
As you may be aware, since 1st May, we’ve been trialling two new routes for aircraft departing to the 
south. This is because we have extended our runway and cannot continue using the departure 
routes that existed before.  
 
The two options are known as Options 5 and 6.  With Option 5, aircraft continue straight ahead after 
take off, while with Option 6 they make a 20 degree turn to the right once the aircraft has reached 
2.2 nautical miles from the end of the extended runway. The aim of the trial is to measure the actual 
impact of aircraft noise and changed flight paths, rather than rely on theoretical modelling. In this 
way we can decide which is the best option to put forward to the Civil Aviation Authority (CAA).  

We know this is a sensitive issue and that many people are concerned about the trial and its out-
come. We want to be open and honest and this update, which is based on an analysis of the early 
results (bearing in mind we are only three months into the trial), provides a summary of how it is go-
ing and clear answers to some of the questions we’ve been 
asked. 

Please take a moment to read it so we can keep you informed. 

What’s going on with the Airspace Change Trial?        August 2014  



2 Options 5 and 6 - Aircraft heading south: 
Preliminary Results 
 
Both options use new ’RNAV’ procedures. RNAV is a satellite-based navigation system and replac-
es procedures based on ground-based radio beacons.  

 
Option 5 (below) 

Option 5 is performing as expected. Departing aircraft are showing good concentration on the cen-
treline.   

 

Typical day of RNAV departures, Option 5 (19/05/201 4) 
 

Noise Preferential Route 
(corridor within which aircraft are required to fly up to an altitude  
of 3000 ft) 
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Typical day of RNAV departures, Option 6 (09/06/201 4) 
 

Noise Preferential Route 
(corridor within which aircraft are required to fly up to an altitude 
of 3,00 feet) 

Options 5 and 6 - Aircraft heading south: 
Preliminary Results 
 
 Option 6 (below) 
 
The trial shows that aircraft are concentrated as expected, but that they are turning slightly later than 
intended. Our flight procedure designers have made adjustments that should enable aircraft to fly 
the planned centreline more closely. Because it takes time to validate and publish these redesigned 
procedures, (the earliest the changes can commence is 13 November),  we will be extending the 
trial to allow the changes to be implemented and assessed.  The trial will then run, trialling Option 6, 
for three consecutive months, although it may end sooner if enough data has been collected. In the 
meantime, the trial will continue as it currently stands up to 13 November 2014, with options alter-
nating on the 1st of each month .    

 



4 Options 5 and 6 - Northbound Turn: 
Preliminary Results 
 
 
The Northbound turn is used by aircraft as they climb south away from the Airport and then turn 
north to fly to Scotland or across the Atlantic. It is flown identically for both option 5 and 6.  
 
Overall, we are seeing a greater concentration of flights on this route and an improvement for Balsall 
Common, with more aircraft flying further north and away from the village, compared to before (see 
below). 

However, we are aware that Dash 8 aircraft (a 78 seat, twin-engined turboprop) are flying south of 
the centreline and closer to the village (see right). The impact of these movements means the im-
provement is not as great as it could be, so we are investigating the reasons for this and working 
hard with the airlines to see what can be done. 

Northbound Tracks: current (green) and pre-trial 
(blue)  



5 Options 5 and 6 - Northbound Turn: 
Preliminary Results 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dash 8 aircraft tracked flying south of the centrel ine 
(top) with tracks of 737-800 aircraft shown for com -
parison (below) 



6 Questions and Issues 
 
Since the trial started, many people have contacted  us. Whilst we have tried to get back to 
everyone, the volume of calls and e-mails means we’ re not able to respond to everyone indi-
vidually. Here is what we’ve been saying in answer to some frequently raised issues . 
 
“How can it be right that you are ignoring all comp laints about the trial? 
 
We are not ignoring complaints about the trial. The number of complaints we are receiving means 
that it is just not possible to give the detailed responses we normally provide. Worse still, in answer-
ing complaints, we cannot spend the time we would like on working to improve the situation for local 
residents. However the fact is that all comments we receive will be forwarded to the CAA. When we 
say that complaints will not be taken into account, it’s because the trial is about obtaining facts. It’s 
about obtaining detailed information about actual noise levels. The outcome cannot be determined 
by the number of complaints received, otherwise smaller communities will always lose out, even if 
they are more seriously affected. 
 
Our Noise and Track Keeping System captures all aircraft movements. We know in detail where air-
craft fly. Please be assured that we are carefully monitoring all activity during the trial and will have a 
record of any aircraft movements that may give rise to community concerns. However, we do under-
stand it is important for people to voice their opinion and so we have set up a dedicated web form to 
make it quick and easy to register concerns. Go to www.birminghamairport.co.uk/about us. Every 
response will be passed to the CAA. 
 

“The original consultation was flawed because your maps did not show houses on the Rid-
dings Hill estate in Balsall Common.” 
 
We held 26 roadshows during the consultation where the maps we used to indicate flight paths did 
not show these and other properties. However, they were only a visual aid and were not used in the 
detailed planning process. The numbers of properties and people affected by the airspace change 
were independently calculated by the Civil Aviation Authority using the most up-to-date mapping 
available, ensuring that everyone was included in the process. Also, our noise contour maps did in-
clude these properties, as did the material available through Google Earth on our web site. 
 
