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	The Government has  announced  that it will make no substantive changes to the current regime for night flights at Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted airports until 2017, despite the consultation for the proposed regime eliciting 1,100 responses (1,020 from the public) in early 2014:  http://bit.ly/XW0D0U 
The large number of responses highlights the strength of opinion about night flights and perhaps the issue's controversy explains the long delay by the Government in announcing it will maintain the current regime. 
A review was originally due in 2012, but postponed pending publication of the Government's Aviation Policy Framework. New aircraft have historically become progressively quieter over time, and the night flights regime has historically therefore become gradually more stringent in order to take up some of the slack. The 2012 ministerial statement indicated that "the government will take into account the freeze in quota limits during this extension period when setting the next regime and expects airlines to continue to improve their environmental performance in the interim." 
The Government's reasoning 
The main reasoning given by the Government for maintaining the current regime until 2017 is to provide 'stability' and 'certainty' until a decision on future airport capacity has been made on the back of the Airports Commission's final recommendations .This was the line taken in the Government's response to the Airports Commission issued on the same day as the new night noise regime. 
As we argued in our night flights consultation response, maintaining the current regime was only necessary until the Airports Commission provided their short and medium term recommendations, one of which was a trial of early morning flights at Heathrow. Now that these recommendations have been published, we cannot see how a night flights regime for the next 4-6 years would affect the decision on long-term airport capacity in 2015. 
Importance of health impacts 
The new regime document does make an important admission on the health impacts of aircraft noise at night, namely that: "he [the Secretary of State] accepts that there are adverse effects on sleep and that there is increasing, though not conclusive, evidence of health effects from aircraft noise." This statement moves closer to the position taken by academics on the health impacts of aircraft noise but avoids any commitment to adapt policy to take account of this. 
The statement indicates that the Government is continuing to review the health effects from aviation noise and that the CAA had, at the Government's request, recently updated their review of evidence on health impacts. 
The current regime measures night noise using the 55 dB(A) contour to monitor the Government's night noise objective - to limit and where possible reduce the number of people significantly affected by noise at night. The Government claims that this reflects WHO Europe's 2009 night noise guidelines: "above 55dB Lnight, the situation is considered increasingly dangerous for public health." 
Our consultation response strongly argued for Government night noise policy to follow WHO guidelines and so we welcome the Government's reference to this work. However, the WHO guidelines also state that health impacts occur at much lower levels of night noise and the level which is deemed safe is significantly lower than 55dB at night. 
The consultation for the new regime specifically asked respondents what they thought about the latest evidence of health impacts from aircraft noise. Local authorities tended to say that Government policy should take a precautionary approach to the health impacts of aircraft noise and many recommended banning night flights as a precautionary measure. We would support the approach of acting based on the best and most recent evidence available of the health impacts of aircraft noise and consider the work of WHO and WHO Europe to be robust. 
Finally, we argued that the environmental objectives for night noise should be more specific and challenging so as to be useful. We were disappointed that no changes were made to these objectives 
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