
A briefing from HACAN 

 

Night Flights Consultation 
This short briefing is to assist people who want to respond to the consultation.  It 

concentrates on the key issues for people under the flight paths.  It doesn’t cover 

every technical point in the document and it doesn’t answer each question. 

 
Note:  when submitting your response, there is no need to follow the questions in the 

consultation.  A short response setting out your own thoughts is quite acceptable.  We hope 

this briefing will help you do that. 

 

Key information 
 

In November the Department for Transport (DfT) published its consultation on the future of 

night flights at Heathrow, Stansted and Gatwick.  Our paper only deals with Heathrow. 

 

The consultation is called Night Flying Restrictions at Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted Stage 

2 Consultation  

 

It can be found at:  https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/night-flights. 

 

The deadline for responses to this consultation is 31 January 2014.  

 

Response forms are available on the Department for Transport website. Alternatively 

responses may be sent to night.noise@dft.gsi.gov.uk  or posted to:  

 

Night noise consultation  

Department for Transport Great Minster House (1/26)  

33 Horseferry Road  

London SW1P 4DR 

 

The DfT will announce its final decision by spring 2014. 

 

----------------------------------- 

 

Key recommendation: 

 
The key recommendation in the paper is that the DfT is proposing to extend the current 

night flight regime to autumn 2017, with just one change: it is proposing to extend the 

operational ban on the noisiest types of aircraft to include the 23.00-23.30 period. Such 

aircraft are already banned in the rest of the night period (23.30 – 07.00). 

 

The reason why the current regime is being extended for 3 years is to take account of the 

Airports Commission‟s report.  The Commission was set up in 2012 by the Government to 

assess the need for further airport capacity, particularly in London and the South East.  

Although it has not been specifically asked to look at night flights, its recommendations may 

have an impact on any future night flight regime. 

 

The Commission will produce its final report in summer 2015.  It will, though, produce an 

Interim Report in December 2013.  This Interim Report will do two things:  short-list schemes 

for new runways which the Commission wants to examine in more detail; and suggest short-

term measures to improve capacity at Heathrow.  This could conceivably involve alterations 

to the night flight regime. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/night-flights
mailto:night.noise@dft.gsi.gov.uk


Possible response 

 

There is a logic in the DfT wanting to tie in its future policy on night flights with the 

recommendations of the Airports Commission but, for local residents, the extension is 

bitterly disappointing.  For many, it means at least three more years of disturbance; of being 

woken up as early as 4.30 in the morning.  Night flights are waking people up more than 20 

miles from Heathrow.  It‟s always worth repeating that, according to the European 

Commission, 725,000 people live under the Heathrow flight paths, that is, 28% of all people 

impacted by aircraft noise right across Europe. 

 

The consistent call from residents‟ organizations, local authorities and most MPs, MEPs and 

GLA members representing people living under the flight paths has been for a ban on night 

flights from 11pm – 6am, with a progressive reduction between 6am and 7am. 
 

------------------------------ 
   

Trade-Offs 

 

The consultation is interested in views about possible trade-offs between ‘quieter’ planes 

and more night flights being permitted. 

 

Possible response 

 

We are very wary about this.  If night flights continue, the most important reassurance for 

residents is a firm cap on the number of flights allowed (at present, no more than 16 are 

permitted between 11.30pm and 6am on a typical night).  The DfT has made it clear there is 

no pressure on them to do away with a movements cap per se.  What they are considering is 

raising that cap if planes become quieter. 

 

Aircraft are becoming marginally less noisy but most residents say that it makes very little 

difference at night when background noise levels are much lower than during the day.  All 

planes landing before 6am are still noisy enough to wake people up as they are the large 

aircraft serving the inter-continental market.  Additionally, whilst larger engines are now 

quieter, the deep base sound (which disturbs sleep) of larger airframes is greater. 

 

For some years now the DfT has been eager to talk about the improved „noise climate‟ and 

„overall noise levels‟ at night.  This is fraught with danger as it is a vague concept, really 

designed to allow more planes to land before 6am.  It is in residents‟ interests for a clear cap 

on movement numbers to remain. 
 

-------------------------------- 
 

Trials 

 

The DfT is proposing updating the 1999 Guidelines to allow trials to take place over the 

next three years.  It is thought that these trials could involve plans to permit more planes to 

land before 6am in return for residents getting more weeks without any planes at all. 

 

Possible response 
 

Each trial would need to be looked at on its merits but there is a big concern that the 

trials could be a way of softening people up for more night flights in 2017.  Government 

and the aviation industry have realised that the huge unpopularity of night flights makes it 

very difficult for them to propose any increase, particularly before 6am.  The trials could be a 

way of getting more flights by stealth.   

 



Health impacts of night flights 

 

The DfT does not propose to ban night flights on health grounds but it is clear that it 

feels under pressure from the growing evidence of a link between aircraft noise and ill-

health.  It acknowledges that it is “possible that exposure to aircraft noise may be a risk factor 

for cardiovascular disease” but it says that the studies, including the recent ones from Imperial 

College (which found the risks of hospital admissions and mortality were around 10 to 20 per 

cent higher in areas with the higher levels of aircraft noise compared with the areas with less 

noise) do “not prove causality between aircraft noise exposure and these health risks, though 

they do add further evidence that this may be possible”. 

 

Possible response 

 

It is worth highlighting that, while not necessarily conclusive, all the evidence is pointing 

in one direction.  There are no studies emerging which suggest there is no link between 

aircraft noise and ill-health. 

 

--------------------------- 
 

 The economic costs of night flights 

 

The DfT has committed to review and revise the tool it uses to assess the economic costs 

and benefits of night flights.  The tool is called webTAG.  The DfT has said it “will review 

next year how best to reflect health effects from aviation noise in appraisal guidance. This 

will include both this latest evidence and research led by Defra and the Interdepartmental 

Group on Costs and Benefits of Noise. The aim of this review will be, where evidence is 

sufficiently robust, to develop methods and values that allow the various impacts of aviation 

noise, including health effects, to be taken into account in economic appraisal alongside the 

other costs and benefits.”  It will consult on a revised webTAG. 

 

Possible response 

 

This is potentially hugely important as, for the first time, the costs of sleep deprivation 

would be given a monetary value.  This is the approach recommended in the 2011 report 

commissioned by HACAN from the Dutch economic consultants CE Delft.  That report found 

that, at Heathrow, the economic costs of sleep deprivation and disturbance almost matched 

the economic benefits flights arriving before 6am brought to the wider economy. 

     

John Stewart 

Chair HACAN 

 

13 Stockwell Road, London SW9 9AU 

johnstewart2@btconnect.com  

 

 

 For those who do not have access to the internet, DfT says they will be happy to provide a 

hard copy of the consultation on request by emailing night.noise@dft.gsi.gov.uk or calling 

Colin Dunn on 020 7944 2216. 
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