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Farnborough Airport Noise 
 
 
This is a brief summary of the causes of aircraft noise in this area and how the changes at 
Farnborough Airport have made the situation worse.  
 
Everyone has a right to a ‘quiet life’ that is enshrined in the Human Rights Act. The 
government, through various legislation, has established protected areas e.g. National 
Parks and Areas Of Outstanding Natural Beauty where peace, quiet and the environment 
should be protected. It has also put in place guidelines for the CAA to design and control 
the airspace to reduce noise disruption over these places and the population overall.  
 
It is therefore hard to understand how the proposed changes at Farnborough and the 
surrounding airspace comply with the legislation and guidelines. Farnborough provides 
private jet services to a very small number of ultra-wealthy individuals and celebrities. 
Business flights are a relatively small proportion. On average there are 2.4 passengers per 
plane (Farnborough data). The aircraft generally fly to destinations that are serviced by 
commercial flights and the emissions from these flights are about 70 times more than a 
person flying the same journey on a scheduled flight.  
 
The airport employs a relatively small number of people (about 150) and most of the 
aircraft are registered outside the UK. No tax and duty is paid on aviation fuel so it is 
erroneous to suggest that the airport and its operations will have a significant economic 
benefit to this area or the UK overall. 
 
The airport is owned by Macquarie Infrastructure and Real Assets (an Australian 
business). The business makes much of its sustainability credentials and investments in 
green energy but says little about the most polluting transport infrastructure it has 
invested in. https://www.mirafunds.com/uk/en.html 
 
 
Sections: 
 

1. Why are we seeing and hearing more aircraft? 

2. The airspace changes aren’t working 

3. The airspace changes are dangerous 

4. There aren’t supposed to be aircraft flying low in this area 

5. What can be done about aircraft noise? 

 
  

https://www.mirafunds.com/uk/en.html
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1) Why are we seeing and hearing more aircraft? 
 
There are several reasons why aircraft noise has increased recently and they are related. 
 
Farnborough Airport was established as an airport for private jets in 2003. It was acquired 
by TAG in 2007 with the aim to become the largest private jet airport in the UK. In 2009, 
TAG applied to increase the number of movements from 28,000 a year (2,500 at weekends) 
to 50,000 a year (9,000 at weekends). A movement is a departure or landing. Rushmoor 
Council refused the application but it was overruled by the secretary of state. At the 
moment it is operating at about 30,000 movements a year but is at maximum capacity 
during weekends. TAG sold Farnborough Airport to Macquarie Investments in 2019 and they 
intend to grow the business to 70,000 movements a year and increase the number of flights 
at weekends. The airport has stated that it has capacity for 100,000 movements a year. 
 
To put this into context: 50,000 movements a year equates to an average of 160 
movements a day. That’s an average of 11 movements an hour but they are peaking at 20 
an hour. That can (and frequently does) mean an aircraft going over every three minutes. 
 
But this doesn’t explain why some areas have seeing huge increases in jets overflying – from 
a few a day in 2018 to 160 a day now.  
 
A public consultation started in 2012 and has continued over several years. The consultation 
papers can be found here https://www.caa.co.uk/Commercial-industry/Airspace/Airspace-
change/Decisions/Farnborough-Airport-airspace-change-proposal/. 
 
Previously, the airspace around Farnborough was unregulated. Any plane, helicopter, 
balloon or glider could fly anywhere in this area without permission up to 3,400 feet high.  
The consultation looked at making the area ‘controlled airspace’ so only jets and other 
approved aircraft could use it. The argument put forward by the airport was that it would be 
safer (as other aircraft would need permission to enter the controlled airspace). Additional 
benefits would be that Farnborough jets would fly a more direct route on takeoff/landing 
and fewer people would be overflown (so fewer people would be impacted by the noise). 
The changes to airspace came into effect in February 2020. They are complicated but the 
diagram below shows the controlled airspace e.g. CTA4 above Frensham/Milford is 2,500ft 
at the lowest and 3,500ft at the highest. CTA1 above Guildford is 2,000ft – 2,500ft. 
 

https://www.caa.co.uk/Commercial-industry/Airspace/Airspace-change/Decisions/Farnborough-Airport-airspace-change-proposal/
https://www.caa.co.uk/Commercial-industry/Airspace/Airspace-change/Decisions/Farnborough-Airport-airspace-change-proposal/
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Within the controlled airspace, there are designated flightpaths for departures and arrivals 
from the east and the west. 
 

