
THE THREAT TO THE CHILTERN AREA OF OUTSTANDING NATURAL BEAUTY 
FROM THE NATIONAL AIR TRAFFIC SERVICES’ REVIEW OF AIRSPACE IN THE 

SOUTHEAST OF ENGLAND. 
 

Have you noticed just how often the tranquil nature of the Chiltern Area of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty (CAONB) is shattered by aircraft noise, particularly between the peak periods of 6am to 
9am and 5pm to 8pm? The bad news is that it is going to get an awful lot worse. A consultation 
Document has been issued by NATS to “Stakeholders” concerning their plans to change the 
flight paths too and from London’s airports. The consultation period runs until 22 may 2008. 
This paper will attempt to review the impact of these proposed changes and highlight the 
detrimental effects they will bring to the Chiltern AONB, The Lee, and the surrounding area in 
particular. 
 
 Background  

The majority of commercial aircraft currently overflying the more tranquil parts of the CAONB 
and The Lee in particular consists mainly of aircraft departing and arriving from the airport at 
Heathrow and too a much lesser extent Northolt. This is generally at a relatively high altitude 
(6000ft +) and is reasonably unobtrusive in terms of noise and visibility, although government 
guidelines consider any aircraft below 7000ft to have a significant noise impact, and during the 
morning and evening peak departure and arrival times aircraft noise is very noticeable and often 
intrusive. For the most part, however, aircraft noise does not impact too much on the tranquil 
nature of the Chiltern AONB or manage to spoil its enjoyment for those that live in it or the 
thousands of people who also visit the area each year in order to relax and enjoy its facilities.  
 
Change Is Coming – The Key Concerns. 

However, under proposals recently submitted by National Air traffic Services (NATS) for 
consultation, this is all about to change in an unprecedented and detrimental way! There is no 
doubt that the departure routes to and from the major airports in the Southeast of England need to 
change in order to reduce delays and absorb expansion, particularly with regard to Luton and 
Stanstead, however, the criteria used to construct the proposed new routes, massive expansion at 
Luton, and a reduction in the height of overflying aircraft will all bring enormously detrimental 
effects to the Chiltern AONB, The Lee and surrounding area in particular. To put the proposed 
expansion at Luton in context, aircraft movements are set to triple, from 200 to 600 a day by 
2020! Surely protective guidelines and policies are in place? The following is extracted from the 
consultation document: 

 
“Government policy will continue to focus on minimising over-flight of more densely populated 
areas below 7000ft. However, where it is possible to avoid over-flight of National Parks and 
AONBs below this altitude without adding to environmental burdens on more densely populated 
areas, it clearly makes sense to do so.” 

 
However, NATS then goes on to say:  

 
“When balancing the various design objectives, improvements in fuel efficiency and minimising 
the number of people overflown below 7000ft were given greater priority than avoiding overflight 
of AONBs and National Parks.” 

 
So, it appears that in the interests of expediency and simplicity NATS has chosen to ignore 
Government policy and the only criteria NATS has applied when producing the revised 
departure and arrival routes is to minimise the number of people overflown; NATS has chosen to 
ignore the fact that noise is far more intrusive and distressing in a rural environment where 
ambient noise levels are very low and did not seek to mitigate its impact in any way. Put simply, 
your own experience tells you a 747 or any aircraft is far more intrusive and much more 
noticeable in terms of its noise and visual footprint when it overflies the less populated parts of 



the Chiltern AONB, than when it overflies or passes near to a busy town where ambient noise 
levels are much much higher and buildings help to deflect and absorb the noise. The noise 
footprint is also much worse when an aircraft is at a lower height above the ground; this is also 
being proposed and its impact will be discussed later.   

 
There also appears to be a more specific reason (namely an objection from the County Council 
with regard to Princes Risborough (or perhaps Chequers, as some have suggested?) - see map 
below) why NATS has placed the proposed routes centrally over the Chilterns Area of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty. The following is extracted from the consultation document:  

 
Traffic Overflying the Chilterns Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty 
 

“12.2 However, the Luton departure routes over the Chilterns are changing. Figure F54 shows 
current Luton departure route to the west and south west running as the blue line along the 
northern edge of the Chilterns AONB, which passes directly over Wendover (marked 1 on the 
map). 
 
 12.3 The initial design sought to provide some relief to Wendover by moving the route further 
south (as shown by the black dotted line marked “option”). However, liaison with local county 
councils highlighted that this would result in an undesirable impact on Princes Risborough (2). 
A further change was made to take the route further south, reducing still further the population 
beneath the route centre-line, and the proposed route (the red line) is now positioned more 
centrally above the Chilterns AONB (shown as the green shaded area). 
 
12.4 No practical alternatives exist to avoid both centres of population and the AONB. 
Government guidance suggests that in general the impact to people should take precedence in 
the design of routes at 7000ft or below (see Parts B of the TCN consultation document for more 
detail), and therefore NATS is proposing the route positioned further towards the middle of the 
AONB.” 

