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Background

The Institute of Acoustics represents professionals involved in the management of environmental noise across the UK.  Whilst some of our members will be responding to this consultation in their own professional and local capacity, this response represents the Institute’s views. It has been prepared by discussion amongst our members on the Scoping Documents and in particular the questions on local impacts outlined in paragraphs 5.40 to 5.48.

General

The IOA acknowledges existing government policies that aim to support the sustainable growth of the UK aviation sector and supports the view that in pursuing such policies it is necessary to strike a balance between economic, social and environmental factors. Nevertheless, it is our opinion that there should be a presumption not to expand airports that are in the most densely populated areas in order to manage the strategic health impact of aviation noise when meeting future demand. In addition we feel that greater attention should be paid to protecting the special acoustic environment of tranquil areas when developing future aviation policy. In our view, such policies would meet the wider aims contained in the government's Noise Policy Statement for England. One possible way forward may be in the provision of improved and more transparent information on aviation noise impacts for local people in order to improve community engagement and local relations.

Question 5.40

What do you consider to be the most significant impacts – positive and negative – of aviation for local communities? Can more be done to enhance and/or mitigate those impacts? If so, what and by whom?

The main impact on local communities is a reduced quality of life through speech interference, annoyance, enjoyment of outdoor spaces, sleep disturbance particularly in the early mornings. Unless the air traffic is severely reduced, the extent of the perceived impacts on quality of life cannot really be reduced. However, by increasing the trust and communication between the communities and stakeholder, this may help to reduce perceived impacts on quality of life for those who are not very severely affected.

Question 5.41

Do you think that current arrangements for local engagement on aviation issues. E.g through airport consultative committees and the development of airport master plans, are effective? Could more be done to improve community engagement on issues such as noise and air quality? If so, what and by whom?

Local engagement on aviation issues can always be improved, but it may be better to focus efforts more on improving the way in which the actual information is presented i.e. in a format which is more easily understandable for the locals. Recent research work this year again has suggested that the aviation industry produces information that is often viewed as misleading and underhand. Improving the transparency of information and in particular providing better basic information on air traffic movements (when and where the aircraft fly) could help to improve community relations and the success of local engagement. 

Question 5.42

Do you think that current arrangements for ensuring sustainable access to and from airports, e.g. Airport Transport Forums and airport surface access strategies, are effective? Could more be done to improve surface access and reduce its environmental impacts? If so, what and by whom?

No response

Question 5.43

What are your views on the idea of setting a ‘noise envelope’ within which aviation growth would be possible, as technology and operations reduce noise impacts per plane? What do you consider to be the advantages and disadvantages of such an approach?

Details of this suggested ‘noise envelope’ are not really provided. If this is about providing noise contours in a given measure such as Leq, Lmax  (energy based) and setting a noise envelope limit based on restricting the size, or area, population within etc, then there are many drawbacks including which measure is used, how to deal with time averaging (a 16 hour Leq for instance does not reflect an individual’s exposure with short term noise variations), weekday and weekend variations, and how such an energy based measure reliably predicts the actual degree of adverse response etc. However, if such an approach were adopted then any ‘envelope’ would also have to take into account number of individual events (above a given Lmax). However, by using a contour on a map as an envelope – the age old problem arises of drawing a line and implying that those on the outside of the line (envelope) are not affected and also means that the noise outside the contour is not as effectively controlled. 

Question 5.44

Is it better to minimise the total number of people affected by aircraft noise (e.g. through noise preferential routes) or to share the burden more evenly (e.g. through wider path dispersion) so that a greater number of people are affected by noise less frequently?

Obviously if you ask the locals, it will be dependent on where you live, there will always be winners and losers. What may be important in the short term is the change in exposure when such a change is made. Wider dispersion will mean that noise will affect communities who previously have not been affected significantly and a new noise can give rise to more adverse response (although this will decrease as the residents habituate over time). Consideration would need to be taken of how to deal with tranquil areas – should these be protected or would wider dispersion ruin these areas? Recent research has shown that when predicting an adverse response more importance should be placed on numbers of events (not just the noise level energy). This needs to be taken into account. What is also important is to consider the number of people exposed to a number of events above a certain noise level.  It may therefore follow that one should minimise the total number of people affected by aircraft noise (above a given level) and provide noise insulation measures and compensation for loss of amenity.

Question 5.45

What is the best way to encourage aircraft manufacturers and airlines to continue to strive to achieve further reductions in noise and air pollutant emissions (notably particulate matter and NOx) through the implementation of new technology?

The aircraft manufacturers and airlines are already striving to achieve this anyway and do not really need encouraging. However, without a step change in technology advancement, any really large or significant reduction in noise emissions is unlikely.

Question 5.46

What are the economic benefits of night flights? How should the economic benefits be assessed against social and environmental costs?

There have been many claims for the economic benefits of night flights including; development of UK tourism, increased local employment, industrial and logistical investments, increased distribution of products into the UK market, promotion of London as a 24 hour business area and a central economic player, express parcel delivery, efficient UK production processes, etc. It is not yet clear how to weigh these economic benefits which are more widespread across the UK against the more local social costs – do the needs of the ‘many’ outweigh the needs of the ‘few’? A study is required.

Question 5.47

How can the night flying regime be improved to deliver better outcomes for residents living close to airports and other stakeholders, including businesses that use night flights?

One of the main issues at Heathrow is the many early morning arrivals, and perhaps consideration should be given to how the impact of these can be reduced (restricting further, dispersing the arrivals throughout the night?). Many researchers have argued that the main problem of night noise is a delay in the onset of sleep, and premature awakening in the early morning and therefore consideration should be given to minimising activities in these periods.

Question 5.48

Should extended periods of respite from night noise be considered, even if this resulted in increased frequency of flights before or after those respite periods?

Many researchers have argued that the main problem of night noise is a delay in the onset of sleep, and premature awakening in the early morning and therefore being awoken (once asleep) during the night is relatively not such a big issue. If this holds, then the suggestion above would serve to increase the adverse response not reduce it. Also the impacts on those who do not sleep during the ‘normal’ sleeping hours, such as shift workers, very young children and the elderly need to be considered.

In addition, airport development needs to consider the potential wider noise impacts due to increased activity of other forms of transportation servicing the airport such as from roads and rail traffic.

