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             Community Impact: Focus on      

                  Barston 

With flights to nearly 150 destinations worldwide and a workforce of around 7,000 
people, Birmingham is the UK’s 7

th
 largest airport and an economic powerhouse, 

contributing millions of pounds to the Midlands economy every year. However, 
these benefits have to be balanced against the Airport’s impact on nearby commu-
nities. Focussing on Barston, this guide aims to explain operational procedures at 

Birmingham and how they affect your neighbourhood. 

The Basics: where do aircraft fly and why?  
This section introduces some of the basic principles behind the operation at Birmingham Airport. 

Controlled Airspace 

Barston lies within the Control Zone for Birmingham Airport, an area of Controlled Airspace 
extending from ground level up to a height of 4,500 feet. In turn, the Control Zone is part of a 
wider system of airspace controlled by Air Traffic Control (ATC) to ensure the safety of air-
craft operating in and out of the Airport. All aircraft operating within Controlled Airspace are 
under control of ATC and while the majority of movements follow the well-established proce-
dures we will describe here, there are occasions when ATC will route aircraft away from the 
usual flight paths. So, while residents will become familiar with the ‘normal’ routes aircraft fol-
low, there are occasions when they may be seen in locations where they do not normally ap-
pear. This does not mean that they have ‘broken the rules’ or are flying ‘illegally’. On occa-
sion, aircraft may be seen anywhere within controlled airspace, though the Airport, the air-
lines and ATC all work closely together to make sure that these occasions are kept to an ab-
solute minimum.  
 
The Runway 
 
Birmingham Airport has one runway, 
which aircraft use in either of two direc-
tions, known as Runway 15 and Runway 
33.  The numbers refer to the runway’s 
heading, in degrees. Runway 15 is 

aligned on a heading of 150⁰, approxi-
mately South southeast, while Runway 33 

lies on a heading of 330⁰, or North north-
west. The runway only operates in one 
direction at any time.  
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This means that at any given point in time, residents of Barston may be affected by either ar-
rivals or by departures. It is meteorological conditions – primarily the direction of the wind – 
which determines this because, where possible, aircraft will usually take off and land heading 
into the wind. Averaged out over the course of a year, 60% of operations use R33 with 40% 
using R15. 

What’s happening when aircraft are coming in to land at Birmingham? 

Standard Arrivals  - the ILS 

When Runway 33 is operating, 
you will notice aircraft arriving 
from the south, passing over 
Barston as they descend into Bir-
mingham Airport. 

By the time they reach the vil-
lage, these aircraft will be estab-
lished on the Instrument Landing 
System (ILS), which is used by 
the  majority of aircraft arriving at 
Birmingham.  

The ILS is a highly accurate sys-
tem that enables aircraft to land 
safely on the runway, including 
at night and in poor visibility. It 
consists of two radio signals 
transmitted from the airfield.  

The localiser establishes the 
centreline of the runway and de-
fines a straight line approach 
path which extends out from the 
Airport for around twenty miles.  

The glide slope beam defines the 
glidepath, the angle at which the 
aircraft descends, enabling it to 
fly along the localiser beam in a 
controlled descent, clearing all 
obstacles along the way, until it 
touches down safely on the run-
way.  

The angle of the glide slope is 3⁰, 
which means the aircraft will de-
scend approximately 300 feet for 
every mile it travels.  

Air Traffic Control (ATC) will di-
rect arriving aircraft to join the 
ILS from a number of different 
directions, so there will be some 
variation in the point at which aircraft turn to begin their final approach (see opposite). How-
ever, by the time they are passing Barston they will be firmly established on the ILS and you 
will notice them consistently flying the same fixed path.  
 

 

Aircraft tracks for arrivals on to Runway 33, 28/05/2015, showing how air-

craft are concentrated once established on the ILS. 
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Visual Approaches are where a pi-
lot will land without using the ILS. 
They are authorised by ATC and 
take place in clear weather when the 
runway can be kept in sight at all 
times. Visual approaches are also an 
essential part of pilot training and 
from time to time they will therefore 
make a request to ATC to be permit-
ted to make a visual approach.  

