 
an independent advisor or seek support from other departments with the necessary 
technical expertise to corroborate or challenge this source of advice. The Department 
acknowledged the potential benefit of introducing more independent challenge to 
its processes in future.

Recommendation: The Department should develop an independent challenge 
function and build it into its procedures for considering the feasibility of technically 
demanding projects outside its core business.

3.	 The Department has not yet determined the extent or cost of the remedial 
action required to bring the airport into commercial use. The Department is 
gathering data on the impact of wind shear through computer-based and physical 
modelling of weather conditions on the northern approach to the runway. It is also 
investigating air access using the airport’s southern approach where wind shear is 
less of an issue but which requires aircraft to land with a tailwind. Landing with a 
tailwind places additional restrictions on the aircraft’s weight, potentially reducing 
passenger capacity. The Department is in discussion with a number of alternative 
airlines to provide this service because Comair, the airline currently contracted to 
provide a weekly commercial flight, does not have an aircraft of suitable size for 
landing on the southern approach. As the Department is still collecting data on 
wind conditions, it has not yet established a timetable for or forecast the additional 
cost of possible solutions. The Department is also now in a potentially difficult 
position when it comes to negotiating the best possible deal with a new commercial 
air service provider, given the obvious need for it to have a new service in place as 
soon as possible.
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6   St Helena Airport 

Recommendation: The Department should write to us by April 2017, and more 
regularly to the stakeholders of the airport, with an update on its strategy and 
forecast costs for bringing the airport into commercial use.

4.	 We are extremely sceptical about the Department’s projected tourism figures 
and the island’s ability to support such growth in the tourist industry. We fully 
recognise that the Government has an obligation to support and sustain the people 
of St Helena. An airport on St Helena should bring benefits such as improved access 
to medical services and employment prospects. In order for the island to achieve 
economic self-sufficiency, a significant growth in tourism is required. In its business 
case, the Department forecast that the number of tourists visiting St Helena annually 
would rise from just less than 1,000 to just over 29,000 by 2042. The NAO report 
highlighted the uncertainty over projections for tourist numbers, not least because 
in 2010 the Department reduced its original projection of 59,000 tourists to 29,208 to 
account for possible optimism bias without any new primary research. Over-egging 
prospective tourism growth may have made the business case stack up but, even 
then, the business case for building the airport was marginal at best. The projected 
expansion in tourist numbers also relies on air access for tourists, the achievability 
of which is uncertain given the current difficulties in landing aircraft safely.

Recommendation: The Department should re-calculate its projected tourism 
figures to provide an updated assessment of progress towards economic self-
sufficiency and the consequent reduction in the Department’s subsidy.

5.	 The reputational damage to St Helena from this fiasco could further hinder its 
ability to attract investment. The St Helena Government is relying on investors 
to build the necessary infrastructure to support tourism growth. The NAO report 
quoted a Departmental review which found that the investment climate in St Helena 
is not attractive and is not competitive internationally or regionally, in part due to 
factors within the St Helena Government’s control such as high corporation tax 
and importation duty. The St Helena Government established Enterprise St Helena 
(ESH) to lead and champion the island’s economic development. ESH has some way 
to go to improve the marketing for the island’s location and attractions. Negative 
press reports about the airport can only have aggravated St Helena’s problems in 
marketing its tourist potential.

Recommendation: The Department should engage closely with the St Helena 
Government to secure real progress against the joint Memorandum of 
Understanding to remove barriers to inward investment.
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7  St Helena Airport 

1	 The impact of difficult wind 
conditions

1.	 On the basis of a report by the Comptroller and Auditor General, we took evidence 
from the Department for International Development (the Department) on its funding of 
an airport in St Helena to improve the island’s accessibility and support development of 
the tourist industry.1

