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FUTURE AIR SPACE STRATEGY
January 2011

Introduction

1. GACC is the main organisation concerned with the environment of the area around Gatwick.  Founded in 1968, we have as paid-up members about 100 councils and amenity or environmental groups, covering an area of twenty miles radius around the airport.


2. We welcome this consultation, and especially welcome the fact that the CAA define the environment as one of the three main drivers of the new strategy.   We welcome also the emphasis on reducing noise.  It is, however, surprising that the consultation appears directed almost entirely towards the aviation industry – although we recognise that much of the consultation document is devoted to technological issues.


3. *   We welcome the acceptance that “the utilisation of airspace causes costs to be incurred by others in the form of noise, climate change, local air quality, tranquillity, visual intrusion etc.” ....  Also that the Strategy “provides an opportunity to re-assess existing principles underpinning the treatment of aircraft noise and tranquillity in the context of new ATM technologies and operational concepts.”  There is, however, no environmental representation on the National Air Traffic Management Advisory Committee.  We recommend that a representative of a national environmental body should be added to the membership.  
Research needed
4. The introduction of the new strategy will provide an opportunity to review flight paths which have been in existence for many years – especially in relation to concentration or dispersal.    We welcome the recognition in the draft Strategy that ‘.... careful analysis is required to understand the issues .... [such as] concentration versus dispersion of aircraft routes across the ground.’ 

5. As the response to the CAA consultation on Thames Control North showed, basing the air space strategy on the principle of routing aircraft over the fewest number of people needs to be reviewed.  The fallacy in the principle is that it takes no account of the magnitude of the disturbance caused.  Research is required to assess the total amount of disturbance caused by dispersed flight paths compared to concentrated paths.   

6. Research is also needed to assess the disturbance caused to people in towns as compared to the disturbance caused in the countryside where ambient noise levels are lower and where expectations of peace and quiet are higher.   


*   When we submitted our response, the CAA pointed out that there is an environmental organisation on NATMAC – the Aviation Environment Federation – but admitted that the list of members in a recent CAA publication was inaccurate.

7. Research is also needed into the measurement of aircraft noise.  Leq is outdated:  to provide uniformity within the EU, it should be replaced by Lden.  There was much good sense in the ANASE report and it was unfortunate that the former Government chose to rubbish this report because it reflected poorly on their decision to provide a third runway at Heathrow.  We believe that low frequency noise is increasing especially on some newer aircraft.  Since a sizeable proportion of noise of landing aircraft is caused by the airframe, low pitch noise may be a significant, but under-recorded, element in noise complaints.
Gatwick flight paths

8. It is our experience that any attempt to move routes, as with the Seaford Easterly route in the 1980’s, or with the extension of the ILS approach path in the 1990’s, causes disproportionate annoyance.  A whole new group of people suddenly find their peace shattered and their houses devalued.  Aircraft noise is even more strongly resented when people feel treated unjustly and unable to escape.

9. The height of aircraft on some take-off routes from Gatwick is held down in order to pass under other routes from Heathrow.  We welcome the suggestion in the draft strategy that in a redesign of air space an endeavour will be made to remove these restrictions.

10. Gatwick Airport claim that track-keeping of aircraft taking off from Gatwick is good, with 97% of aircraft within the 1.5 km swathe.  Nevertheless the system of vectoring which in effect leaves aircraft to choose their own track above 3,000 feet (or 4,000 feet on some routes) can cause unnecessary disturbance especially where the aircraft chose to fly over high ground and/or areas of natural beauty.  We hope that vectoring heights can be raised.

11. Although the noise of aircraft departing from Gatwick has improved over the past thirty years there has been no similar improvement for aircraft coming in to land.  Indeed in recent years the problem of disturbance to people living under the approach path has been getting worse, partly because of the increase in the number of aircraft movements, partly because aircraft are larger, partly because Air Traffic Control is instructing aircraft to join the straight ILS path further out, and partly because improvements in navigational equipment mean that for the final approach all aircraft now follow a narrow track. Thus people living directly under the flight path up to 10 or 12 miles east and west of the airport suffer a continuous stream of aircraft overhead.  

