
  

NOISE POLLUTION

0 100000 200000 300000 400000 500000 600000 700000 800000

London	Heathrow

Frankfurt

Paris	Charles	de	Gaulle	

Paris	Orly

Brussels

Amsterdam

Madrid

Rome	

Munich	

Population within the 55Lden contour


Using data from Airports Commission Discussion Paper 05: Aviation Noise (July 2013) 

Aircraft noise at Heathrow already affects more people than its five main European competitors 
combined. Expansion will bring an extra 260,000 flights per year over densely populated areas of 
West London, with up to 300,000 residents set to be overflown for the first time. Increasing numbers of 
people report being annoyed by aircraft noise in the UK despite today’s aircraft being less noisy on 
average. This is because annoyance and health impacts are influenced by the number of flights 
overhead, as well as their relative loudness, and air traffic levels have been increasing.  
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Why noise matters  
Noise impacts both physical and mental health, and 
is described by the World Health Organisation 
(WHO) as the second-biggest environmental health 
threat. Exposure to aircraft noise can lead to short-
term responses such as sleep disturbance, 
annoyance, and learning impairment, while long-term 
exposure is associated with increased risk of high 
blood pressure, heart disease, heart attack, stroke, 
and dementia. Over 460 schools around Heathrow 
are already exposed to aircraft noise at levels that 
can impede memory and learning in children. 

In its guidelines for community exposure to noise, WHO 
argues that daytime noise levels should not exceed 
55dBLeq. To avoid sleep disturbance, the recommended 
level falls to 40dBLeq for the night period. Currently there 
is no policy commitment to achieve these levels, or 
indeed to set any reduction targets for environmental 
noise. WHO is due to publish updated guidance, but the 
Government has yet to commit to incorporating this 
advice in its noise policy. As aviation is exempt from 
noise nuisance laws, the onus is on the Government to 
tackle the problem.  

If Heathrow expands, over 600,000 people will be 
exposed to noise at levels than can harm health.

Inadequate information on flightpaths 

Changes to flightpaths without prior consultation have caused great anger amongst communities and highlight the 
public importance of knowing where aircraft will fly, when, and how often. Despite the scale of the potential impact 
of a third runway, flightpaths have yet to be decided, the Government having so far only published ‘indicative’ 
noise contour maps. As a result, it is difficult for local people and their political representatives to form a clear view 
on how they will be impacted by expansion, and whether the compensation proposals are appropriate. 

WHY THE THIRD RUNWAY PLAN CAN’T FLY: 
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https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/223764/airports-commission-noise.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/223764/airports-commission-noise.pdf
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The proposed ‘night flight ban’  
Night noise is a particular concern, with evidence 
showing sleep disturbance during the early part of night 
and early morning is the most intrusive. For those 
currently affected, the promise of a night flight ban in this 
context is tempting. However, the proposal:  

• applies only to ‘scheduled’ times excluding aircraft that 
are running late 

• lasts only 6½ hours (1½ hours longer than the current 
voluntary ban, but significantly less than WHO’s 
recommended 8-hour night period) and does not 
address late evening and early morning periods when 
people are most sensitive to disturbed sleep 

• has no mechanism for enforcement, being described 
in the NPS only as a government ‘expectation’  

While a ban, even of 6½ hours, would undoubtedly 
represent a significant improvement on the situation 
today, it is unlikely to offset the wider noise impacts of a 
50% increase in flights.  

We urge MPs not to support the NPS until the Government has taken three steps on noise.  
First, it should map out its proposals on how airspace would be used with a third runway in 
operation and should publish these for consultation; second, it should set out tougher noise 
controls in the NPS to maintain respite and protect communities; and third, it should commit 
to setting meaningful, measurable goals to bring environmental noise down to levels that are 
safe for health, and should set out how Heathrow’s future noise levels will be regulated in 
line with this framework. 

An independent noise body? 
The Airports Commission advised that expansion at Heathrow should be accompanied by a range of measures to 
limit noise, including the creation of an Independent Aviation Noise Authority. The Government’s proposal is to 
create not an authority, but a ‘commission’, which could have a role in facilitating discussion between Heathrow 
and local communities about decisions relating to noise, and could provide expert advice on the noise impacts of 
different airspace options. But it is not expected to have any enforcement powers, and the fundamental question 
of whether or not Heathrow can expand within acceptable noise limits will remain outside of its remit.  

Map produced by TfL for Landing the right airport: Why we must do better than Heathrow (March 2016)

Reduced respite  
Communities under the existing Heathrow 
flightpaths highly value respite from noise made 
possible by runway alternation, an approach that 
switches landings and take-offs between the 
northerly and southerly runways in the middle of 
the day. The NPS states that when the third 
runway is operational, Heathrow should provide 
predictable periods of respite, but only insofar as 
this is within its control. Overall respite will 
decrease from half to a third of the day following 
expansion, the NPS notes.  

http://content.tfl.gov.uk/landing-the-right-airport.pdf
http://www.aef.org.uk/uploads/2017/08/References-Briefing-2-Noise-Pollution.pdf
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