 
 
The new airspace was a proposal that was to be reviewed in March 2021. Of course Covid-
19 hit and it is only now that the volume of flights has recovered to pre-pandemic levels. 
The proposed regulations mean that jets have to approach and depart along specific 
corridors. It means that while many people have fewer flights over them, some people get a 
LOT more. While the logic may be sound, it misses a key point. While fewer people may be 
overflown because the flight paths are over rural areas, the flights are more disruptive to 
those people as the rural/village areas are quieter. Large towns have a higher background 
noise and people are relatively less disturbed. 
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Another reason why there are more and noisier aircraft is that all the non-commercial 
aircraft such as light aircraft and helicopters that don’t have permission to use the 
controlled airspace have to fly under it. Aviation requires a minimum separation of 1,000ft 
so these aircraft are generally flying at a maximum height of 1,500ft – 2,000ft. As these 
aircraft are flying at about half the height they were in the past, they are about four times 
noisier to someone on the ground. 
 
But there is another factor causing some areas south of Farnham to experience an even 
greater density of aircraft. Normally, aircraft can’t fly below 1,000ft from the ground….. and, 
with the required separation, they can’t fly above 1,500ft if there are aircraft in the 
controlled airspace at 2,500ft. Many of the hills around here are 300ft – 700ft which doesn’t 
give enough space for aircraft to be high enough from the ground and low enough to be 
under the controlled airspace. So what is happening is that many aircraft are flying ‘through 
the valleys’ which means aircraft flying from east to west fly a route over Guildford through 
the North Downs ‘gap’ then they fly west along the river Wey valley over Shackleford, 
Elstead, Tilford, Alton and then out of the controlled airspace where they can fly higher. I’ve 
talked to several pilots who have looked on their navigation/routing systems and they have 
confirmed this. It’s a bit like living out in the middle of the countryside but satnavs take all 
the traffic through tiny narrow roads because it’s the shortest route. 
 
Example of a helicopter using the ‘Guildford Gap’ (and second one flying the same route) 

 
 
 
I believe there is another reason for the increase in noise. There is a higher level airspace in 
the area that is used by Heathrow and Gatwick. I’m seeing a lot more large commercial 
aircraft going over at 7,000 – 9,000ft using these airports. I think they are flying over this 
area more because of the controlled airspace. Previously, large commercial jets would have 
avoided it in case there were unregulated aircraft using it so there would be a greater risk to 
aircraft safety. I have a meeting with a member of NATS (air traffic control) at Farnborough 
and will discuss this. 
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Example of commercial aircraft flying over this area 

 
 
 
Of course we also have significant numbers of military helicopters flying low over this area 
(Chinooks, Apaches and Merlins) and commercial jets turning into Lasham where there is an 
aircraft service business. 
 

 
 
 
2) The airspace changes aren’t working 
 
The original Farnborough Airport consultation put forward the argument that jets would 
follow designated flightpaths and this would mean fewer circling jets and a more direct 
route to/from the airport which would reduce noise and emissions. It would also reduce the 
number of people overflown. However, aircraft aren’t following the designated routes and 
they are still circling over the area, impacting more people.  
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Wrong flightpath (defined corridor in red) 

 
 
Aircraft arriving from the north looping round the south – increasing people overflown 

 
 
Aircraft circling at low altitude – increasing people overflown 
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These events are happening every day and I have raised these issues with Farnborough 
Airport. They say that NATS is directing the aircraft so they can only do what NATS tells 
them. 
 