2.	 St Helena is a small self-governing UK overseas territory with a population of around 
4,100. It is an island in the middle of the South Atlantic, which has previously only been 
accessible by sea. The Department provides financial and technical assistance to St Helena 
as one of three Overseas Territories, which are eligible for official development assistance. 
The Department provides several types of financial support to the St Helena Government, 
through a mixture of annual subsidies and multi-year funding. The total amount of 
financial support it provides has increased significantly over the last 30 years, rising from 
around £10 million on 1998–99 to almost £28 million in 2015–16.2 The Department’s 
funding includes a subsidy to meet the operating costs of the Royal Mail Ship St Helena, 
which has provided the only regular cargo and passenger service to the island.3

3.	 The Department is funding a £285.5 million design, build and operate contract for 
an airport in St Helena to improve the island’s accessibility, supporting development of 
the tourist industry. The Department anticipates that, if the airport boosts the tourist 
industry as projected, the additional income generated will help to revive St Helena’s 
economy. The island will then become self-sufficient, no longer requiring a subsidy from 
the Department.4

4.	 The airport is now built and the St Helena Government had planned to start 
operating it in May 2016. However, test flights revealed dangerous wind conditions on 
the airport approach. While the airport handled eight flights between May and the end 
of September 2016, including three medical evacuations, the wind shear factor precludes 
the airport from operating the planned commercial service. Wind shear is a change in 
wind speed or direction over a short distance. It can be caused by surface obstructions or 
atmospheric conditions and is particularly hazardous for aircraft close to the ground. The 
RMS St Helena had been due to come out of service in July 2016 but its operation has been 
extended to July 2017 to ensure continued access to and from the island.5

Failing to plan for wind shear

5.	 In The Voyage of the Beagle, Charles Darwin wrote of his visit to St Helena in 1836: 
“The only inconvenience I suffered during my walks was from the impetuous winds. One 
day I noticed a curious circumstance: standing on the edge of a plain, terminated by a 
great cliff of about a thousand feet in depth, I saw at the distance of a few yards right 
to windward, some tern, struggling against a very strong breeze, whilst, where I stood, 
the air was quite calm. Approaching close to the brink, where the current seemed to be 

1	 C&AG’s Report, Realising the benefits of the St Helena Airport project, Session 2016–17, HC 19, 9 June 2016
2	 C&AG’s Report, para 1.3 (figures exclude capital costs associated with building the new airport)
3	 C&AG’s Report, para 4
4	 C&AG’s Report, para 5
5	 C&AG’s Report, para 6
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8   St Helena Airport 

deflected upwards from the face of the cliff, I stretched out my arm, and immediately felt 
the full force of the wind: an invisible barrier, two yards in width, separated perfectly calm 
air from a strong blast”.6

6.	 Wind shear is evidently not unknown to those who have visited the island and it is 
reasonable to expect the Department to have considered it at an early stage. We asked the 
Department how, if Charles Darwin could have experienced and described the problem 
of wind shear on St Helena in 1836, it commissioned a £285.5m airport, paid for by the 
British taxpayer, without properly appreciating the danger of this effect. The Department 
told us that it had commissioned a feasibility study from Atkins for the airport build and 
acted upon its recommendations. It also had received advice from other sources, such as 
the Met Office and the relevant regulator, Air Safety Support International (a subsidiary 
company of the United Kingdom Civil Aviation Authority).7

7.	 Whilst the Department was responsible for the project to build an airport on 
Montserrat, which opened in 2005, building airports is not a core function of the 
Department and it relied on external contractors for advice.8 The feasibility study 
conducted by Atkins was the main source of aviation advice. Atkins expressed doubts 
about local weather conditions, including the amount of turbulence that could be expected 
on approaches. It recommended that before the runway design was finalised, a charter 
aircraft should test fly the approaches to the intended runway. Pre-construction flight 
testing consisted of a single flight using a propeller aircraft.9 The Department has entered 
into a three-year contract with Comair for commercial charter flights using a different 
type of aircraft (Boeing 737, a twin-engine jet aircraft) which is currently unable to land 
safely due to wind shear.10

