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THE LIE OF THE LAND 

Heathrow at a glance 
Four terminals, two runways and the better part of eighty-five million 
passengers a year. Heathrow is not an airport you wander through. It is one 
you plan for. 

There is no such thing as arriving at Heathrow without a strategy, or at least there should not be 
for anyone who flies for a living. Britain's principal gateway handles more international 
passengers than any airport on earth, and in 2025 it carried a record of more than 84.5 million 
travellers, with the operator forecasting a further nudge towards 85 million across 2026. That 
scale is the source of both its strength and its frustration. Almost anywhere worth doing business 
is a direct flight away, yet the price of that connectivity is an airport that rewards the prepared 
and quietly punishes the improviser. 

The single most important decision you make at Heathrow happens before you leave your desk: 
which terminal. The four passenger terminals are not arranged in a neat ring but scattered across 
a large site, and crossing between them takes time you will not always have. Terminal 1 has gone, 
closed in 2015 and being absorbed into an expanding Terminal 2, so the working set is Terminals 
2, 3, 4 and 5. Get the terminal right and the rest of the day tends to follow. Get it wrong and you 
will learn just how long the inter-terminal transfer can feel. 

This guide is built for the traveller who values minutes. Over the next ten pages we cover the 
terminal-by-terminal airline map, the fastest routes in from central London, the security and fast-
track picture, the lounges that justify an early arrival, the hotels that let you sleep closest to the 
gate, and the smart way to handle a connection. We close with the one development that will 
reshape everything, the long-debated third runway, now firmly back on the table. 

 

HEATHROW BY NUMBERS 
Passengers in 2025:  84.5 million (a record), with c.85 million forecast for 2026. 
Passenger terminals:  four in use - T2, T3, T4 and T5 (T1 closed in 2015). 
Runways:  two, with a third under formal consultation through autumn 2026. 
Fastest rail link:  15 minutes to Paddington on the Heathrow Express. 
Position:  Europe's busiest airport and the world's busiest by international traffic. 
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GET THIS RIGHT FIRST 

Which terminal? 
The terminals are grouped by airline alliance, which makes the map easier to 
hold in your head than the geography suggests. 

Heathrow allocates airlines largely by alliance, so if you know your carrier you almost always know 
your terminal. Terminal 2, branded the Queen's Terminal and the airport's newest large building, 
is the home of Star Alliance, which means Lufthansa, United, Air Canada, Singapore Airlines, ANA 
and Swiss among others. Terminal 5 belongs almost entirely to British Airways and its partner 
Iberia, and handles the bulk of BA's domestic and short-haul flying as well as its long-haul. 
Terminal 3 is the home of much of the oneworld long-haul fleet alongside Virgin Atlantic and 
Cathay Pacific, while Terminal 4 gathers the SkyTeam carriers together with a number of Gulf and 
Asian airlines. 

Two cautions for the regular. First, always check your terminal on the day of travel rather than 
from memory, because airlines do move and a handful split operations across buildings. Second, 
give yourself real time if your itinerary involves changing terminals, particularly the long hop out 
to Terminal 4 or Terminal 5, which sit apart from the central T2 and T3 pair. 

The alliance map 
Terminal Alliance / focus Carriers you will recognise 

T2  Queen's Star Alliance Lufthansa, United, Air Canada, Singapore, ANA, 
Swiss 

T3 oneworld and others Virgin Atlantic, Cathay Pacific, American, Qantas, 
Emirates 

T4 SkyTeam, Gulf, Asia Air France, KLM, Qatar Airways, Etihad, Korean 
Air 

T5 British Airways and Iberia British Airways (most flights), Iberia 
 

RULE OF THUMB 
Flying BA? You are almost certainly Terminal 5. 
Flying a Star Alliance carrier? Terminal 2. 
Flying Virgin Atlantic? Terminal 3. 
Flying a Gulf carrier or Air France-KLM? Terminal 4. 
Always confirm on the day - a small number of routes are exceptions. 
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THE FAST WAY IN 

Into London by rail 
For most business travellers the train is not merely the quickest route into 
central London, it is the only one with a guaranteed arrival time. 