Non-Directional Beacon (NDB) Ap-
proaches are required when the ILS 
is non-operational. They make use of 
a radio beacon located to the side of 
the runway, transmitting a signal off-
set from the centreline at an angle of 
approximately 5̊ east of that from the 
ILS localiser. This means you may 
notice arriving aircraft flying further 
east than usual. This image to the 
right shows a typical NDB approach 
onto Runway 33, but there is much 
more variation when compared to 
the ILS. NDB approaches are an es-
sential part of a pilot’s training, so 
they may occasionally request an 
NDB approach from ATC, even 
when the ILS is operational. Howev-
er, new satellite-based procedures, 
used by the majority of aircraft, mean 
that we see far fewer instances of 
aircraft making NDB approaches 
when the ILS is out of service than in 
the past. It’s worth noting that both 
visual and NDB approaches are very 
unusual with the overwhelming ma-
jority of landings taking place using 
the ILS. 

 

 

 
 
 

Do large aircraft fly lower on arrival? 
 

Residents sometimes report large aircraft, (such as the easily-recognised A380 operated by 
Emirates, Boeing 777’s operated by PIA, or 787 Dreamliners operated by Air India or TUI), 
flying at lower altitudes than other types. In actual fact, these aircraft do not fly any lower than 
other types. Once they are established on the ILS, at any given point along the glide slope 
they will be at approximately the same height as every other aircraft passing that same point. 
What we see is an optical illusion, caused by the large size of these aircraft, which operate 
only a few times each day, compared to the smaller types with which people are more famil-
iar. Because all aircraft are established on the same ILS glide slope, there is very little actual 
variation in height.  
 
 

Aircraft tracks for arrivals on to Runway 33, 28/05/2015, showing air-

craft turning to become established on the ILS from a variety of  direc-

Typical NDP Approach - see left to compare with an ILS approach 
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What’s happening when aircraft are taking off from Birmingham? 

When Runway 15 is in operation, in Balsall Common you will notice aircraft taking off and 
climbing away to the south. 

Departing aircraft are required to follow Standard Instrument Departure (SID) routes. A SID is 
a set of instructions that pilots will refer to when departing from a particular airport. They are 
intended to strike a balance between the need to avoid terrain and obstacles, noise abate-
ment and considerations relating to the management of the wider airspace beyond the imme-
diate locality of the airport. 

SIDs are shown as lines on maps 
but, recognising that aircraft fly in 
three dimensions, they actually oper-
ate within a 2km wide corridor known 
as a Noise Preferential Route (NPR) 
of which the SID forms the centre-
line. A number of factors, including 
the aircraft type and load, as well as 
weather conditions, will affect its 
ability to fly within these routes. De-
parting aircraft are required to re-
main within the Runway 15 NPRs at 
Birmingham until they have climbed 
to either 3,000 or 4,000 feet, de-
pending on which route they take. 
Once they have achieved this, they 
may be routed outside the NPR on-
ward to their destination, so you may 
notice some dispersion. In Barston 
you will observe two distinct 
flightpaths for departures. 

Southbound Departures 
 

This is the most frequently used 
flightpath, followed by aircraft head-
ing to all destinations except those 
in Scotland, or across the Atlantic. It 
was formalised in 2016 following an 
Airspace Change Process, during 
which it became known as ‘Option 
6’. This procedure involves aircraft 
flying straight ahead for approxi-
mately 2.2 nautical miles before 
making a 20° turn to the right, as 
can be seen here.  
 
The NPR ceiling on this route is 
4,000 feet. 
 
 
 

 

Southbound departure tracks (in green). 

 

Runway 15 NPRs showing the centreline of the SIDs in red. 
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The Northbound Turn 
 

Barston residents will often see departing aircraft making a sweeping turn left, as the aircraft 
flies, or right looking at the approaching aircraft head-on as seen from the village. This is 
known as the northbound turn and is used when aircraft depart south on Runway 15 owing to 
the meteorological conditions at the time, but whose destination is an airport in Scotland or 
across the Atlantic, therefore requiring them to turn and head north. These movements make 
up around 30% of departures from Runway 15 but are very noticeable to some residents. The 
NPR ceiling on this route is 3,000 feet. 
 

