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              Community Impact: Focus on      

                  Hodge Hill 

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 Hodge Hill, 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 

Hodge Hill 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 Hodge Hill may be affected by either 
arrivals 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 15 is operating, 
you will notice aircraft arriving 
from the north, passing to the 
east of Hodge Hill as they de-
scend into Birmingham Airport. 

By the time they pass Hodge Hill, 
these aircraft will be established 
on the Instrument Landing Sys-
tem (ILS), which is used by the  
majority of aircraft arriving at Bir-
mingham.  

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 con-
sists of two radio signals trans-
mitted from the airfield.  

The localiser establishes the cen-
treline of the runway and defines 
a straight line approach path 
which extends out from the Air-
port 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 Hodge Hill, most will already be established on the ILS and 
you will notice them consistently flying the same fixed path.  
 

 

Above:  Aircraft tracks for arrivals on to Runway 15, 26/08/2015, showing  
              how aircraft are concentrated once established on the ILS. 
Below:  Schematic diagram of the Instrument Landing System (ILS) 
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What’s happening when aircraft are taking off from Birmingham? 

When Runway 33 is in operation, in Hodge Hill you will notice aircraft taking off and climbing 
away to the north.  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 par-
ticular airport. They are intended to strike a balance between the need to avoid terrain and 
obstacles, noise abatement and considerations relating to the management of the wider air-
space beyond the immediate locality of the airport.  
 
SIDs are shown as lines on maps but, recognising that aircraft fly in three dimensions, they 
actually operate within a 3km wide corridor known as a Noise Preferential Route (NPR) of 
which the SID forms the centreline. A number of factors, including the aircraft type and load, 
as well as weather conditions, will all affect its ability to fly accurately within these routes, but 
nevertheless, as can be seen from the map, Hodge Hill does lie beneath the NPRs for aircraft 
departing on R33 and will therefore be affected by R33 departures.  
 
The Current Situation 

 
There are currently three SIDs for R33 as shown above,  plus a non-standard departure route 
known as MOSUN, shown here by the green lines representing the tracks of aircraft recorded 
by our ANOMS Noise and Track-Keeping system (see ‘Keeping Track’ at the end of this doc-
ument). MOSUN is used by aircraft flying to destinations such as the Canaries and Portugal, 
but it’s use is currently restricted to weekday evenings and weekends.  
 
Departing aircraft are required to remain within the NPRs from R33 until they have climbed to 
a height of 3,000 feet. Once this is achieved they may leave the NPR and follow the most ap-
propriate course for the next stage of their journey. How quickly an aircraft will achieve 3,000 
feet varies considerably and is influenced by its type, destination (and hence fuel load), how 
many passengers are on board, how much cargo it is carrying and the weather conditions at 
the time.  
 
 

’Whitegate’: Irish &  
Transatlantic Destinations  

’Southbound’: All 

other Destinations  

’Trent’: Scottish 
 Destinations  

’MOSUN’: Canaries 

& Portugal 
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This image shows the flown tracks 
of aircraft departing R33, showing 
they are widely dispersed. Resi-
dents of parts of Hodge Hill observe 
this and believe that pilots are 
‘breaking the rules’ or ‘cutting the 
corner’. This is not the case.  
 
Pilots do not ‘cut the corner’ be-
cause they are not manually flying 
the aircraft as it makes this ma-
noeuvre.  During the departure pro-
cedure, aircraft are effectively flown 
by the auto pilot interpreting a code 
that has been inputted into the 
Flight Management System (FMS).  
The FMS is the on-board computer 
system that automates many in-
flight tasks, reducing the workload 
on the flight crew.    
 

The coding of the FMS is undertaken on behalf of the airline by a Coding House. Different 
Coding Houses, acting on behalf of different airlines, develop different codes to interpret the 
Standard Instrument Departure procedure. The result is a variation in the actual track of air-
craft as they depart, which on top of the normal variables, leads to the dispersion that resi-
dents observe and interpret as pilots ‘cutting the corner’.  
 
