Heathrow CEO apologises for sleeping through emergency calls amid £1bn power outage crisis
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Heathrow Airport has been navigating a turbulent period since the unprecedented power outage on March 21, which disrupted the plans of over 200,000 passengers and resulted in the cancellation of more than 1,300 flights. At the centre of the turmoil is Thomas Woldbye, the airport's chief executive, who has issued a heartfelt apology after it was revealed that he slept through critical emergency notifications during the crisis. Woldbye's phone had inadvertently been set to silent mode, and he was uncontactable during the initial stages of the response to the incident, which was triggered by a fire at a nearby electricity substation.
According to an internal inquiry led by Ruth Kelly, former secretary of state for transport, Woldbye was first alerted to the airport's shutdown around 6:45 am, leading to a heightened level of scrutiny regarding his leadership in a time of crisis. The inquiry concluded that Woldbye's absence did not hinder crucial decision-making processes, particularly the actions taken by Deputy CEO Javier Echave, who made the critical choice to close the airport approximately 90 minutes after the power loss. This decision was deemed essential to ensure the safety and security of passengers and staff.
However, the incident has spotlighted broader vulnerabilities within the UK's ageing infrastructure. Airlines had reportedly raised concerns about the resilience of Heathrow's electricity supply just days before the outage occurred, indicating a need for proactive measures. A fire at the North Hyde substation not only led to immediate chaos but also prompted discussions around the necessity of investing in a more robust energy framework for the airport, with costs estimated at around £1 billion. Woldbye acknowledged that such expenditures would likely translate into increased fees for airlines and ultimately higher ticket prices for passengers.
As investigations continue by both the National Energy System Operator and Ofgem, the root cause of the fire remains undetermined. Initial findings suggest a fault in the cooling oil system of the transformer, although there has been no evidence of foul play. The comprehensive review has also called for improved protocols for executive communications during emergencies, suggesting that a secondary contact should be appointed to ensure continuity in leadership decisions.
Furthermore, the resilience of the airport's electricity supply has been called into question, as the reliance on an aged system presents significant risks. While Heathrow does have diesel generators capable of providing backup power necessary for critical functionalities, the ongoing discussions around infrastructure investments highlight the urgent need for upgrades. The capacity for the airport to handle energy supply failures effectively is not only paramount for operational integrity but also crucial for maintaining traveller confidence.
As Heathrow endeavours to emerge from this incident, lessons learned from the power outage will undoubtedly shape its future strategy. Woldbye's assertions regarding the effectiveness of their emergency protocols, while perhaps well-intentioned, will need to be backed by tangible improvements. The review has emphasised collaboration with airlines and regulatory bodies to foster a shared understanding of necessary developments in energy resilience. Ultimately, how the airport responds to this crisis will not only determine its operational future but may also set a precedent for other major UK infrastructure operators.
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