The Northbound Turn is the subject 
of an ongoing issue that arose from 
the Airspace Change Process that 
followed the extension to the runway 
in 2014. When we monitored the 
tracks flown by aircraft using our 
ANOMS system (see page x) it be-
came clear that jet aircraft were fly-
ing close to the centreline of the turn, 
whereas turbo-prop aircraft, mostly 
the Q400 Dash 8 type, were tending 
to fly further south, still within the 
NPR, but closer to Barston. This can 
be seen in the image bottom left. We 
have redesigned this route to bring 
the turbo-props into line with the jets, 
concentrating aircraft into a narrower 
swathe and bringing benefit to 
Barston by taking them further north 
and east and away from the village, 
as per our original consultation. This 
has been submitted to the CAA for 
approval, which is expected shortly. 

 
RNAV  
 

Aircraft on departure follow these routes by means of RNAV, or Area Navigation. This is ef-
fectively a satellite navigation system whereby the route instructions are coded into the air-
craft’s Flight Management System (FMS), the on-board computer system that automates 
many in-flight tasks, thereby reducing the workload on the flight crew.  During the departure 
procedure, aircraft are effectively flown by the FMS interpreting the code that has been in-
putted into it to follow the SID. RNAV is a much more accurate system than the system it re-
placed and results in aircraft flying in a narrower, more concentrated swathe. Though a de-
gree of dispersion caused by differing weather conditions and aircraft operating characteris-
tics is inevitable, RNAV means there is much less dispersion than in he past.  

The degree to which the departure process is automated using RNAV procedures should pro-
vide residents with some reassurance that their properties are not being overflown by individ-
ual pilots deliberately breaking the rules, cutting corners, or otherwise ignoring the flightpaths 
outlined in this document; the reality is that, in the vast majority of cases the pilot is not manu-
ally flying the aircraft in the early stages of the departure procedure and therefore does not 
have the ability to vary their track.  

 

Jets (green) & Turbo-Props (blue) 
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A number of other considerations will influence how Balsall Common is affected by the Air-

port’s operations 

Night Flying 

We know that some residents believe that the Airport closes at night, or that night flying is banned. Nei-
ther is true. Birmingham is a 24-hour operation and has been for many years. However, there is wide-
spread recognition that night flying is one of the main impacts that Airports have on local communities 
and it is an issue that we take very seriously.  

Our Night Flying Policy is reviewed and agreed every three years with Solihull Metropolitan Borough 
Council. For the latest review, we worked with a sub-group of the Airport Consultative Committee to de-
velop a new, more targeted Policy which will come into force in October 2018 and is among the most 
stringent of any UK airport. The Night Flying period is defined as between 23:30 and 06:00 hours. Firstly 
it restricts the number of aircraft permitted to operate during the night period to 5% of the annual number 
of aircraft movements. It also assigns every aircraft a noise quota, ranging from 0 to 16 dependent on 
the noise certification of the aircraft. Noisy aircraft are assigned a high noise quota value while quiet air-
craft are assigned a low value. Our Night Flying Policy places an annual night Noise Quota Count Limit 
of 4,000 and aircraft with a noise quota of more than 1 are not permitted to operate at all during the night 
period. In addition, no more than 877 aircraft can be scheduled to depart between 23:30 to 05:00.  

The Night Flying Policy also includes a night noise limit of 83 dB(A). If a departing aircraft registers a 
noise level above this at our centreline noise monitors, then the airline is surcharged an amount equiva-
lent to a full runway charge. All funds from night noise violations are placed into the Community Trust 
Fund, which makes grants to small, community-based organisations in areas affected by our operations, 
including Barston. In a recent round of grants for example, St Swithin’s Church received a grant towards 
the cost of stonework restoration.  

More about weather 

As we’ve seen, wind direction is the main factor that determines the direction that the runway at Birming-
ham is used and therefore whether Barston is affected by arrivals or departures. However, there are oth-
er weather-related factors that can have an impact. 