Airspace Change 
 
As a result of technological and structural changes planned for the wider UK airspace, Bir-
mingham Airport is required to change flightpaths for aircraft departing Runway 33. These 
changes are governed by a strictly defined set of rules in what is known as a Airspace 
Change Process (ACP). In designing the proposed changes, the Airport has tried, as far as is 
possible, to replicate the situation as it is today to try to ensure that areas not previously over-
flown did not find themselves beneath new flightpaths. We also had to ensure that any pro-
posals met all of the technical requirements and regulations that govern aircraft flightpaths. 
As well as Hodge Hill, the proposals affect large parts of Birmingham and North Warwickshire 
and during 2017 we held a major consultation exercise involving 14 public meetings attended 
by nearly 600 people. We received more than 500 responses which formed part of the infor-
mation we submitted in April 2018 to the Civil Aviation Authority (CAA), the regulator that will 
either approve or reject our proposals. It is important to note that the changes cannot be im-
plemented without the approval of the CAA. 
 
In summary, the proposals involve the removal of the Whitegate flightpath, and the transfer of 
the traffic which currently uses it onto the Trent flightpath. There is also a slight amendment 
to the existing southbound route to avoid directly overflying Curdworth and the formalising of 
the MOSUN route that will lead to the lifting of the time restrictions under which it currently 
operates. 
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RNAV  
 

One of the key features of the Airspace Change proposals is that the new flightpaths will 
make use of RNAV, or Area Navigation. This is effectively a satellite navigation system 
whereby the route instructions are coded into the aircraft’s FMS.  Because there will in future 
be only one code, rather than the many referred to above, this will lead to improved track-
keeping (see later in the document for more about track-keeping). The effect will be to con-
centrate aircraft into a narrower swathe and although a degree of dispersion caused by differ-
ing weather conditions and aircraft operating characteristics is inevitable, RNAV means there 
is likely to be much less dispersion than in the past.  

Airspace change is a very complex subject which can’t be fully explained in a short document 
like this, but you can find full details on the Airport web site at www.birminghamairport.co.uk/
flightpaths 
 
A number of other considerations will influence how Hodge Hill is affected by the 

Airport’s operations 

More about weather 

As we’ve seen, wind direction is the main factor that determines the direction that the runway 
at Birmingham is used and therefore whether Hodge Hill is affected by arrivals or departures. 
However, there are other 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 direction 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 reversed, some residents become very aware of aircraft and be-
lieve we have changed flight paths. In Hodge Hill, this usually occurs after Runway 15 
(bringing arrivals) has been in use or some time, followed by a change to Runway 33, which 
feeds the more noticeable departures to the north. 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 Hodge Hill and its presence is not apparent to anyone on the ground 
in the area. Although relatively 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 area and residents can experience varying 
noise levels at the same location at different times. For example, cloud cover tends to bend 
sound waves downward towards 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 absorption of the sound waves and causing air-
craft to sound louder.  

Wind generally causes sound waves to bend in the direction it flows and in periods of strong 
winds, Hodge Hill residents may experience increased levels of noise. 
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Night Flying 

There is a belief among some residents that Birmingham Airport closes at night, or that night flying is 
banned. Neither is true. Birmingham is a 24-hour operation and has been for many years. However, 
there is widespread 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 develop 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 aircraft are assigned a low val-
ue. Our Night Flying Policy places an annual night Noise Quota Count Limit of 4,000 and aircraft with a 
noise quota of more than 2 are not permitted to operate at all during the night period. The Night Flying 
Policy also includes a night noise limit of 85 dB(A). If a departing aircraft registers a noise level above 
this at our centreline noise monitors, then the airline is surcharged an amount equivalent 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 Hodge 
Hill. In the most recent round of grants for example, the organisers of the Hodge Hill Carnival received 
£2,600.00 to fund the purchase of new marquees.  

Keeping track  

As near neighbours of Birmingham Airport, 
residents of Hodge Hill will always be affect-
ed by aircraft operations. It is our job to en-
sure 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 system 
known as ANOMS – the Airport Noise and 
Operations Monitoring System. ANOMS us-
es radar data to record details of the height, 
speed and position of every aircraft operat-
ing into and out of Birmingham. ANOMS 
allows us to record and replay actual 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 altitude 
of 3,000 feet. Each NPR is monitored and 
analysed by the system and any aircraft 
leaving the NPR below the required altitude 
is recorded as ‘off track’. 

 

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

Large aircraft  

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 estab-
lished 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 familiar. Because all aircraft are established on the same ILS glide slope, there is 
very little actual variation in height.  

And finally7. 

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

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