Heathrow's great advantage over almost every rival hub is that it is wired directly into the rail 
network, and for the time-conscious the choice comes down to two services. The Heathrow 
Express runs non-stop to London Paddington in a quoted 15 minutes from Terminals 2 and 3, or 
about 21 minutes from Terminal 5, with departures every 15 minutes for most of the day. It is the 
premium option and priced accordingly, but for a morning meeting in the West End or the City it 
buys certainty. The Elizabeth line, by contrast, threads the same airport into the heart of London 
and out the other side, reaching Paddington in around 29 minutes while stopping at the major 
interchanges, and at a noticeably lower fare. 

The third rail option, the Piccadilly line of the London Underground, is the cheapest of all and 
serves every terminal, but it is also the slowest, winding through the western suburbs for the best 
part of an hour. For a traveller counting minutes it is a fallback rather than a first choice, though 
it remains useful late at night and for destinations on its own route. The rule for the frequent flyer 
is simple: book the Express in advance to tame the fare, take the Elizabeth line when your 
destination sits on it, and keep the Piccadilly line in reserve. 

Rail at a glance 
Service To central London Journey time Typical single 

Heathrow Express Paddington (non-stop) 15 min (T2/3); 21 min 
(T5) 

£26 walk-up; from 
£10 advance 

Elizabeth line Paddington and beyond approx. 29 min approx. £13.90 to 
£15.50 

Piccadilly line Central London (all stops) approx. 50 to 60 min Contactless, lowest 
fare 

 

INSIDER NOTE 
An Advance Single on the Heathrow Express, booked 30 or more days ahead, can fall to around £10, 
close to Elizabeth line money for double the speed. 
All three services run from a station beneath the central terminals; T4 and T5 have their own 
dedicated platforms - check which line serves yours before you travel. 
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THE OTHER WAY IN 

By road, taxi and car 
Sometimes the car is unavoidable. If so, the watchword at Heathrow in 2026 is 
the drop-off charge, and it has teeth. 

Arriving by road has become measurably more expensive and more tightly policed. Since the start 
of 2026 every terminal levies a Terminal Drop-Off Charge of £7 per visit, enforced around the 
clock by number-plate cameras, with a strict ten-minute limit and an automatic £80 penalty for 
anyone who fails to pay by the following midnight. The charge applies to everything, taxis and 
private cars and electric vehicles alike. The way to avoid it entirely is to use one of the free Park 
and Ride car parks on the airport perimeter and take the complimentary bus transfer to the 
terminal, which costs nothing to be set down. 

For those who must leave a car for the duration of a trip, Heathrow offers the full ladder of official 
options, from the long-stay car parks linked by transfer bus through to a valet service that takes 
the vehicle from outside your terminal. Black cabs and licensed private hire remain plentiful but 
slow and costly in traffic, and for a central London trip the rail services described on the previous 
page will almost always beat them on both time and price. The car comes into its own only for 
early starts, awkward luggage, or journeys to places the trains do not reach. 

The road traveller's checklist 
• Budget £7 for any terminal drop-off, and pay online before midnight the next day to avoid 

the £80 penalty. 
• Use a free Park and Ride car park and the transfer bus if you only need to set someone 

down without charge. 
• For longer trips, weigh long-stay parking plus transfer bus against the convenience of valet 

parking at the terminal kerb. 
• Allow generous margins for the M4 and M25, both of which can turn a 40-minute run into 

two hours without warning. 

THE HONEST VERDICT 
For one or two travellers heading into London, rail beats road on time, cost and certainty almost 
every time. Reserve the car for early flights, heavy bags, or destinations off the rail map. 
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THE ART OF ARRIVING SMARTLY 

Security and fast-track 
The queue at security is the single most variable element of any Heathrow 
departure. The seasoned traveller treats it as a problem to be designed out, not 
endured. 

