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RESEARCH NOTE 45 

Departmental use of Air Travel 
 

Air travel is an unavoidable part of modern government. Ministers are required to attend 

events and meetings overseas, and with commitments around the world it is not 

unreasonable for UK Government officials to take occasional flights at the taxpayers’ 

expense. 

 

But in 2007-08, 13 of the 20 Government departments spent over £18.5 million on flights.1 

Tens of thousands of journeys were made last year by public officials, but just 429 of these 

were formal ministerial visits. It must be noted too that these figures only scratch the 

surface of general public sector spending on air travel; official estimates for the total 

spend, once quangos and other public bodies are included, put the bill closer to £70 

million.2 

 

With a highly developed network of overseas embassies, and modern communications now 

enabling face to face meetings without the need for travel, does the Government need to 

spend so much on flights? While the UK may be the only G8 country not to own a plane 

outright for its senior ministers, £18.5 million remains a large bill for departmental airplane 

tickets. Renewed efforts must be made to reduce the number of flights taken.  

 

Key findings: 

 

� In 2007-08 13 out of the 20 Government Departments spent over £18.5 

million on air travel, slightly down from the £20 million in 2006-07. Total public 

sector spending on air travel is likely to be over £70 million (see footnote 2). 
 

� Of the 2007-08 total, £10.6 million went on business and first class flights. In 
2006-07, the spend on business and first class seats was £11.5 million.  

 
� Ministers’ travelled overseas 429 times in 2007-08. These trips (including the 
cost of flights and accommodation for ministers and their officials) cost the taxpayer 
£3.3 million.3 
 

� The Department for International Development was the biggest flyer among 
those studied, spending over £6.8 million in both 2006-07 and 2007-08. 

                                                
1 See Appendix A, page 4  
2 OGCbuying.solutions (December 2008), Projected cost of the Government Air Programme – 

http://online.ogcbuyingsolutions.gov.uk/bcm/Travel/ProcurementUpdates/GovernmentAirProgramme/ 
3 Cabinet Office (2008) Overseas Travel by Ministers 2007-08 
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� Department for Work and Pensions officials took at least 18,230 flights in 

2007-08, at a cost of over £3.3 million. The Pensions Agency alone took 5,617 flights, 
at a cost of £1.1 million.  
 

� Brussels, Luxembourg and Washington were the top overseas destinations in both 

years, and the majority of flights were to either Europe or the USA. In total, Ministers 

visited over 60 countries in 2007-08.    
 

� The RAF and No 32 (the Royal) Squadron carried Ministers and officials over 50 times. 

The vast majority of the total bill went on standard scheduled flights.  

 
From data collated through Freedom of Information Requests, Parliamentary Answers and 

Government documents the TaxPayers’ Alliance has created the first ever table of 

Departmental Air Travel (see appendix A).4 Some Departments have failed to provide any 
information, both to requests from the public and Parliamentary questions put by MPs. This 
reflects an astonishing lack of transparency.   

 

As the Government’s own 2006 Gershon review of air travel found, current practices for 
arranging air travel are not ensuring value for money for taxpayers.5 Despite a lack of 

available data, departments still do not seem to be considering all available ways for 

reducing the number – and cost – of flights they take.  

 

For instance, departmental protocol states that business and premium economy tickets 

may only be bought if:6 
 

1. The journey time is longer than four hours; 

2. The journey involves overnight travel, or; 

3. There are no economy seats available and one cannot travel on an alternative day. 

 
Although these rules may seem sensible, the realities of Government business make them 

redundant. With the EU now stretching to the borders of Russia, four hour journeys are 

commonplace. Overnight travel is not necessarily a feature of long journeys, but often 

simply a part of a long working day. Finally, with bookings frequently made at short notice, 

the availability of economy seats is often limited (particularly on low cost airlines).  

 

In an example from 2007-08; DEFRA officials spent over £50,000 on 11 flights to prepare 

for and attend the UN Climate Change Conference in Jakarta.7 At an average of £4,500 per 

flight, were these really the best value for money seats available? What is more, with an 

Embassy in Indonesia staffed full time by 30 UK civil servants (just in Jakarta alone) were 

all these flights necessary? 