 
Government guidance says “where it is possible to avoid over-flight of National Parks and AONBs 
below this altitude without adding to environmental burdens on more densely populated areas, it 
clearly makes sense to do so.”, however, the extract above (12.2-12.4) shows very clearly that 
NATS believes that if an aircraft overflies the minimum number of people then by default the 



impact to those below is also minimised and they are complying with government guidance.  
NATS has clearly not chosen to also factor in or consider the dramatic impact noise has in a rural 
area as opposed to a built-up environment, and proportionately much greater the “environmental 
burdens” . This is further reinforced by the following extract from the consultation document: 
 

“In previous consultations the CAA has accepted that measurement of aircraft noise in relation 
to tranquillity is relatively undeveloped and that no universally accepted metrics or measuring 
methodology exists for the assessment of tranquillity. Therefore it has not been possible to 
undertake tranquillity measurements for this project.” 

 
So NATS has chosen to ignore it!  
 
Dramatically increased noise levels 

Throughout the consultation document anticipated noise values are quoted as ‘Lmax’ noise 
measurements for aircraft flying on the routes shown…. Lmax is a measurement of the peak 
noise at ground level as an aircraft passes directly overhead… Lmax measurements are 
provided for a range of aircraft heights; these can be cross-referenced with the coloured 
height bands shown in the maps presented in previous sections.” (The relevant NATS’ maps 
with height bands are available here http://www.thelee.org.uk/NATSProposals2.doc 
WARNING: large files (+2MB) may take time to download) 
 
These are very pertinent and alarming as they are just that, namely the noise levels that can be 
anticipated from an aircraft in isolation without the mitigating effect that background noise has 
on the perceived degree of intrusion, which is exactly the situation that exists in a rural 
environment as opposed to a busy town.   
 
The NATS figures for anticipated noise levels on individual routes are in decibels so consider the 
equivalents they have used to give an indication of the noise you can expect an aircraft will 
make. The decibel scale is not linear, and noise levels are a function of the distance of the 
observer from the source of the noise.  
 
From the consultation document: 
 

“Sound is measured in decibels (dB). A decibel is a measure of sound intensity as a function of 
power ratio. The decibel scale is logarithmic, so every 3 dBA doubles the noise and every 10 dBA 
means a ten-fold increase: 60 dBA is 10 times louder than 50 dBA, and 70 dBA is 100 times 
louder.    
 

Noise impact is dependent on the height of an aircraft above the listener. All else being equal, the 
noise from an aircraft overhead will be louder for a person on top of a hill than one on low 
ground.  
 
The ground levels across the TCN region vary from 0ft to approximately 500ft above mean sea 
level. It is not possible to give information on the relative height of aircraft to the listener for all 



the individual locations with their specific elevations within the region. However, the results 
presented in the noise tables have been adjusted so that they account for the worst case for 
potential noise impact which is the listener being on high ground.” 

 
 

The majority of the CAONB is well above Sea Level (up to 500ft in The Lee and surrounding 
area.) so when you look at the colour banding for aircraft altitudes shown on the maps remember 
that these are above sea level, so you will be 500ft closer to the noise source than it first appears, 
which dramatically increases the detrimental effects. Quoted below are NATS own figures for 
the revised departure routings to the west from Luton that will directly overfly The Lee and 
surrounding area. In addition, planned extensions to the taxiways and infrastructure at Luton 
could allow current and next generation ‘Jumbos’ to takeoff and land. These would certainly be 
used on transatlantic routes and would depart directly westwards along the proposed tracks.   
 
Noise Tables for Route and Flight Path Maps 
 
Here is a table of the anticipated noise levels on the revised Luton departures that overfly The 
Lee and surrounding area and a map showing one of the proposed new routings. 

 
 
 
The red track-line indicates the route 
centreline and the black lines show the 
possible degree of route variation. The 
vast majority of aircraft will follow the 
red centreline.  
 
Not only will aircraft be as low as 3000ft 
but they will also be increasing engine 
power to accelerate and climb.  
 



 
Visual Intrusion 
 
From the consultation document:  
 

9.1 It is generally accepted that visual intrusion should be considered in association with the loss 
of tranquillity, and that the two are interrelated. However, an accurate means of assessing the 
impacts of visual intrusion is yet to be determined.  
 
9.2 The likelihood of visual sightings of aircraft will depend on a number of factors such as the 
position of the aircraft relative to the observer, visibility and cloudcover, contrast against the 
background and individual visual acuity. It will also depend on what the observer is doing at the 
time and whether sighting is cued, either by detection of previous aircraft flying the same route 
or by the detection of aircraft noise. 
 
9.3 The frequency of use of the new proposed routes, particularly those which are flying over 
areas not previously affected, will clearly have an impact on the level of visual intrusion.  