Heathrow's security halls have been transformed by next-generation scanners that, where fully 
rolled out, allow laptops and liquids to stay inside your bag, a small revolution for anyone who 
has spent years unpacking and repacking at the conveyor. Even so, volumes are enormous and 
queue times swing widely by terminal and time of day, so the goal is to give yourself access to the 
shortest line available. That means Fast Track, the expedited security channel offered to 
premium-cabin passengers, to top-tier frequent flyers, and, in most terminals, for sale as a 
standalone product to anyone willing to pay for the privilege. 

The mathematics of Fast Track are compelling for the business traveller. The cost is modest set 
against the value of a guaranteed quick passage and, more importantly, the removal of the one 
part of the journey you cannot otherwise control. If your fare or status includes it, use it without 
thinking. If not, it is among the easiest small purchases to justify on a working trip, particularly 
through Terminal 5, where the North and South Fast Track channels sit conveniently close to the 
British Airways lounges. 

Clearing the airport quickly 
• Check your fare and frequent-flyer status: business and first tickets, and mid-tier loyalty 

cards, very often include Fast Track. 
• If not included, buy Fast Track in advance - it is usually available per terminal and is one of 

the best-value upgrades on a work trip. 
• Where the new scanners are in use, you can leave liquids and laptops in your bag; follow the 

signage, as the rules vary by lane. 
• Travel with hand luggage only where the trip allows it - skipping the bag drop removes an 

entire queue from your morning. 
• Aim to clear security with lounge time in hand rather than gate time; the buffer is where the 

calm lives. 

TIMING THE ARRIVAL 
For short-haul departures, arriving around two hours ahead leaves room for a relaxed security 
passage and a proper sit-down in the lounge. 
For long-haul, three hours is the comfortable standard, more if you intend to dine before the flight 
rather than on it. 

Page 6  -  Security and fast-track 
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WHERE TO WAIT WELL 

The lounges worth the walk 
A good lounge turns dead time into working time, or restful time. At Heathrow 
the standard is high and Terminal 5 sets it. 

If the lounge is your office between meetings, Heathrow rewards you. The richest concentration 
sits in Terminal 5, where British Airways operates a tiered estate of Club lounges for business-
cabin and status passengers, topped by the First lounge and, at the summit, the Concorde Room, 
the airline's most exclusive space and one of the finest airport rooms in Europe. Among the Club 
lounges, the quieter T5B satellite is the connoisseur's pick, with an upgraded food offer and a 
Whispering Angel bar that has become something of a fixture, while the Club North lounge by the 
fast-track channels is the most convenient but also the busiest. 

You do not need a premium ticket or a card to wait well, however. Terminal 5 also offers paid-
access lounges, with the Plaza Premium lounge prized for its floor-to-ceiling runway views and 
Club Aspire favoured for the strength of its food and drink. The other terminals each carry their 
own mix of airline and independent lounges, and a number can be pre-booked or entered on a 
lounge membership. The principle for the frequent flyer is to know, before you arrive, exactly 
which door your ticket or card opens, and to build your timings around reaching it. 

A lounge shortlist 
Lounge Terminal Best for 

Concorde Room T5 BA First passengers - the flagship, by some distance 

BA Club (T5B satellite) T5 Business cabin and status - quieter, better food, the rose 
bar 

BA Club North / South T5 Business cabin and status - convenient for fast track 

Plaza Premium T5 Paid access - runway views and space to spread out 
Club Aspire T5 Paid access - strongest food and drink among paid 

options 
Page 7  -  Airport lounges 
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BEYOND THE LOUNGE 

Dining and shopping 
Heathrow has quietly become a place to eat properly rather than merely to 
refuel, and the same retail that empties wallets can occasionally save a 
forgotten essential. 

The airport's dining has come a long way from the sandwich-and-coffee era. The landmark name 
remains Gordon Ramsay, whose long-running Plane Food in Terminal 5 has been reborn as the 
Plane Food Market, a single space gathering several of the chef's casual concepts under one roof, 
serving from five in the morning through the evening. The menu ranges from a proper full English 
and fresh sushi to street burgers, pizza and the deliberately fiery wings, with a grab-and-go 
counter for the time-pressed and a bar for those with an hour to spend. It is the standout, but 
every terminal now carries a credible spread of sit-down restaurants, quick counters and decent 
coffee. 

