
As part of the ongoing dialogue with community stakeholders surrounding Noise Preferential 
Routes (NPRs), the Airport Company was asked to consider raising the NPR ceilings at Bir-
mingham from 3000 feet to 4000 feet. This update provides information on the results of a tri-
al to assess the impact of such a move. 

 
A Noise Preferential Route, often referred to 
as a flight path, is a ‘corridor’ within which 
aircraft departing from airports are required 
to fly. They are built around Standard Instru-
ment Departure (SID) routes, a SID being a 
set of instructions used to take a departing 
aircraft from the runway and to feed it safely 
and efficiently into the en-route network of 
airways which cross the UK. This can be lik-
ened to a slip-road feeding onto a motorway. 
 
SIDs are often shown as a line overlaid onto 
a map but are not actually flown by the air-
craft’s pilot. Instead the Aircraft Flight Man-
agement System (FMS) - essentially an on-
board computer – controls the aircraft’s 
course to follow the track of the SID.  This 
track is interpreted as a code created by 
FMS Coding Houses employed by the Air-
lines. The code is programmed into the FMS 
which then controls the aircraft’s course to 
ensure it follows the SID. 
 
The role of the NPR is to allow for deviations 
from the SID, recognising that a number of 
factors, including the aircraft type, wind 
strength, direction and weather conditions, 
will have an impact on an aircraft’s ability to 
precisely follow the line of the SID. The NPR 
therefore effectively constructs a corridor 
around the SID, extending up to 1500 me-
tres either side of a centreline which over-
lays the SID.  
 

 
As the aircraft climbs away from the runway, it is required to remain within the NPR until the pilot receives 
instructions from Air Traffic Control to leave the SID and take a new 
course. There are some situations where this happens early – for 
example to avoid bad weather – but in the ordinary course of events, 
aircraft cannot be directed to leave the NPR until they reach an alti-
tude of at least 3,000 feet. 

  Update on the trial to raise the ceiling of NPRs at Birmingham     March 2016 

Above: Runway 33 NPRs shaded pink with SID centrelines in black 

Below: Runway 15 NPRs shaded blue with SID centrelines in black 
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The Trial 
 
The Airport Company was asked to consider raising the NPR ceiling from 3000 to 4000 feet.  
 
Stakeholders felt that the result of aircraft not being permitted to leave the NPR until they had gained an addi-
tional 1000 feet of altitude would be fewer aircraft overflying Balsall Common and Castle Bromwich and a re-
duction in noise impacts. The Airspace Change Stakeholder Forum and Castle Bromwich Parish Council 
therefore requested that the Airport undertake a feasibility study and it was agreed that a live trial be under-
taken.  
 
This was carried out over a 3 month period starting on 1st August and ending on 31st October 2015, during 
which departing aircraft were not permitted to be taken off their Standard Instrument Departure route by Air 
Traffic Control until an altitude of 4,000 feet had been achieved. Data was gathered using the Airport Noise 
and Operations Monitoring System (ANOMS) with the aim of assessing whether raising the NPR ceiling to 
4,000 feet would benefit local communities and to understand any operational impacts.  
 
Results 
 
For Runway 33 departures – that is aircraft taking off to the north over communities such as Kitts Green, 
Shard End, Hodge Hill and Castle Bromwich – the trial resulted in no change to the track of aircraft over the 
ground. However, the Airport Company has been advised that NATS, which operates  Air Traffic Control in-
frastructure throughout the UK, will be replacing the ground-based radio beacons underpinning the north-
bound SIDs. This will require a redesign of the SIDs for Runway 33.  
 
The Airport Company is therefore proposing no change to the NPRs at this stage and will consider changes 
as part of a wider Airspace Change Proposal.  
 
For Runway 15 departures, taking aircraft south in the direction of Barston and Balsall Common, aircraft fly-
ing Option 61 during the trial period,  a modest benefit was identified and a small reduction in aircraft overfly-
ing or flying close to the southern part of Balsall Common was observed.   
 
As a result, the Airport Company has confirmed its intention to raise the ceiling of the NPR to 4000 feet to 
coincide with the permanent introduction of Option 6 SIDs (subject to CAA approval and in consultation with 
NATS).    
 
With aircraft departing from Runway 15 and taking the northbound turn, the trial saw a reduction in track-
keeping performance from 98% of departures on-track to 87%.  This can be explained by the fact that 69% of 
off-track aircraft were either Dash 8 or Boeing 757 aircraft, which already have lower track-keeping perfor-
mance on the turn.  The remaining 31% of off-track aircraft were other turbo-props, particularly the ATR72.  
The performance issues on this turn have already been identified as part of the Airspace Change Trial and 
the Airport Company is committed to making technical amendments to the design of this turn2.  
 
Therefore the Airport Company proposes no change at this stage and will consider any changes to the NPRs 
for the northbound turn following the re-design work.  
 
More information on the wider Airspace Change Process is available at: 
https://birminghamairport.co.uk/about-us/community-and-environment/flight-path-changes/ 
 
 
1 See earlier editions of Community Update for more information on Option 6, available at: 

https://birminghamairport.co.uk/about-us/community-and-environment/flight-path-changes/community-updates-newsletters/ 
 

2 This issue is discussed in the previous edition of Community Update   
  also available via the link 


