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Flying Green  
Winter 2008-2009  

 
Happy new year! We hope you 
enjoyed Christmas. We have 
lots of plans for 2009. 
 

• The Climate Bill became law 
in November 2008, and 
includes a commitment to 
‘take account of’ aviation 
emissions. AEF will be 
campaigning this year for an 
effective framework for 
doing this. 

• Following the passing of the 
Planning Act, 2009 could see 
the launch of a National 
Policy Statement for 
aviation. AEF will be 
campaigning for this to be 
informed by a thorough 
environmental assessment. 

• For the first time, AEF will 
this year taking on an intern. 
Alex will be helping to 
monitor parliamentary 
debates as well as 
supporting AEF research 
comparing the 
environmental impacts of 
different transport modes. 

• We will also, of course, 
continue to provide a 
casework service to our 
members: please get in 
touch if you need advice or 
support with a local issue. 

• … And don’t forget to check 
our website for news, 
consultation responses and 
in-depth consideration of the 
issues. 

 

Real protection or empty promises? Heathrow 
can expand, says Hoon, but only within 
environmental limits 
 

Nic Ferriday and Cait Weston 
   

The cabinet was divided, both Tories and Liberal Democrats opposed, 

and environmental organisations from the National Trust to Greenpeace 

lined up to denounce the decision, but on 15
th
 January  the Government 

gave its approval to a third runway and a sixth terminal at Heathrow. 

 

The government and BAA have been dreaming of a third runway for 

many years – maybe even from the time Terminal 5 was planned, around 

1985. AEF any others have worked hard since then to highlight the 

environmental problems of expansion, and the 2003 White Paper 

outlined government support for a third runway only as long as ‘strict 

environmental standards’ could be met. Specifically, the government said 

, the area or ‘noise contour’ where noise exceeds 57dB (decibels) Leq 

may not exceed 127 square km. (Leq is the noise averaged over an 18-

hour or other period.), relevant EU air pollution limits may not be 

breached, and public transport to the airport must be improved.  

 

AEF expressed concerns that the continued use of a 57 dB contour 

ignored the findings of the ANASE study suggesting that other metrics 

for measuring noise were needed. Even meeting the 57 dB target would 

be challenging and relied on speculative assumptions about future 

aircraft. On air pollution, similarly, we argued that relying on future 

improvements in road and air transport was reckless and that expansion 

should not take place until current levels of pollution at Heathrow could 

be brought down to within the EU limit – even with two runways the UK 

is in breach of the rules. And we continued to highlight aviation’s link 

with climate change, which hadn’t even made it onto the table in terms of 

government policy on Heathrow. 

 

The announcement earlier this month did take on some of our criticisms. 

A proposal to drop the operation of runway alternation, whereby 

residents gain a half day’s respite from noise, was scrapped. A constraint 

has been imposed such that additional flights will be permitted only if 

this does not result in a breach of the noise or air quality commitments, 

and regulators will have new legal powers to enforce this. Beyond the 

new movement threshold of 605,000, increases in aircraft movements 

will be permitted only if the government, after seeking advice from the 

Committee on Climate Change, believes that the aviation sector as a 

whole is on target to meet a new industry aspiration to cut absolute 

emissions levels from UK aviation to 2005 levels by 2050. And 

additional capacity will be subject to a new, and as yet undefined, ‘green 

slot principle.  

 

The commitments to abide by European law seem fairly fatuous. Others 

could potentially be challenging, but only if rigorously enforced. It 

would take a brave government to require a privately-owned runway to 

gather dust because airlines had failed to meet their environmental goals. 
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Last November we held our 33
rd

 Annual General Meeting at the Chartered Institute for Public Finance and 

Accountancy in London. These meetings are an opportunity for members to meet each other and share concerns and 

information, as well as hearing about staff activities and the direction of the work programme. 