3) The airspace changes are dangerous 
 
As discussed earlier, airspace above this area is now controlled airspace (2,500ft or 3,000ft 
base). Any aircraft entering this airspace must have permission. I’m sure this has increased 
the operational safety of jets as all other aircraft should keep out of this airspace unless 
they’re given permission. However, throughout the UK, there are breaches of controlled 
airspace on a regular basis and these are often investigated by the CAA.  
 
What isn’t recognised is the increase in risk for aircraft below 2,500ft. There are many more 
aircraft operating in a very narrow range of heights to keep out of the controlled airspace. I 
frequently see aircraft taking avoiding action (which is good) but some aircraft, such as 
gliders and microlites, are very difficult to spot when you are busy flying your own aircraft, 
navigating and potentially communicating on the radio at the same time. It seems 
inevitable, given the volume of air traffic, that there will be a mid-air collision at some time. 
 
I’ve mentioned the minimum height of aircraft to be 1,000ft above towns. International 
aviation law allows aircraft to fly as low as 500ft above unpopulated areas. Some pilots see 
fields and think the area is unpopulated and fly as low as 500ft (sometimes lower) but this is 
irresponsible. Drones and model aircraft can be flown up to 400ft, a shotgun has a range of 
700ft (e.g. clay pigeon shooting) and given that an engine failure at 500ft means a pilot has 
about a minute and 2 miles to find a place to land, it is far too low.  
 
 
4) There aren’t supposed to be aircraft flying low in this area 
 
Noise pollution is a significant problem in modern life. Effort is made to make car and jet 
engines quieter. Road surfaces are made to reduce noise. Environmental legislation is in 
place to restrict the volume of noise and when it can be made. But aviation seems to be the 
exception to most of these regulations. 
 
Aircraft are exempt from noise reported as antisocial behaviour (compared to cars, 
machinery or people). Many of the light aircraft flying these days are 30 – 50 years old and 
were built in a time when engine noise wasn’t a consideration. In fact many piston engine 
light aircraft are now noisier than jets. There is also no restriction on when aircraft can fly 
overhead (different to when airports can operate). 
 
The government has established areas like National Parks to protect the environment and 
provide a space for peace and quiet. There are government guidelines for the CAA to 
implement when they design and plan air traffic in the UK. These are the ‘Air Navigation 
Guidelines 2017’. The relevant section is below: 
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The guidelines state that: 
 

 
 
But there are aircraft flying all the time, every day, long distances over National Parks and 
AONB well below this height when they can fly higher and the Farnborough controlled 
airspace has pushed even more aircraft to a lower altitude. You may have seen the 
helicopters operated by Castle Air that fly the entire journey at 1,700ft from Biggin Hill to 
Cornwall several times a day over numerous national parks and AONB. Nothing is done 
about it by the CAA. 
 
On top of that, flight training schools from 50 miles away fly to this area to practice. I spoke 
to one school that was operating from Cotswold Airport and using this area! Yet much of 
this area is in the North Downs National Park and Surrey Hills AONB and should be 
protected. 
  
It seems ridiculous to have recently established the North Downs National Park, then to put 
in place restrictions that result in large numbers of aircraft to fly over it at low altitude.  
 
 
5) What can be done to tackle aircraft noise? 
 
When Farnborough Airport Ltd was approved, the government required that an 
independent committee was established to ensure the various bodies were represented. 
This is the Farnborough Airport Consultative Committee (FACC - http://www.facc.org.uk/). 

