Heathrow's operational chaos following fire raises questions over leadership

[image: ]
Heathrow Airport faced significant operational disruption following a fire incident that forced the closure of the major hub on Friday, impacting approximately 300,000 passengers. The fire, which broke out late Thursday night, affected the airport's main electricity substation, leading to the cancellation or delay of over 1,300 flights.
Chief Executive Thomas Woldbye, who took the helm of Heathrow only in October 2023, has come under scrutiny after it was revealed that he delegated the decision to shut down the airport to his deputy, Javier Echave, during the crisis. Mr Woldbye reportedly chose to go to bed while the fire ravaged the facility, a decision that has prompted calls for his resignation. Critics have pointed to his substantial salary of £3.2 million last year, including a £2.2 million bonus, questioning the accountability of leadership during such critical events.
The incident raised questions about the airport's preparedness for emergencies. Government ministers and Heathrow officials had been alerted a decade ago regarding vulnerabilities in the airport's power supply, which was identified as a "key weakness." The fire incident serves as a stark reminder of these warnings, as the airport struggled to manage the fallout from the situation.
Woldbye was attending an event in central London when the power outage first occurred. After the decision was made shortly after midnight to close the airport, Woldbye’s senior management team was divided into two "gold commands" to address the unfolding crisis. However, the CEO himself chose not to stay awake to oversee operations, only returning to work via telephone around 7.30 am the following morning and arriving at the office by 9 am.
Expressing pride in the response of Heathrow's staff during the crisis, Woldbye faces significant backlash from public figures. Reform MP Richard Tice has labelled the CEO as "idle" and "incompetent," describing him as "a failure, not a leader." Tice has called for Woldbye’s removal from his position, stating, "He won’t resign - so the board should fire him.”
Lord Toby Harris, chairman of the National Preparedness Commission, echoed concerns regarding the airport's handling of the situation, calling the shutdown an "enormous failure." He emphasised that it appeared Heathrow was not adequately prepared for such an emergency, contributing to the chaos that ensued.
As operations resume, the long-term implications for Heathrow's management and crisis response protocols are scrutinised, marking a challenging chapter for Europe's busiest airport.
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