 
The impact of visual intrusion will clearly be much greater in a rural environment with fewer 
obstructions to interfere with an observer’s line of sight than in a built-up environment.  
 
Enhanced Navigational Capabilities. 
 
The NATS consultation document also consistently highlights the perceived benefits that more 
modern navigational methods (P-RNAV in the document) now bring, and the ability to mitigate 
noise in particular. Be under no illusion, the benefits are in being able to schedule more efficient 
arrival procedures, not departure. Aircraft can already fly departure routes very accurately thanks 
to modern navigation systems (that have actually been in use for many years) that are not reliant 
upon ground based navigation beacons and their ability to utilise satellite positioning (GPS) that 
affords pinpoint accuracy. If anything, stricter adherence to departure route centrelines and better 
navigational accuracy simply means the aircraft will fly the same routing exactly, time and time 
again, and the same people will bear all of the increased noise every day, day in and day out.    



 
Major Expansion at Luton is Anticipated 
 
Using NATS’ own figures from the Consultation Document (table below), it can be seen that 
Luton is the fastest expanding airport in the Southeast, and it will remain so for some 
considerable time making Luton London’s 2nd busiest airport overall. [See The Chiltern 
Society’s website article at http://www.chilternsociety.org.uk/content/news-LutonAirport.htm ]. 
 

 
This is very alarming in the context of the proposed changes. Passenger numbers at Luton are set 
to rise from the current figure of 10 million to 30 million by 2020, with much of that increase 
taking place in time for the 2012 Olympics, and as mentioned previously, aircraft movements 
will increase from 200 to 600 per day. Here are some of the peak aircraft flow rates for the new 
departure routes through the Chiltern AONB. 
 
Luton easterly departures to the Southeast 
 

 
 
Luton westerly departures to the Southeast 
 

 
 
At peak times one aircraft every 6 minutes (10 per hour) between 6am and 11pm could be flying 
the new departure routes.  
 
 
Proposed Routes in detail 

Some of the maps from the consultation document depicting the key changes in terms of routing 
and aircraft altitude are given at the end of this document.  Alternatively, for a much more 
personalised depiction visit the consultation website ( http://www.consultation.nats.co.uk ) and 
input your postcode to see exactly how the proposed changes will affect you. Not 1, or 2, but 11 
changes are under consideration for The Lee and the surrounding area, and all will increase noise 
considerably.  
 
Review the maps at the end of this document or click on the various radio buttons on the NATS 
interactive web pages to view the current and proposed routes from Luton towards the South 



and Southwest, from both the easterly and westerly runways; these and some of the Northolt 
departures are of most concern for the following reasons:  

 
 1.  These changes, if unchallenged and accepted, will be in place for a very long time and are 
designed to absorb future expansion.  
 
2. The Flight path changes as outlined in the consultation document will re-route outbound 
flights to the SW over the rural Chilterns at levels much lower than they currently do today and 
with much greater frequency (see attached maps) – a double whammy when the effects of 
reduced altitude on noise discussed above are factored in. Put simply, the main flight path from 
Luton to the SW from Luton’s westerly and easterly runways will pass over the Chilterns at 3000 
to 4000 feet.  
 
3. The anticipated expansion at Luton will magnify and exacerbate the impact these changes will 
have upon the Chiltern AONB. The Lee and the surrounding area and will be very seriously 
affected indeed, as NATS anticipates up to 10+ flights an hour during the day from Luton alone. 
 
Conclusion 

The need for change is obvious and not disputed. The congested airspace in the Southeast of 
England needs to be redrawn. However, NATS has applied inadequate criteria when designing 
the proposed changes and has not by its own admission considered or sought to mitigate in any 
way the fact that noise is far more intrusive in a rural environment with low ambient noise levels.  
 
There will be serious consequences for residents and visitors alike, and it is they that will have to 
live with the intolerable environmental burden that these new routes, exacerbated by proposals 
that also reduce the height aircraft will fly above the ground during departure (particularly over 
The Lee and higher areas of the Chiltern AONB) will bring. General Aviation light aircraft are 
obliged to transit the area below controlled airspace, and may also have to fly lower than they do 
now as a consequence.  
 
Noise levels will also be amplified as aircraft accelerate and climb on departure through the 
Chiltern AONB and the rapid and continuous increase in the number of aircraft anticipated to be 
using Luton Airport in the future, including possibly much larger ‘Jumbos,’ will simply magnify 
and compound all of the detrimental consequences discussed.  
 
The changes proposed by NATS pose a very real and extremely serious threat to the very nature 
of the Chiltern Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, The Lee, and the surrounding area. Be in no 
doubt, the current environment will change immeasurably for the worse, so please oppose them 
vociferously and voice your objections (there isn’t much time) by contacting the following: 
NATS via the consultation process, your Local, District, and County Councils; your MP; any 
other influential person, body or society you can think of. Thank you in advance for your 
support. 
 
 

Click ‘BACK’ to return to The Lee website 