On the retail side, Heathrow remains one of the great airport shopping floors, with the full sweep 
of luxury houses alongside the practical, the pharmacy, the bookshop, the electronics stall that 
sells the cable you left on the desk. For the business traveller the value is less in the browsing than 
in the safety net: almost anything you have forgotten can be replaced airside before you board. 
The discipline is to treat the shops as a resource rather than a temptation, and to keep an eye on 
the clock, because the walk to a far gate at Heathrow is rarely short. 

Eating and buying, the essentials 
• For a real meal before a long-haul, the Plane Food Market in Terminal 5 is the benchmark, 

open from 5am. 
• Every terminal has sit-down options and fast counters; if you have lounge access, weigh the 

lounge buffet against a table outside it. 
• Treat the shops as your safety net for forgotten chargers, adaptors, toiletries and reading 

rather than as a way to fill time. 
• Watch the gate distance: airside walks can run to fifteen minutes or more, so do your 

buying early, not at the last call. 
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SLEEPING CLOSE TO THE GATE 

Where to stay 
For the dawn departure or the midnight arrival, the right airport hotel is worth 
more than its rate. At Heathrow, one address stands above the rest. 

The standout choice for the business traveller is the Sofitel London Heathrow, joined to Terminal 
5 by a covered walkway, which means you can step from a soundproofed, blackout-curtained room 
to the BA check-in desks without going outdoors. It is a genuine five-star property with two 
restaurants, a serious spa with hydrotherapy pool, a 24-hour gym and round-the-clock room 
service, and for an early Terminal 5 flight it is as close to effortless as Heathrow gets. Rates vary 
widely with season but the convenience, for anyone facing a 6am departure, tends to pay for itself 
in recovered sleep and removed risk. 

Terminal 4 is the best served for walkable hotels, with several properties reached by covered 
walkway across the price range, from the full-service Hilton and the upscale Crowne Plaza, which 
offers meeting rooms for those combining a stopover with a working session, down to the 
dependable Holiday Inn Express for a no-fuss night. The wider Heathrow hotel belt, a short hop 
by transfer bus or taxi, adds dozens more across every brand and budget. The deciding question 
is always the same for the frequent flyer: which terminal am I flying from, and which bed gets me 
to it with the least friction in the morning? 

A hotel shortlist 
Hotel Terminal Why it earns its place 

Sofitel London Heathrow T5 Five-star, connected by covered walkway - the 
premium pick 

Hilton London Heathrow T4 Full-service four-star, covered walk to the terminal 
Crowne Plaza Heathrow T4 Upscale, with meeting rooms for a working stopover 

Holiday Inn Express T4 Reliable mid-range with breakfast included 

BOOK BY TERMINAL, NOT BY BRAND 
The best airport hotel is the one attached to the terminal you are flying from. A covered walkway in 
the dark of a winter morning is worth more than a familiar logo a shuttle ride away. 
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THE TRICKIEST HOUR 

Connecting and transferring 
A connection through Heathrow can be seamless or sweat-inducing, and the 
difference is almost always whether or not you change terminals. 

Heathrow is a connecting hub of the first rank, and a connection that stays within a single terminal 
is among the easier transfers in aviation, a short walk through a transit corridor with no need to 
clear immigration. The complication arrives when your two flights use different terminals, 
because the buildings are genuinely far apart and the transfer, whether by the free inter-terminal 
train, the dedicated transfer bus or on foot where possible, eats into your connecting time. A move 
between the central T2 and T3 pair is manageable; a move out to T4 or T5, or between them, 
demands real margin and a calm head. 

The practical guidance is to know your minimum connection time and to treat the published figure 
as a floor, not a target, especially in the morning and evening peaks when both security and the 
transfer systems are at their most loaded. Where you can influence the booking, favour itineraries 
that keep both flights in the same terminal or, failing that, the same alliance, since alliances cluster 
their flying and reduce the odds of a long inter-terminal march. If you are caught with a tight 
cross-terminal connection, head straight for the transfer system on landing and save the coffee 
for the far side. 