It comprises of representatives from the airport, some local councillors and other bodies, 
such as NATS, Farnborough Airport Residents Association, etc. There are many problems 
with the committee: 
 

• Many councils weren’t consulted regarding the original proposals and have no 
representation on the committee despite residents in those councils being 
significantly impacted (e.g. Guildford) 

https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.facc.org.uk%2F%3Ffbclid%3DIwAR2ROInikMfh7kY0HSXMl7Nff_oeSJN1JIlekCLq2Wp6mS7iRnSN4nQJ5rU&h=AT1tGdr7qDCXxvQFxr4Ai_CNGoBp7EKUvmKoA-83brdTTZ4GjwnBheTna2jMb-AfyhZcS3W8awznogl5pAfj3VEP0nGHmjOpaQ147hhADl2wKyf6-fF5kF-k40VwxslrEW6AaC1OsyGlYCBjsQ&__tn__=-UK-R&c%5b0%5d=AT0bVrGRHoCGkq5twJ_55Rfas-80y6u_0PiLQwKJ48BNcYHYjX5G6JE83C5biRW9LKUBQvmKtZgAYIwoqS2lK3wugUYrzTwUXnZLWGCBuuLwxwRXFutv_pHKLvclmw-zA9-cODBNpS5nyOc5hh-l6nHSUQCQlC3eUyogx203IBJ1r8ViNIeG9-pqcGpTFPR_ypT9OOF2b5ML84SCpA
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• It isn’t independent as the chair and secretary are aviation people. This has led to 
frustration from councillors and the public regarding the constitution of the FACC. 
For example, questions submitted via the FACC to FAL have not been answered and 
the FACC has not required it to do so. The FACC meeting in June was volatile and 
concerns were raised by councillors. These meetings are recorded and you can 
watch them on YouTube (https://www.youtube.com/embed/bwd4JYKrvI0) 

• The focus 12 years ago was the impact of noise. Awareness of the impact of climate 
change has grown since then and private jets are huge CO2 emitters (about 70 times 
more than a commercial flight per passenger). There is no representation on the 
committee regarding the environmental impact of the airport and flights, and there 
should be 

 
FAL must record complaints of noise and over flying raised by the public but it ignores 
complaints where an aircraft deviates from the agreed route if NATS tells it to fly that route 
and it ignores noise more than 3 miles from the airport. Therefore, the majority of 
complaints are not registered as a breach and FAL appears to be complying with its noise 
and disturbance obligations. Complaints from the public are reviewed by the FACC but it has 
no powers. 
 
A Post Implementation Review (PIR) was to be conducted to assess the impact of the new 
flightpaths. It was delayed from 2020 to 2021 because of Covid-19 and is due to happen in 
October. However, the PIR is not going to assess the true impact of flight operations as it is 
only concerned with noise from jets – not the additional noise from more aircraft flying 
lower because of the airspace changes and it is only measuring the noise of jets at the 
airport – not in the rural areas that are now overflown. If the PIR takes place without 
properly assessing the wider aspects, the flight path changes will be formalised with no 
challenge which will open the door to permission for a further increase in flights. 
 
The best way to get your concerns across regarding Farnborough Airport is via the 
councillors who represent residents on the FACC. The councillors in the FACC are listed on 
the FACC website. You can of course write to your MP. It is also worth reporting noise issues 
so at least they are registered and this can be done by: 
 

• Calling the airport on 01252 526001 

• Emailing your complaint to complaints@farnboroughairport.com 

• Using the online tool - https://webtrak.emsbk.com/fab 
 
 
You can also attend the FACC meetings (next one in October 2021) and you can get more 
involved with the Farnborough Noise Facebook page 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/505992344059468.  
 
 
The airspace changes and the government legislation is large and extremely complex. I have 
tried to explain the situation honestly and as simply as possible. There will be other 
interpretations of the situation and the legislation. The views expressed above should not 
be regarded as a complete and comprehensive explanation.  

https://www.youtube.com/embed/bwd4JYKrvI0
mailto:complaints@farnboroughairport.com
https://webtrak.emsbk.com/fab?fbclid=IwAR3S1hFZkjfMjxBgtOHYRoRGSOAVbVsEOg8zruiYCPdTAsLU0lC5CGnp2gI
https://www.facebook.com/groups/505992344059468