12. The decision to instruct most aircraft to join the ILS glideslope further out has brought disturbance to new areas – both at Gatwick and at Heathrow.   Other areas previously overflown have benefited, but for those people adversely affected the situation has become intolerable.  They feel it is totally unfair that they should be made to suffer the whole burden.   Frequent lower levels of noise are considered worse than the occasional higher noise: constant noise brings the feeling that there is no escape from it, and for some this leads to desperation.  As a result, at Gatwick two new local protest groups have started up, based around the area under the ILS.

13. In  2009 the Department for Transport asked EUROCONTROL to study arrivals practice at Gatwick, especially in relation to Hever.  The EUROCONTROL report found that the arrivals procedure operated at Gatwick represented the best practice for minimising disturbance in comparison with other international airports in Europe.     We consider that the fact that the procedures may be the best in Europe is no excuse for not seeking further improvement.

Concentration or dispersal?
14. Almost all approaches to Gatwick from east or west are curved, with aircraft descending in wide arcs over East and West Sussex, before joining the straight glide slope at 8 to 12 miles from touchdown.  These tracks are mainly dispersed, although there are complaints of concentration at a few points.  For the final 8 – 12 miles, however, where aircraft are on the ILS glideslope they are concentrated on a single track.   There is strong pressure from people under the present ILS, at Heathrow as well as at Gatwick, that curved final approach paths should be introduced in order to enable aircraft to join the glide slope nearer the airport and thus reduce the problem of concentration in their areas.  

15. The draft Air Space Strategy envisages the greater use of aircraft navigation systems based on satellite navigation.  That would presumably make it possible for an aircraft to fly a curved final approach, although for the final stages of an approach it is envisaged that aircraft would still rely on GLS (an updated version of ILS) to come into land.  Adoption of curved final approaches would need to ensure that pilots still had time to get the aircraft into appropriate trim for landing, and that there would be no risk to safety and no increase in the number of go-arounds.

16. The draft Strategy correctly recognises that any new flight paths would need consultation.  While a strong case can be made that it would be fair to share the misery by introducing curved final approach flight paths, a great deal of persuasion would be needed to induce people living under the new flight paths, such as those living in south London or in the areas to the south of the Gatwick ILS, for example in East Grinstead or Horsham, to accept an increase in the number of aircraft overhead. 
 Continuous Descent Approach
17. We welcome the emphasis in the draft Strategy on the use of CDA but there are a number of important improvements in CDA which need to be included in the Strategy.  The CDA code of practice states that:  ‘The ideal is a descent at 3º from 6,000 ft..’  In fact, however, many aircraft descend at a shallower slope than 3º, and are therefore lower than expected, but are still recorded as achieving CDA - a point which has caused much public misunderstanding and anger.  We urge that a 3º descent should be made the norm rather than the ideal.
18.  Around 90% of aircraft at Gatwick now achieve CDA.   But that still leaves some 12,000 flights a year not achieving CDA – and creating unnecessary noise.   We suggest that airlines which consistently (on an annual average) fail to achieve CDA should be publicly named and shamed.  
19. An important issue at Gatwick has been the extra noise caused at the point at which aircraft join the glideslope.  In order to lock onto the ILS beam, aircraft have to approach it from below, and at the same time most aircraft need to alter direction, both involving extra engine use.  These manoeuvres add to the disturbance caused to people affected by the concentration of flights at these areas.  We request that, as part of the discussion of new navigational technology, ways should be sought to eliminate this problem. 
20. One point that has emerged recently is that there is a good deal of variation between airlines in the training they give to their pilots in noise reduction techniques on approach, and consequently a considerable variation in the performance of different airlines. Yet no regular measurements are taken of the noise of aircraft on approach.  Only by regular and reliable measurements, averaged over a year, can the best and worst airlines and aircraft types be identified, and pressure put on the worst airlines to emulate the best.  We have put forward proposals for the deployment of noise monitors.