8.	 The Department explained that it has begun a review to identify who was responsible 
for the decisions and actions that have led to this situation.11 When asked for a view on 
who was responsible, the Accounting Officer told us that “My legal advisers are telling me 
that it is really important that they have the time to go through the work, do the analysis, 
establish where exactly the contractual responsibility lies, and that one thing I should 
not do is rush to judgement here and now in a public hearing ahead of that legal work 
being done”.12 The Department did, however, indicate that it might initiate proceedings 
against third party consultants and that it has not ruled out disciplinary action against its 
officials, should the review find them to be responsible.13

9.	 On whether it had received independent advice on the quality of Atkins’ work, the 
Department told us that the quality control and review of Atkins’ work was one of the 
things its current review would examine.14 It acknowledged that it could learn lessons 
from the Ministry of Defence on its use of red team processes, a red team is an independent 
group brought in to challenge an organisation to improve its effectiveness.15 We also 
questioned the Department on why it had not sought advice from other departments 

6	 Q 9
7	 Qq 10, 13, 19
8	 Qq 32,33
9	 Qq 16–19, 38; Atkins St Helena Access Feasibility Study - Final Report (January 2005), para 7.82 
10	 Qq 4-5; C&AG’s Report, para 3.18
11	 Qq 9, 11
12	 Q 14
13	 Q 35
14	 Q 39
15	 Qq 75, 78
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9  St Helena Airport 

given the specialist nature of the project. The Department responded that the Air Safety 
Support International, which it described as “basically a subsidiary of the Department for 
Transport”, was heavily engaged with the airport build. The Department explained that 
it is now holding constructive discussions with the Ministry of Defence on how to resolve 
the St Helena airport problems.16

Rectifying the problem

10.	 The Department and the St Helena Government are currently considering options 
for addressing the impact of difficult wind conditions on landing the aircraft safely and 
the former has not yet forecast the additional cost of each option.17 The Department is 
working on finding a way for aircraft to land safely to meet the island’s access needs.18 
Its priority is get what it described as “a decent service up and running” by developing 
the right mix of planes, schedules and routes to land on either the northern approach to 
the runway as intended, or its southern approach, which would involve landing with a 
tailwind (aircraft normally land into the wind where possible). The Department is currently 
collecting meteorological data to allow it to explore options for landing aircraft safely on 
the northern approach to the runway. This involves physical modelling (wind tunnelling), 
computer modelling and laser range detection (LIDAR). Air service providers, such as 
Comair, that want to use the northern approach will be supplied with these data.19

11.	 The southern approach solution involves landing with a tailwind which places 
restrictions on the aircraft’s weight and therefore its payload. The Department is 
considering options such as using smaller aircraft. We queried whether the Department 
could have built a shorter, less costly runway to support such a service. The Department 
told us that a shorter airstrip would not be suitable for scheduled commercial flights. 
Nor could a shorter runway accommodate the size of aircraft required to fly to St Helena 
(taking into account possible diversions to Ascension Island and fuel contingencies).20

12.	 We asked the Department whether there was an open cheque book or a limit on how 
much it would spend to make sure the airport works.21 The Department noted that, whilst 
Ministers would not want an open-ended commitment, it considered the best way for the 
Government to fulfil its commitment to the residents of the island to maintain access was 
through the airport. The Department agreed to write to us before April 2017 with details 
of revisions to its forecast of costs for the project. It also said it needed to provide updated 
information to the islanders and others on its progress.22

16	 Q 74
17	 C&AG’s Report, para 12
18	 Qq 6, 44
19	 Qq 25, 43, 52, 55
20	 Department for International Development (SHA0004)  
21	 Qq 94, 96
22	 Qq 90, 94–97
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10   St Helena Airport 

2	 Economic growth on St Helena
13.	 The Department’s business case for the airport acknowledged the project had two 
key areas of uncertainty: forecast passenger numbers (given that the island was a largely 
untested tourist destination) and the extent to which St Helena will be able to maximise 
the benefits that could be derived from air access.23 The Department believes that investors 
are unlikely to want to take a risk on St Helena before the air service is operational.24

