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Presentation – key message

Before developing airspace design options, it is essential that the airport, CAA and DfT explain how they will 
avoid overflown communities in the UK suffering the disastrous outcomes experienced in the US.

This is of paramount importance given Heathrow’s location in the centre of one of the most densely populated 
areas in Europe.



National noise policy

Air Navigation Guidance (ANG) 2017

Requires that significant adverse impacts of aviation should be limited and where possible reduced

Adverse effects are considered to be those related to health and quality of life

Altitude based priorities are clear - noise is the priority below 4000 feet; carbon and noise can be balanced 
between 4 -7000 feet

There is no accepted local evidence base that can be applied to the evaluation of options for the roll out of PBN 
in the UK

The starting point must be WHO ENG 2018. Adverse impacts above 45 dBLden (circa 43 dBLaeq) are strongly 
recommended to be avoided. It is obvious impacts become more severe as noise levels become intense



PBN and the environmental impact on populations

What does CAA airspace modernisation guidance say?

‘The UK airspace air traffic management structures require modernisation to accommodate the increasing 
demand for commercial air travel while safely accommodating increasing demands for airspace access from a 
wide variety of other users. At the same time, greater considerations must be given to the environmental 
impact that aviation has on local communities.’

‘Airspace modernisation offers some environmental improvements because aircraft can climb sooner, descend 
more quietly and navigate more accurately around populated centres’ 

How will this be put into practice around Heathrow?



Heathrow context

Location

It is uniquely situated in the middle of an 
extremely densely populated area

UK experiences circa 40% of all European aviation 
noise impacts

Heathrow accounts for circa 30% of these

In the UK Heathrow creates 75% of the impacts 
while providing 25% of UK flights

Heathrow impacts are 9x worse per flight than the 
average of other UK airports



What Heathrow said in 2016 about PBN

• The social impact of PBN trials in the UK 
has been enormous

• No environmental assessment of noise 
impacts has been undertaken

Nothing has changed since and no impact 
assessment has been undertaken



The most relevant local evidence available to Heathrow

Anderson Acoustic’s report on Heathrow’s 2014 PBN trials

There was mass protest and opposition leading to the early 
abandonment of the trials

Communities were in uproar at noise levels a long way below the 
DfT’s 51 dBLaeq LOAEL level

Concentration of flight paths had a very significant effect causing 
substantial public protest

Average noise metrics (LAeq) were not able to explain the level of 
adverse public reaction



More recent evidence regarding PBN and Heathrow

Heathrow commissioned Taylor Airey to review PBN in 2019

• TA’s final report was not presented to HCNF

• Community engagement meetings and the draft report focused on international comparisons of governance 
and process, not outcomes

• Agreed at workshops that an evidence base for how acceptable outcomes can be achieved is essential and 
that PBN should not be implemented unless there is evidence is that impacts on communities will not be 
harmful 

The CAA undertook an assessment of the impacts of PBN and splitting routes for Heathrow. Its September 2018 
report found that twin respite routes replacing a single concentrated route released over £650 million NPV in 
health benefits over a ten year period



US experience

The FAA began the Metroplex program covering 12 major US cities in 2010 to accelerate implementation of PBN

The next three slides will cover;

• US Government Office of Inspector General Report on NextGen (PBN) which was published on 27 August 
2019

• Congressional letters dated 20 December 2019 and 31 December 2020 setting out the impacts on 
communities

• Issues concerning governance, the FAA role, metrics and trust



US Government Office of Inspector General Report on NextGen (PBN)

Key Findings;

After 10 years only 7 out of the 12 Metroplex area programs 
had been completed by 2019

The estimated financial benefits had been less than half 
anticipated in the FAA’s original business case

Delay in roll out had been caused by very significant 
community opposition changes in aircraft noise levels

The OIG report refers to the level of community and political 
opposition, as well as a number of legal challenges



Growing US political opposition - letter 20 December 2019



Key points made in the 20 December 2019 letter

Heavy air traffic produces constant noise and particulate matter that has yet to be deemed safe by the FAA or any 
other government agency

Noise created by the frequency of flights – beginning before 6.00am and continuing every few minutes until midnight 
or later -- has had a devastating impact on residents’ quality of life

The NextGen program has failed to meet the bare minimum standards for success

The burden of noise, health risks and declining property values falls on the backs of hard-working Americans

New flight paths are required to significantly disperse air traffic and raise aircraft altitudes



Letter to President Elect Biden 28 December 2020

Letter signed by 17 congress representatives;

‘united by grave concern over toll that noise can take on 
the people living with the constant drone of aircraft’

‘planes fly low or late at night – flights arrive and depart 
within minutes of each other’

‘the FAA’s NextGen project has concentrated flight paths 
without consideration of the people below’

‘for decades the agency has consistently downplayed or 
overlooked the toll of noise disruption on human lives 
and communities’



Governance and trust – recognition that metrics, measures and 
approaches used are outdated

After sustained political challenge and scrutiny FAA was 
forced to undertake an updated National Environmental 
Study (NES) into noise as part of its reauthorization act

The NES was published in January 2021

The results show how out of touch the FAA has been 
regarding community noise (20 dB DNL out – in highly 
annoyed terms a factor of 400%)

The report demonstrates that FAA noise standards used in 
formulating aviation policy are obsolete

Lack of trust in aviation governance is a massive issue in 
the US (see additional link in References)



The challenge to Heathrow in designing airspace

Before developing airspace design options, it is essential that Heathrow, the CAA and the DfT explain how they 
will avoid overflown communities in the UK suffering the disastrous outcomes evidenced in Heathrow’s 2014 
PBN trials and the implementation of NextGen in the US. 

This is of paramount importance given Heathrow’s location in the centre of one of the most densely populated 
areas in Europe and the huge numbers of people who could be adversely affected by PBN.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------

Governance has been discussed on a number of occasions at the HCNF. In terms of the effects on the impacted 
population around Heathrow there needs to be clarity regarding who will be held accountable if the experience of 
Heathrow’s 2014 trials and within the US NextGen project are repeated. 

Heathrow needs to state clearly how it will address the issues raised in this presentation in developing its 
strategies towards airspace modernisation around the airport. It won’t be good enough to say ‘we were just 
following orders’ from either the CAA or DfT.
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