 

The business part of the meeting saw the re-election of the current Council (elected annually from the membership to 

oversee and guide the work of the organisation) and approval of the annual accounts. The meeting also approved the 

increase in membership fees for 2009. We have always tried to keep our costs as low as possible, and the membership 

fees have, until now, been static for several years. As part of the increase, we will be sending multiple copies of the 

newsletter to organisations so that they can be circulated more widely.    

 

 

Helicopter seminar: tackling an ongoing problem 
 

Following the formal part of the evening, the meeting reconvened for a seminar on helicopter issues. A few years ago, 

the AEF set up a helicopter sub-committee in response to a growing number of members enquiries. This resulted in a 

submission on the control of helicopter noise to the London Assembly who were investigating the topic, and a 

meeting with its Deputy Chair, Darren Johnson. The Assembly’s report highlighted the lack of data and the 

opportunity to make complaints, and made several recommendations to create a reporting initiative in the London 

area. The AEF seminar was an opportunity to reflect on current issues and whether any changes have taken place 

since the publication of the Assembly’s findings. 

 

Following a presentation from the community groups around Luton Airport on helicopter operations in the vicinity,  

AEF Director, Tim Johnson, highlighted a recent report on “Research into the Improvement of the Management of 

Helicopter Noise
1
” commissioned by DEFRA. The aim of this study was to determine the range of issues, the extent 

of the reported problem, and to develop practical guidance on the management of helicopter noise, including 

improvements in the handling of complaints. Its conclusions echoed many of the findings in the Assembly’s own 

report, going on to recommend that: 

1. Academic research is required to better understand the human response to helicopter noise. In defining new 

approaches, the low incidence rate of most helicopter operations and the non-acoustic factors, also known as 

virtual noise, which encompass community attitudes and fears towards the operations, should be considered. 

2. Complaints should be collected and logged in a central database. This should embrace all sources including the 

CAA, the MoD, local authorities, operators and airfield managers. Attention should be paid to methods utilised in 

Australia where monthly reports on complaint statistics are provided to stakeholders. 

3. Pilots should be made more aware of helicopter noise, perhaps during training for the Private Pilots Licence 

(PPL) or Basic Flying Training for the military pilot. A scheme such as this, the HAI’s ‘Fly neighbourly’ 

programme, is successfully operated in the US, Germany and other countries. This can be part of the best practical 

means of minimising noise complaints. 

4. Applied research is required so that land use planning guidance, such as PPG24 in England, can be revised. 

Specific land use planning guidance needs to be developed for the assessment of noise from helicopter operations. 

5. Developers need to be encouraged to enhance sound insulation in new/change-of-use builds near helicopter bases. 

6. For accurate prediction of environmental noise from helicopter operations, and for noise maps, data on the source 

noise of civil helicopters needs to be obtained. 

 

The AEF supports many of these recommendations and will be pushing DEFRA to see how they can best be taken 

forward in the next 12 months. 

 

Two years ago, a new group was founded, the Helicopter Noise Coalition, with the aim of  

co-ordinating local residents’ groups and action campaigns related to helicopter issues and 

providing evidence of concerns to regulators and politicians to effect a change in aviation 

law that afforded more protection. The group has grown and the meeting discussed whether 

the AEF should take over the running of its website (www.helicopter-noise.org.uk), 

maintaining it and responding to enquiries from new members, the media and the public. 

There was unanimous support for the AEF taking on this project. It was agreed to maintain 

the current site without any structural changes for at least 6 months. The AEF will then 

reconvene its helicopter sub-group to assess and discuss how the site is utilized and the best 

way of continuing future support.    

 

                                                 
1
 The report can be found at: www.defra.gov.uk/environment/noise/research/pdf/nanr235-project-report.pdf 

Image: www.helicopter-
noise.org.uk/ 



The banks need regulating. So what about the airports, Commissioner? 
 

Cait Weston 
 

The era of self-regulation is over, according to the European Commission. Speaking in Brussels at a meeting to 

examine the impact of the financial crisis, EU Commissioner Günter Verheugen announced the end of an “ideology 

which was not based on real experience and social reality: an ideology that told us, 'Don't regulate as the market will 

regulate', which is obviously not true.” (Telegraph, 14.10.08) But he, of course, was talking about the banks. 