Tourism

14.	 The Department’s business case for building an airport on St Helena was based on 
a marginal benefit-cost ratio of 1.06, when potential spending by tourists is included as a 
benefit. The business case projected that the number of tourists visiting St Helena annually 
would increase from its base level of 959 in 2015 to 29,208 by 2042. The Department told 
us that the number of tourists visiting the island reached 4,000 in 2015–16, compared to 
almost 1,000 set out in its business case six years ago. It is unclear whether this comparison 
is on a like-for-like basis.25

15.	 In making its forecasts for tourist numbers, the Department looked at number of 
other islands where airports had been built. However the islands taken as comparators 
were the Solomon Islands, Easter Island, the Galapagos and Cape Verde, all of which had 
air access prior to their airports being upgraded. They are all also larger than St Helena, 
which increases their capacity for supporting a tourist industry. The Department told us 
that it did not think it was “completely preposterous” that its five-year tourist growth target 
of 7,000 annual tourists could be met when the airport is up and running. It explained that 
its initial projections were as high as 50,000 but were halved because it did not believe they 
were realistic. Neither the Department nor its consultants undertook any new primary 
research to confirm these revised projections.26

16.	 The Department’s business case predicted that tourists arriving by air would spend 
£65.8 million between 2011 and 2055. This projection was based on the assumption that 
each would spend £172 per day in 2016, increasing by 1% a year in real terms.27 In 2016, the 
Department’s research suggested that spending per day per tourist could range from £82 
to £195. The Department’s marginally positive benefit-cost ratio is dependent on tourist 
spending towards the top of this range.28

Attracting investment

17.	 The Department agreed to finance the airport subject to the St Helena Government 
implementing reforms needed to open the island’s economy to inward investment and 
increased tourism. A Memorandum of Understanding between the Department and the 
St Helena Government in 2010 sets out their respective responsibilities in this regard.29

23	 C&AG’s Report, para 2.17
24	 Q 67
25	 Q 70; C&AG’s Report, paras 2.8, 2.20; Figure 6
26	 Qq 49, 62, 104; C&AG’s Report. paras 2.16, 2.19
27	 C&AG’s Report, Para 2.22, Figure 5
28	 C&AG’s Report paras 2.22–2.24, Figure 8
29	 Q2; C&AG’s Report, para 3.3
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18.	 In 2016, there were 150 tourist beds on St Helena, enough to accommodate the 
number of tourists the Department forecasts will visit St Helena in the first six years of 
the airport’s operation (assuming an even spread over a year).30 The Department told us 
that there would need to be a private sector response so that the supply of hotel places 
meets the Department’s forecast demand of 29,208 tourists projected to visit St Helena 
annually by 2042. At the time the NAO reported, the island was unable to attract outside 
investment. The Department said there is a plan, which the St Helena Government has 
been taking forward, to build the first of, potentially, a series of hotels.31

19.	 The St Helena Government established Enterprise St Helena (ESH) to lead and 
champion the island’s economic development. In 2014, the Department concluded that 
ESH’s potential impact had been affected by the St Helena Government’s policies and 
practices and that the island’s investment climate was not conducive to investment from 
large investors. There are numerous unfavourable factors such as high corporation tax 
and importation duty; an inadequately trained and small labour force; rigid planning and 
land control laws; expensive telecoms and electricity and slow, expensive internet.32

20.	 The Department explained that investors are unlikely to invest in St Helena ahead 
of there being a scheduled air service to St Helena. We agreed that whilst there was a 
link between investment and progress on the air service, there was a need to differentiate 
between this and what is within the gift of the St Helena Government to change.33

21.	 We asked the Department what it did to promote tourism on the island, given that 
fewer than 40% of respondents to a survey in January 2015 knew that St Helena was in the 
South Atlantic. In April 2015, the Department’s review of ESH’s achievements in 2014–15 
concluded that it had moderately exceeded expectations for better establishing St Helena 
as a tourist destination. The Department told us that it had been working to develop a 
marketing strategy and ‘other things that need to be in place’ to maximise St Helena’s 
attractiveness as a tourist destination.34

30	 C&AG’s Report, para 3.15
31	 Q64; C&AG’s Report, para 3.13
32	 Qq 66–67; C&AG’s Report paras 3.8, 3.9
33	 Qq 66, 67, 69; C&AG’s Report paras 3.8, 3.9
34	 Q 98; C&AG’s Report, para 3.21. 3.22
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Formal Minutes
Wednesday 07 December 2016

Members present:

Meg Hillier, in the Chair

Mr Richard Bacon
Charlie Elphicke
Chris Evans

Caroline Flint
Bridget Phillipson
John Pugh

Draft Report (Realising the benefits of the St Helena Airport project), proposed by the 
Chair, brought up and read.

