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1. This paper is written to follow up the very helpful meeting between GACC representatives and the Minister for Aviation in autumn 2006.  She encouraged GACC to do further thinking about policies to reduce the disturbance caused by incoming aircraft.  We concentrate on Gatwick because that is the area we know, but this paper has an obvious relevance to the forthcoming consultation on mixed mode at Heathrow. 
The problem 
2. Over the past twenty years there has been a welcome reduction in the noise caused by aircraft taking-off but little improvement for aircraft coming in to land.  Penalties are imposed on aircraft causing excessive noise on take-off but not on those which make a similar, or even greater, noise on approach. 

3. 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 approach path further out, and partly because improvements in navigational equipment mean that all aircraft now follow a single 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. 

4. Other areas previously overflown have benefited, but for those people adversely affected the situation has become intolerable and unbearable. They feel it totally unfair that they should be made to suffer the whole burden. Gatwick is said to be the busiest single runway airport in the world, and it must therefore follow that this problem is worse here than anywhere else in the world. 

5. There is another problem in that most aircraft landing at Gatwick from the east fly over Ashdown Forest, high land designated as an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty; and aircraft approaching from the west fly close to the Surrey Hills AONB. These areas should be places of peace and quiet. This was confirmed by the recent judicial review brought by the Dedham Vale Society in Suffolk with the result that the CAA had to review its plans to fly over an AONB. Since Gatwick is surrounded on three sides by AONBs we recognise that it is impossible to avoid flying over them, but it is important to do everything possible to reduce noise and disturbance. 
Possible solutions 
6. GACC has studied a number of policies which might alleviate the situation. In the 1990’s we pressed hard for penalties to be imposed on aircraft which cause excessive noise on approach (in the same way as on take-off). After intensive investigation by ANMAC, DETR and their expert advisers, penalties were ruled out because of practical difficulties. 

7. The best solution seems to be a steeper approach path.  This, however, requires international agreement; we would welcome information on progress. 

8. People living under the flight path feel strongly that aircraft should be dispersed over a wider area in order to spread the misery more fairly. This might be achieved by altering the ILS approach path to provide some alternation, as at Heathrow. Or it might be achieved by Air Traffic Control instructing aircraft to use different paths before joining the glide-slope. Yet the disadvantage of any policy of dispersal is that it would inflict noise and disturbance (and loss of property values) on a new group of people who at present enjoy peace and quiet. Experience tells us that any change in flight paths creates huge anger. Indeed part of the anger felt by those now affected is due to the fact that the approach path was extended and narrowed, without consultation, to their disadvantage. 

9. We have considered whether to encourage those living under the approach path to bring an action under the Human Rights Act on the grounds that their right to the peaceful enjoyment of their homes is being infringed. That might enable them to claim compensation or force a review of procedures (as in the recent court decision in the case of Dedham Vale). However, in the case relating to night flights in 2003 (Hatton and Others v. the United Kingdom) the European Court of Human Rights ruled that the Government could decide that the economic benefit to the nation justified the disturbance - a principle that puts a big responsibility on the Government to do everything possible to alleviate the situation.

Low flying aircraft 
10. The problem of the continuous stream of approaching aircraft is aggravated when some fly at an unusually low level. Aircraft which fly unusually low create more noise, and also create a sense of fear, an alarm that something may be wrong. Thus they generate disproportionate disturbance and annoyance. 

11. There are no laws or regulations governing the height at which aircraft can fly, apart from a prohibition on flying less than 1,500 feet above the highest obstacle in the vicinity, which at Gatwick equates to about 2,000 feet. Air traffic control rules require aircraft to join the 3º glide slope not below 2,000 feet by day (about 6 nautical miles from the airport), and not below 3000 feet at night (about 9.5 nautical miles from the airport). Most aircraft comply with this requirement and we hear of few complaints about aircraft flying too low on the final approach. Most complaints about low flying relate to locations between 6 and 15 nautical miles from the airport. 

12. We have considered whether to request a change in the air traffic regulations to require all aircraft to join the ILS glide-slope at 3000 feet by day, as well as at  night. This would have the advantage of increasing the average height of aircraft between 6 and 10 nautical miles from the airport but we do not recommend it because it would cause even greater concentration of approach paths in that area. 

Continuous Descent Approach 
13. We welcomed the introduction of the continuous descent approach procedure designed to reduce disturbance. According to BAA statistics, however, by day about 20% of aircraft fail to achieve CDA. This is not a negligible number: on average it is 140 planes a day or 9 an hour. These planes will be causing more disturbance than if they were adhering to the CDA procedure. 

14. There is an additional problem in the definition of CDA. The Code of Practice issued by NATS, DfT, and airlines (latest edition November 2006) states that  The theoretical “ideal” CDA profile for Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted is a descent at 3º from 6000 feet... Many local residents, and indeed GACC, have been under the impression, reinforced by information supplied by BAA (of which we can supply many examples), that a 3º descent is the normal definition of CDA. When residents have complained about noisy aircraft, it has added to their annoyance to discover that the great majority of aircraft are below the height indicated by the 3º slope. And their annoyance has been compounded when they are assured that these aircraft are complying with CDA. 