Connecting well 
• Same-terminal connections are simple; build extra time the moment your flights split 

across terminals. 
• Use the free inter-terminal train or transfer bus, and allow for waits at the peaks, not just 

the journey itself. 
• Where possible, book both legs within one alliance to keep the transfer short and the 

terminals close. 
• Treat the minimum connection time as the absolute minimum; on a working trip, give 

yourself comfortably more. 
• If transferring tight, clear the move first and relax second - the lounge will still be there on 

the other side. 
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THE REGULAR'S PLAYBOOK 

Heathrow, mastered 
Everything above distilled into the habits that separate the traveller who glides 
through Heathrow from the one who merely survives it. 

None of what follows is secret, but assembled in one place it is the difference between a Heathrow 
that works for you and one that does not. The frequent flyer's advantage is not luck, it is a set of 
small decisions taken in the right order, beginning at the desk and ending at the gate. Treat the 
airport as a system with known choke points, design your route to avoid them, and the busiest 
hub in Europe becomes, if not quite serene, then thoroughly manageable. 

Twelve habits of the seasoned Heathrow flyer 
• Confirm your terminal on the day, every time, no matter how often you fly the route. 
• Book the Heathrow Express in advance to bring a £26 walk-up down towards £10, or take 

the Elizabeth line when it serves your destination. 
• Keep the Piccadilly line as a cheap late-night fallback, not a first choice. 
• Travel hand-luggage only whenever the trip allows it, and remove the bag-drop queue 

entirely. 
• Use Fast Track if your fare or status includes it; buy it if not. It is the best small purchase at 

the airport. 
• Know which lounge your ticket or card opens before you arrive, and route yourself to its 

door. 
• Arrive with lounge time in hand, around two hours short-haul and three long-haul, not gate 

time. 
• If driving, budget the £7 drop-off charge and pay it before the next midnight, or use free 

Park and Ride. 
• For dawn flights, sleep at the terminal - the Sofitel for T5, the T4 cluster for Terminal 4. 
• Eat properly when you have time; the Plane Food Market in T5 is the benchmark. 
• Build real margin into any connection that changes terminals, and clear the transfer before 

you rest. 
• Do your shopping early; the walk to a far gate is longer than you think. 
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WHAT COMES NEXT 

The bigger picture 
Heathrow is full, and everyone who flies through it knows it. The question that 
will define the next decade is whether, and how, it finally grows. 

For all its record-breaking traffic, Heathrow operates as a two-runway airport running close to 
capacity, and the consequence is an airport with little slack to absorb disruption. The long-
running answer, a third runway to the north-west, is once again live. A government-backed 
proposal envisages a new runway of up to 3,500 metres lifting annual capacity towards 150 million 
passengers and 756,000 flights, and a formal public consultation opened in June 2026 and runs 
into the early autumn, weighing air quality, noise, climate and economic growth. Parliamentary 
milestones are expected later in 2026, with the planning consent that would follow not anticipated 
until the end of the decade. 

Closer to hand, passengers will see the airport spend through its current investment programme, 
with funds confirmed for 2026 directed at refreshing Terminal 4, building a new baggage system 
for Terminal 2 and improving accessibility across the site. None of this changes how you travel 
next week, but it sets the direction: a Heathrow that intends to stay Europe's busiest hub, and is 
finally moving, slowly and contentiously, to build the room to do it. For the frequent flyer, the 
practical takeaway is to expect construction, expect change terminal by terminal, and keep 
checking the details that this guide is built to help you master. 

 

Quick reference 
The essentials At a glance 

Terminals in use T2 (Star Alliance), T3 (oneworld, Virgin), T4 (SkyTeam, Gulf), T5 (BA, 
Iberia) 

Fastest into London Heathrow Express to Paddington, 15 min (T2/3) 
Best-value rail Elizabeth line, approx. 29 min, lower fare 
Drop-off charge (2026) £7 per visit, 10-minute limit, £80 penalty if unpaid 
Premium lounge BA Concorde Room, Terminal 5 

Standout dining Gordon Ramsay Plane Food Market, Terminal 5 
Closest hotel Sofitel London Heathrow, connected to T5 
On the horizon Third runway in consultation through autumn 2026 
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