Ordered, That the draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by paragraph.

Paragraphs 1 to 21 read and agreed to.

Introduction agreed to.

Conclusions and recommendations agreed to.

Summary agreed to.

Resolved, That the Report be the Thirtieth of the Committee to the House.

Ordered, That the Chair make the Report to the House.

Ordered, That embargoed copies of the Report be made available, in accordance with the 
provisions of Standing Order No. 134.

[Adjourned till Monday 12 December 2016 at 3.30pm
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Witnesses
The following witnesses gave evidence. Transcripts can be viewed on the inquiry publications 
page of the Committee’s website.

Wednesday 2 November 2016	 Question number

Mark Lowcock CB, Permanent Secretary, and Richard Montgomery, Director 
of Asia, Caribbean and Overseas Territories, Department for International 
Development Q1–108

Published written evidence
The following written evidence was received and can be viewed on the inquiry publications 
page of the Committee’s website. 

SHA numbers are generated by the evidence processing system and so may not be complete.

1	 Atlantic Star Airlines (SHA0002)

2	 BioDiplomacy (SHA0005)

3	 Department for International Development (SHA0004)

4	 SHELCO (SHA0003)
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List of Reports from the Committee 
during the current session
All publications from the Committee are available on the publications page of the 
Committee’s website. The reference number of the Government’s response to each Report 
is printed in brackets after the HC printing number.

Session 2016–17

First Report Efficiency in the criminal justice system HC 72 
(Cm 9351) 

Second Report Personal budgets in social care HC 74 
(Cm 9351)

Third Report Training new teachers HC 73 
(Cm 9351)

Fourth Report Entitlement to free early education and childcare HC 224 
(Cm 9351)

Fifth Report Capital investment in science projects HC 126 
(Cm 9351)

Sixth Report Cities and local growth HC 296 
(Cm 9351)

Seventh Report Confiscations orders: progress review HC 124 
(Cm 9351)

Eighth Report BBC critical projects HC 75 
(Cm 9351)

Ninth Report Service Family Accommodation HC 77 
(Cm 9351)

Tenth Report NHS specialised services HC 387 
(Cm 9351)

Eleventh Report Household energy efficiency measures HC 125 
(Cm 9351)

Twelfth Report Discharging older people from acute hospitals HC 76 
(Cm 9351)

Thirteenth Report Quality of service to personal taxpayers and replacing 
the Aspire contract

HC 78 
(Cm 9351)

Fourteenth Report Progress with preparations for High Speed 2 HC 486

Fifteenth Report BBC World Service HC 298

Sixteenth Report Improving access to mental health services HC 80

Seventeenth Report Transforming rehabilitation HC 484

Eighteenth Report Better Regulation HC 487
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Nineteenth Report The Government Balance Sheet HC 485

Twentieth Report Shared service centres HC 297

Twenty-first Report Departments’ oversight of arm’s-length bodies HC 488

Twenty-second Report Progress with the disposal of public land for new homes HC 634

Twenty-third Report Universal Credit and fraud and error: progress review HC 489

Twenty-fourth Report The sale of former Northern Rock assets HC 632

Twenty-fifth Report UnitingCare Partnership contract HC 633

Twenty-sixth Report Financial sustainability of local authorities HC 708

Twenty-seventh Report Managing government spending and performance HC 710

Twenty-eighth Report The apprenticeships programme HC 709

Twenty-ninth Report HM Revenue & Customs performance in 2015–16 HC 712

First Special Report Protecting the Public’s Money: First Annual Report from 
Chair of Committee of Public Accounts

HC 835
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