“The Airport lets pilots fly where they like, takin g short cuts to save time or fuel” 
 
This is a common misconception. In most instances the aircraft’s Flight Management System, not 
the pilot, determines where the aircraft flies, following the course of the Standard Instrument Depar-
ture Routes. From time to time an aircraft will change course to avoid bad weather during its climb 
out and this can take it over areas not normally overflown. We never use weather diversions as an 
‘excuse’ to allow pilots to ‘do what they want’. Even though you may not be able to see bad weather 
from where you are on the ground, conditions at altitude or further along the aircraft’s planned route 
may present a real danger and aircraft safety remains our prime concern. 
 
“The Airport has changed the arrivals route from th e south” 
 
There has been no change to the arrivals route from the south. The vast majority of aircraft make 
use of the Instrument Landing System which can be visualised by drawing a straight line along the 
length of the runway and continuing it out past Balsall Common. Unless the alignment of the runway 
is physically changed, the arrivals route for aircraft on final approach from the south cannot change. 
It is true that the extended runway means that aircraft are positioned 51 feet lower than previously at 
any point along their descent path, but given that the height of 
aircraft as they pass over the Saracen’s Head averages 
1,712ft, this would not be perceptible to an observer on the 
ground. 
 



 
 
The perception that the arrival route has been changed may in part be due to the fact that the Instru-
ment Landing System was out of service during June while a replacement was installed, which 
meant that some arriving aircraft did overfly Balsall Common. The upgraded ILS is now in place 
meaning that aircraft once more use the same straight line approach path that they always have. 
 
“The Airport has started night flights that we neve r had before” 
 
Birmingham is a 24-hour operation and has had night operations for decades, so nothing has 
changed. During the past winter, the runway was closed overnight as part of the runway extension 
programme. Now that the runway is fully open again, and as we enter our busiest period, this may 
go some way to explaining why it seems like we have just started night flights. 
 
“Why are aircraft making a left turn over Hampton i n Arden?” 

You may also be aware that a small proportion of aircraft cannot fly the new RNAV procedures and 
for these, we have provided a conventional option which closely follows the RNAV route.  

Here we are seeing some aircraft, particularly where they are not heavily loaded, reaching 3000 feet 
very quickly and then turning over Hampton in Arden. While this is permitted, we recognise that it is 
causing disturbance and we are working with Air Traffic Control and the CAA to try to prevent it hap-
pening in the future. 

“Why won’t you consider alternative options?” 
 
We are aware that some people have suggested alternative flight paths which have been given a 
variety of numbers and which refer to a ‘turn at altitude’, whereby aircraft could turn off the straight 
ahead departure route once they have reached a given altitude.  
 
We considered a turn at altitude from an early stage in the process, but we did not take it further. 
This is because aircraft would reach the altitude at which they could turn at different rates, depend-
ing on a range of constantly changing factors, including their type, how heavily they were loaded 
and weather conditions. We would therefore expect significant variation in the point at which the turn 
would begin as well as significant variation in the track each aircraft would then take to reach its next 
navigational waypoint. We would see far less predictability in aircraft tracks and  more dispersion of 
aircraft noise, affecting more communities. We do not believe this is either desirable or compliant 
with CAA policies. 
 
“When the Airport originally chose Option 5 as its preferred option, it was because it saves 
money for the Airport and the airlines” 
 
Option 5 was chosen as the preferred option because the modelling of noise impact showed no dif-
ference in the numbers of people affected between the two options. We chose Option 5 to minimise 
the impact on Barston, because it is closer to the Airport and because there was marginally more 
support for Option 5 from the formal consultees.  
 
The trial is about gathering real data so we can assess what the differences between the two op-
tions actually are in reality, rather than what the computerised model tells us. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(continued overleaf) 
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“The Airport has shut down the Airport Consultative  Committee as a result of communities 
complaining about the trial.” 
 
Changes to the ACC are about making sure that all communities get a voice, not just those who 
have traditionally been represented. The process began many months before the trial was even 
considered. We have ensured that everyone affected by airport operations will be represented 
through their local elected councillor and to give local issues the importance they deserve, we are 
setting up a new group within the ACC - the Community Consultative Group - which will look at local 
issues such as noise in much greater detail than the main ACC can. All affected communities will 
have a representative and we think the new group will become a really powerful voice for local peo-
ple. For now though, we have recognised concerns over this issue and have therefore agreed to re-
instate the existing ACC and to continue with the current membership for the duration of the trial 
process. 

“How can I find out how the trial is progressing?” 

You can stay in touch in a number of ways.  

You can record your comments and concerns using a dedicated web form at: 
http://www.pages05.net/birminghamairport/flight_path_trials/ 
 
You can subscribe to our Community E-Newsletter: 
http://www.birminghamairport.co.uk/meta/about-us/community-environment/latest-community-
updates/community-update.aspx 
 
And you can follow us on Twitter: 
@bhx_community 
 