Regulating the impacts of aviation, it seems, is another matter: the latest piece of EU/UK policy on aircraft noise 

looks set to be designed, monitored and policed by the airport operators themselves.  

 

The Environmental Noise (England) Regulations 2006 give effect to EU Directive 2002/49/E, the Environmental 

Noise Directive. In response to widespread evidence that environmental noise adversely affects quality of life, the 

regulations aim to identify whether people are ‘unnecessarily’ exposed to high noise levels and what areas of quiet 

exist and need protection. Noise maps, using Lden and Lnight metrics, are to be drawn up for major roads, railways, 

agglomerations, and airports (a ‘major airport’ being defined as one with greater than 50,000 movements per year), 

and local action plans devised ‘to manage noise issues and effects, including noise reduction if necessary’.  

 

So who decides what is necessary? For agglomerations, major roads, major railways and for Heathrow, Gatwick and 

Stansted (the airports designated under section 80 for state regulation under the Civil Aviation Act 1982), the 

‘competent authority’ drawing up the noise maps is the Secretary of State. For all other airports covered by the 

regulation, this is to be done by the airport operator. When it comes to the devising of action plans, airport operators 

will act as the (supposedly) competent 

authority for all aerodromes.  

 
Regardless of who implements the action plan, 

the Secretary of State is required by the 

Regulations to publish guidance setting out the 

limit values, or other criteria, to define 

priorities for action on noise. But even this has 

not been achieved. The draft guidance for 

airport operators on how to produce action 

plans fails to specify any Lden or Lnight limit 

values. There are certain minimum 

requirements in terms of what topics actions 

plans must cover but, as Defra makes clear, 

“no deadlines for when the various initiatives 

in the action plans have to be implemented.” 

Airport operators are free to determine what 

needs to be done about noise, against what 

criteria and in what timeframe.                                                         
 
What, then, has been the “real experience and 

social reality”, to use Günter Verheugen’s 

phrase, of self-regulation at airports? A recent 

review by the European Commission of 

Directive 2002/30, which implements the 

‘balanced approach’ to aircraft noise 

management found that, in fact, the number of 

people affected by noise had increased since 

the Directive came into force, and was likely 

to continue going up in future. 

 

Noise mapping may help to illustrate how 

noise, when averaged across a day or a night, 

is distributed. But until the action plans get 

some regulatory teeth, it seems doubtful that 

they’ll achieve much. AEF will continue to 

press for noise limits to be specified and for an 

independent body to be designated for noise 

management at airports. 

Gliding and aerobatics  
 

Tim Thomas and 

Cait Weston 

 

 

 

 

Many people think of gliding as a silent and graceful way of 

flying without an engine, allowing people to soar like birds. But 

for those on the ground the experience can be very different. 

Gliders have to be launched either by winches or, to stay 

airborne for longer, by tug planes that climb slowly and noisily 

upwards. Aerobatics, similarly, can cause noise disturbance for 

those nearby. Activities often take place in a given ‘box’ – 

problematic if your house is used as one of the reference points!  

 

So how are residents protected from disturbance? The Rules of 

the Air specify minimum distances from ‘congested areas’ as 

well as from people, vessels, vehicle or structures. But these rules 

were designed for safety rather than for noise protection.  

Aircraft noise is exempt from statutory nuisance claims and is 

not covered by the Neighbourhood Noise Act 1996 or the 

Environmental Protection Act 1990. Planning conditions are 

sometimes placed on the operation of airfields (your local council 

will be able to tell you if this is the case for airfields near you, or 

AEF can request this information), but certainly not always. 

 

Effective noise control generally depends, therefore, on residents 

expressing their concerns to the airfield operator and negotiating 

an agreement. AEF has experience of supporting this process. 