15. In investigating this issue we have been surprised to discover that BAA record any aircraft which descends steadily at 2º, or even at 1º, as achieving continuous descent. In terms of pedantic language that may be correct: but in terms of disturbance the opposite is true. An aircraft descending at 2º will cause increased disturbance because it is lower, and possibly because it will be using more engine power. An aircraft descending at only 1º is almost on level flight, and – if this 1º slope continues for some distance – must involve a substantial amount of power. To define it as achieving CDA is to mock and deceive the public. 

16. We therefore request you to strengthen the definition of CDA to make it the normal procedure for all aircraft to descend at not less than 3º for final 15 miles. This would imply that at a distance of 15 miles from the airport (for Heathrow, over central London) aircraft would need to be at a minimum height of 5000 feet, which does not seem unreasonable. We recognise that CDA would remain a voluntary code. 

Joining the glide-slope 

17. For technical reasons, aircraft need to join the glide-slope from below. This usually involves a section of level flight and perhaps a change of course. Most aircraft perform this manoeuvre between 6 and 12 nautical miles from the airport, and this adds to the disturbance for those living under the flight path. 
18. It is, however, allowed for in the definition of CDA which permits one phase of level flight not longer than 2.5 nm. An aircraft which flies level for that distance will start the manoeuvre about 600 feet lower than implied by the CDA 3º slope. That is another reason why DfT and BAA information referring to the normal 3º rate of descent has been found to be misleading, and why the great majority of aircraft are found to be below the “ideal CDA profile”. 

19. We request the Department for Transport to make this point clear in any future information given to the public. 

Adverse circumstances 

20. Sometimes there are circumstances which may force aircraft to fly lower than normal, or which make it difficult to achieve CDA. These include special air traffic control instructions (for example to avoid other aircraft), bad weather or engine failure. 

21. It was the difficulty of making allowance for such factors which led to the decision in 1999 not to impose penalties on aircraft which cause excessive noise on approach. 

22. Our proposals below, however, are based on the annual average for each airline. It can be expected that if adverse circumstances occur at random, then on an annual average they will affect all airlines equally. If one airline shows an annual average performance which is significantly worse than other airlines it cannot use the excuse of adverse circumstances. 

Name and shame 

23. Several years ago, at the suggestion of GACC, BAA started publishing annual figures for each airline for track-keeping on take-off. This policy of ‘name and shame’ had a marked beneficial effect - airlines did not wish their pilots to appear incompetent. In some cases improvements were made because the airlines found that their on-board navigational equipment was wrongly calibrated. 

24. For the past two years we have tried to persuade BAA to publish figures showing, as an annual average for each airline, the percentage of aircraft which achieved CDA, and the percentage which flew exceptionally low. BAA have adamantly refused. Their argument has been that there may be exceptional adverse circumstances which are beyond the pilot’s control. They appear incapable of understanding that using an annual average would even out these instances. 

25. This is frustrating because various statements by BAA indicate that they have done the analysis and know exactly which airlines have a poor record. We can only assume that, for commercial reasons, they do not wish to upset any airline. 

26. We request the Department for Transport to persuade BAA to publish, as an annual average for each airline, the percentage of aircraft which fail to achieve CDA, and the percentage which fly exceptionally low. 

27. For this purpose two definitions of CDA should be used.  One as at present, and one based on the 3º rate of descent (with one phase of level flight to allow for joining from below). The definition of low flying might be any aircraft which was below a 2º slope ending at 2000 feet. 

28. Airlines always insist that pilots should not be put under additional stress during the landing procedure. We would emphasise that the proposal above is not proposed as a mandatory rule, merely as a basis for gathering statistics. 

Penalties 

29. If the policy of naming and shaming does not bring a marked improvement, it will be necessary to consider imposing penalties on airlines whose aircraft cause excessive disturbance on approach. Again we would stress that we are not proposing penalties on individual aircraft (which could be criticised as causing stress to pilots) but on airlines which have a consistent record of poor performance. 

30. During the recent passage of the Civil Aviation Bill through Parliament it was said that one of the main purposes of the legislation was to enable penalties to be imposed on airlines which had a poor record of track-keeping on take-off. At Gatwick, however, poor track-keeping is no longer a serious problem: the main problem is poor height-keeping. The powers in the Civil Aviation Act can be applied equally to this issue. 

31. We would envisage that if some airlines had a significantly worse record, as shown on an annual average, than the generality of airlines, they would be made subject to a penalty. As with penalties for noise infringements, the administration could be done by BAA. Until the figures are published by BAA it is not possible for us to suggest precise details. A statement of intent by the Department to take action, if voluntary compliance did not improve, would help to ensure that airlines take the issue seriously. 

32. We request the Department for Transport to state that they will consider using their powers under the Civil Aviation Act 1982, as strengthened by the Civil Aviation Act 2006, to require BAA to impose penalties on airlines whose aircraft, on an annual average, have a poor record in achieving CDA (on the 3º definition). 
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