21.  Over the years ahead we would hope to see international agreement on a move to 4º approaches instead of the 3º, in order to keep aircraft higher for longer and thus reduce noise.   It is disappointing that this issue is not included in the draft Strategy. 
Tranquil areas

22.  Most aircraft approaching Gatwick from the east fly over Ashdown Forest, an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty;  and aircraft taking off to the west, and approaching from the west, fly close to the Surrey Hills AONB.  Both these areas are high ground where, aircraft being closer to the ground,  the noise is worse.  They are visited by hundreds of thousands of people each year, and should be places of peace and quiet.  .  We welcome the emphasis in the draft Strategy on the importance of reducing the noise in tranquil areas, although there seem to be few positive proposals for how this is to be achieved.  As well as taking AONBs and National Parks into account, any review of routes should pay regard to flying over or near high ground.
23.  One improvement from the new technology outlined in the Strategy will be in relation to the Gatwick stacks.  Willo, north of Brighton, and Timba, north of Hastings, are both located over the South Downs National Park.  We trust that as a result of the Strategy these stacks can be moved further out, over the sea, and also be less used.  
24. Other changes indicated in the Strategy need very careful consideration.  More direct routing plus the introduction of P-RNAV will enable aircraft approaching Gatwick from the south to be directed onto a small number of specific and precise routes.  Instead of the widely dispersed flights (as shown in  red in the illustration of the cover of this response) there may be two or three flight paths.  This may benefit some tranquil areas at present overflown.  On the other hand it may well replicate over a much greater distance the problems of concentration which have caused so much annoyance and injustice to people living under the ILS glidepath.


25.   We suggest that before any new P-RNAV routes are proposed over tranquil areas discussions should be held with the AONB and National Park authorities.
 
Climate Change

26.  GACC is not a scientific body and therefore cannot comment on the science of climate change.  Nevertheless we welcome in general the concept of direct routing of aircraft so that they arrive at the correct time to land thus reducing both greenhouse gas emissions and the area of land overflown.  The section of the Strategy on climate change does, however, seem to be based on a number of misconceptions.
27.  The statement that: ‘Aviation CO2 emissions currently account for [..]1.6 % of global GHG emissions’ is true globally, but emissions by aircraft departing from UK airports account for around 6% of total UK emissions, rising to a much higher proportion in future years.  Since the majority of aircraft seats are filled by UK citizens, the climate change damage attributable to the UK is even higher.   The Strategy should be based on a realistic assessment of the damage caused by air travel.

28.   Another statement given prominence in the draft Strategy is that:  The [IPCC] review estimated in 2050 under ‘business as usual’ projections that CO2 emissions from aviation … would account for around 5% of the total warming effect in 2050.   That is frequently quoted by the airlines in order to minimise their responsibility but is misleading.  The ‘business as usual’ qualification assumes – unrealistically - that neither Britain nor any other country takes any action during the next forty years to reduce CO2 emissions.  To build an Air Space Strategy on an uncritical acceptance of airline propaganda is irresponsible.

29.  The draft Strategy refers to the Committee on Climate Change (CCC) advice that the UK aviation demand growth should be restrained to around 60% by 2050 if it is to be compatible with the target of keeping CO2 emissions no higher than 2005.  The Strategy is at fault in not mentioning that the CCC considered this equivalent to a 55% increase in the number of flights.   It therefore appears wasteful and irresponsible for the CAA to base the draft Strategy on an 80% growth in flights.  Indeed an 80% growth, not by 2050 but by 2030.  
30. We recommend that the Air Space Strategy should be revised to bring it into line with the recommendations of the Climate Change Committee.   
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