Best practice guidance, published by the CAA with AEF’s input, 

is now on our website at www.aef.org.uk/?p=308. 
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Airport consultative committees: an AEF view 

 

Tim Johnson 

 

Airport Consultative Committees are, to a large extent, the Government’s 

answer to dealing with the problems airports cause for local people. Back 

in 1987 the AEF, as well as the Airport Operators Association, contributed 

to the Government guidelines on the operation and management of 

consultative facilities. Section 35 of the Civil Aviation Act provides for 

aerodromes to be designated requiring the operator to provide facilities to 

consult with users, local authorities and other local interests, including 

community groups. Around 50 airfields and airports are currently 

designated, although several others provide consultative committees on a 

voluntary basis or to be compliant with a planning condition.  

 

So what does this consultation achieve? Periodic research by the AEF over 

the years has shown a wide variance in the quality and effectiveness of 

consultation. Members have sometimes found their access to the 

committee restricted or felt that the membership is unbalanced in favour of 

the airport. Responses to AEF’s questionnaire last year about noise control 

at local level suggested that many members feel dissatisfied with the way 

in which their concerns are dealt with. One of the most significant factors 

determining committees’ effectiveness appears to be the attitude of the 

chair. Although the Department for Transport’s revised guidelines in 2003 

recommend that committee chairs be independent, operators are not 

required to follow the advice. If designated, airports and airfields have a 

statutory duty to consult, but retain flexibility in relation to the form of 

consultation, membership and rules. The chair has power to appoint or not 

to appoint individual committee members, or not to hold committee 

meetings at all but to consult through other means.  

 

The AEF is eager to promote good practice for consultative committees. 

Since aircraft noise management still depends heavily on voluntary 

initiatives, opportunities for the local community to negotiate with airport 

operators should be taken. To the extent that committees exist, it is often a 

good strategy for campaigners to use them, if only to show that local 

consultation has failed before taking things to the next level. And 

sometimes – just sometimes – they work. For the last four years, AEF’s 

Director has been chair of the Henstridge Airfield Consultative Committee 

(HACC), a comparatively small airfield in North Somerset. HACC has 

adopted a policy of allowing a public forum at the start of each meeting. 

This allows members of the public to raise issues irrespective of whether 

they are a committee member. The formal part of the meeting is also open 

to the public, improving transparency and helping to disseminate 

information. The result? Relations between the airport and the local 

community are, for the time being, amicable. 

 

More about consultative committees, including the Government’s current 

guidelines, is on website; see the dedicated section under ‘Airports’. AEF 

can also advise on independent chairs and may be able to provide 

candidates who meet this requirement but are knowledgeable.            
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Aims and Objectives 

The objectives of the Federation are 
as follows: 

• to foster a climate of opinion which 

takes full account of the environmental 

issues arising from aircraft and 

aerodrome use; 

            • to promote a relationship between the 

environment and aviation in which the 

detrimental effects of aviation on quality 

of life and on the natural and man-made 

environment are kept to a minimum; 

• to encourage wide discussion of the 

problems involved and to seek practical 

solutions; 

• to consult and co-operate with local, 

national and international governments, 

the aviation industry, regulatory 

authorities, universities, professional 

institutions, research bodies, and any 

others for the purpose of reducing noise, 

disturbance and all forms of pollution by 

technical and operational means; 

• to pursue these objectives with policy-

making and legislative bodies - local, 

national and international - so that laws 

and policies include measures for 

effective environmental protection; 

• to provide relevant advice and 

information to assist its members; 

• to publicise and promote the viewpoint 

of the Federation through the media and 

through representation among bodies 

responsible for aviation matters as 

appropriate. 

The House of Commons 
Transport Committee, which 
monitors the DfT, has 
announced a new inquiry into 
the future of aviation covering 
economics, social and 
environmental impacts and rail 
alternatives. Details are 
currently under 
‘Announcements’ on the 
Transport Committee 
homepage. Deadline for 
submissions is 23.02.09. 

 