Something that we notice is that there will often be a spike in complaints when changes in runway direc-
tion are implemented after a prolonged period of settled weather. Sometimes the runway is used in the 
same direction for period of days, even weeks. When the weather shifts and the runway direction is re-
versed, some residents become very aware of aircraft and believe we have changed flight paths. In Bal-
sall Common, this usually occurs after Runway 33 (bringing arrivals) has been in use or some time, fol-
lowed by a change to Runway 15, which feeds the more noticeable departures to the south. In reality, 
there has been no change in flight paths, just a reversion to operating procedures that have not been 
used for some time. Bad weather may also be the cause of aircraft deviating from the usual flight paths. 
Pilots are sometimes instructed by ATC to take a non-standard route shortly after taking off to avoid 
thunderstorms, which can cause severe turbulence. Often the storm cell involved may be some miles 
away from Barston and its presence is not apparent to anyone on the ground in the village. Although rel-
atively uncommon, these ‘weather avoidance’ procedures may mean you sometimes see aircraft where 
you are not used to seeing them. 

The weather can also influence noise levels in the village and residents can experience varying noise 
levels at the same location at different times. For example, cloud cover tends to bend sound waves 
downward toward the ground and this can increase the noise level you might experience. Temperature 
inversions, where cold air is pooled at the surface while warmer air sits above it (often resulting in fog 
after cool clear nights), have the same effect on noise as does cloud cover, slowing the atmospheric ab-
sorption of the sound waves and causing aircraft to sound louder.  
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Go Arounds 

A Go-Around is the term we use to describe the procedure adopted when an aircraft is forced to abort its 
landing. In the case of aircraft landing on Runway 15, a Go-Around would result in the aircraft climbing 
away from the Airport initially along a similar course to that taken by departing aircraft. However, in order 
to ensure separation between Go-Arounds and normal traffic, all pilots in this situation are instructed to 
turn to the west of the airfield and then fly north to turn back onto the approach to Runway 15. This plac-
es aircraft in positions where they do not usually fly and, coupled with the application of considerable 
power to the engines to ensure a safe climb, this may make them noticeable to residents of the village. It 
should be noted that Go-Arounds are relatively unusual occurrences and by their very nature are de-
signed to be safe and controlled. 

Keeping track  

As near neighbours of Birmingham Airport, 
residents of Barston will always be affected 
by aircraft operations. It is our job to ensure 
that we keep that impact to a minimum and 
one of the most important ways we can 
achieve this is by monitoring how well our 
policies and procedures are working.  

To do so we operate a sophisticated sys-
tem known as ANOMS – the Airport Noise 
and Operations Monitoring System. 
ANOMS uses radar data to record details of 
the height, speed and position of every air-
craft operating into and out of Birmingham. 
ANOMS allows us to record and replay ac-
tual tracks over the ground and when 
matched against noise data from our six 
community noise monitors, we have a set of 
highly accurate data with which we can 
measure the impact of aircraft activity.  

One example of how we use ANOMS is to 
record Track-Keeping Performance, which 
refers to the ability of aircraft to fly within 
the NPRs until they reach the required alti-
tude of either 3,000 feet or 4,000 feet, de-
pendent on route. Each NPR is monitored 
and analysed by the system and any air-
craft leaving the NPR below the required 
altitude is recorded as ‘off track’. 

We use this information to work with the airlines to improve track-keeping and we report our statistics 
through the Airport Consultative Committee and Solihull Metropolitan Borough Council, which monitors 
the Airports compliance with its Section 106 Planning Agreement with the Council. We also use ANOMS 
to investigate individual complaints, where it provides us with the accurate information we need to dis-
cuss residents concerns in more detail. 

And finally7. 

We hope you find this guide to how airport operations affect Barston useful. We hope too that it has an-
swered some of the questions you may have had. If not, the Sustainability Team is always happy to dis-
cuss your individual concerns. You can contact us by completing the form on our web site at:  

https://www.birminghamairport.co.uk/community-complaint 

 

An example of how ANOMS records an off-track aircraft.  
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