                                                
4 19 out of 20 Central Government departments responded to the FOI. An ‘n/a’ indicates that no breakdown by class was 
provided by the department. A ‘-‘ (dash) indicates that the department has still failed to provide the information. ‘Refused’ 

indicates that the department has refused to provide the information, even after appeal. 
5 Sir Peter Gershon (2006), Independent Air Travel Review, p. 2 -5  
6 Particular protocol cited is that of the Cabinet Office, 2008. 
7 DEFRA FOI response, 15/12/2008  
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As mentioned above, the DWP is a surprisingly frequent user of air travel, paying for over 

18,230 flights in 2007-08 alone.8 But with few obvious reasons for overseas travel – the 

DWP Secretary of State and other Ministers only made 10 overseas trips – why is the 

Department spending so much, and have all other options been exhausted before the 

flights were authorised? 

 

Full information on departmental use of air travel remains patchy. Some of the potentially 

largest users of flights – e.g Foreign Office, MOD – refused to provide information on their 

flight spending, while others claimed that they were unable to. But with the Northern 

Ireland Office alone spending £1.5 million on flights in 2007-08 – equivalent to 13,450 

return flights to Belfast, or 37 trips every day – the current structures do not seem to be 

guaranteeing value for money for British taxpayers.9 

 

Ben Farrugia, a Policy Analyst at the TaxPayers’ Alliance: 
 

“Departments need to be doing all they can to limit their expensive air travel. These 

figures show that too much is being spent on business class seats, and many 

departments are making unnecessary journeys abroad. With better management 

money could be saved. Flying should always be the last option, not the first.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
8 DWP FOI response, 21/11/2008 
9 Based on a Ryanair flight from Stansted to Belfast, leaving on Monday 2nd February 2009 and returning on Tuesday 3rd 
February 2009, at a total cost (including taxes) of £111.52. Price correct as of January 30th 2009   

 
To discuss the research, please contact: 

 
Ben Farrugia 

Policy Analyst, The TaxPayers’ Alliance 
ben.farrugia@taxpayersalliance.com, 07980 589 905 

 

To arrange broadcast interviews, please contact: 
 

Mark Wallace 
Campaign Director, The TaxPayers’ Alliance 

mark.wallace@taxpayersalliance.com; 07736 009 548 
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Appendix A 

 

Departmental use of Air Travel 

Department Total amount in fares, £ Business Class, £ First Class, £ 

2006-07 2007-08 2006-07 2007-08 2006-07 2007-08 

Attorney General's Office 98,528 47,144 79,599 43,807 14,667 0 

Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform 3,052,244 2,928,046 2,342,763 2,111,125 111,962 177,176 

Cabinet Office  refused refused refused refused refused refused 

Children, Schools and Families 380,326 235,186 253,055 144,567 0 0 

Communities and Local Government 405,513 292,263 259,185 158,738 0 0 

Culture, Media and Sport no response no response no response no response no response no response 

Defence refused refused refused refused refused refused 

DEFRA 1,548,319 1,715,238 1,132,816 1,197,379 27,809 64,932 

Foreign and Commonwealth Office no response no response no response no response no response no response 

Health no response no response no response no response no response no response 

Home Office no response no response no response no response no response no response 

Innovation, Universities and Skills 171,386 389,195 88,509 144,110 0 11,074 

International Development 6,876,805 6,846,600 5,726,318 5,540,956 41,922 50,664 

Justice 376,000 392,000 n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Northern Ireland Office 1,750,000 1,466,000 n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Scotland Office 92,428 83,253 n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Transport refused refused refused refused refused refused 

Treasury 1,266,822 849,050 n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Wales Office 9,746 2,168 2,459 0 4,440 0 

Work and Pensions 4,012,079 3,315,068 1,402,481 956,300 21,071 7,653 

Totals         20,040,196       18,561,211      11,287,185     10,296,982             221,871          311,499  


