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1.0 Introduction
London Luton Airport (LTN) is presently the fifth largest airport in the United Kingdom
(UK), handling almost 16.8 million passengers per annum (mppa) in 2018. It is the
only major UK airport that is publicly owned, with Luton Borough Council (LBC) being
the sole shareholder of the airport’s owner, London Luton Airport Ltd (LLAL). In 1998,
LLAL and LBC entered into a Concession Agreement with London Luton Airport
Operations Limited (LLAOL) for the management, operation and development of LTN.
This agreement, which lasts until 2031, means that LLAOL has complete responsibility
for, and control over, the day-to-day running of the airport and short-term improvement
works but LLAL retains responsibility for the long-term strategic direction.
Current passenger growth trends show LTN to be one of the fastest growing airports
in the UK, and it is forecast to reach its currently permitted capacity of 18 mppa in the
very near future.
In December 2017, London Luton Airport Limited (LLAL) published its ‘Vision for
Sustainable Growth 2020-2050’. The Vision outlined LLAL’s intention to make best
use of the existing runway at London Luton Airport (LTN) to provide the maximum
benefit to the local and sub-regional economy; to deliver good levels of service; and
to actively manage environmental impacts at the local and wider levels in line with
LLAL’s wider commitment to responsible and sustainable development.
LLAL has identified an opportunity to further expand the capacity offered at LTN to
contribute to meeting the growing demand for air travel in the South-east of England
over the longer term, in turn helping the Government to meet its ambitions to increase
freight and passenger movement capacity and deliver wider economic benefits to the
UK economy. This document is part of LLAL’s second consultation on the ‘Future
LuToN’ project, comprising proposals for making the best use of LTN’s existing runway
by constructing a new terminal and associated infrastructure in order to increase the
capacity of the airport in terms of the number of flights and passengers that it can
handle.
A non-statutory consultation (NSC) was held for ten weeks in summer 2018, seeking
views on options for the expansion of the airport up to a capacity of 36-38 million
passengers per annum (mppa). Following consultation, it was decided that the scope
of the project would be limited to 32 mppa compared to the current consented capacity
of 18 mppa. The reasons for this are explained in the Non-Statutory Consultation
Feedback Report.
In this consultation, LLAL is seeking views on:
i.

The proposals for delivering extra capacity, in terms of the layout of LTN
and its supporting infrastructure;

ii.

The assessment of the effects of the airport’s growth;

iii.

The proposals to maximise the benefits and manage the adverse effects
of expansion.

As the project is seeking consent for airport-related development that would expand
LTN’s permitted capacity by more than 10 mppa, it is a type of development that
qualifies as a Nationally Significant Infrastructure Project (NSIP) under the Planning
Act 2008. As such, LLAL must apply to central government for a Development
Consent Order (DCO) to authorise the expansion plans. LLAL intends to submit a
3
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DCO application for works that will allow LTN to expand to accommodate 32 mppa.
The vision to maximise the use of the runway up to 38 mppa in the much longer term
remains. The application will be examined by the Planning Inspectorate and decided
by the Secretary of State for Transport, rather than Luton Borough Council.
This report accompanies the ‘Guide to Consultation’, in which there is a high-level
summary of the project, the application process and a series of questions that enable
respondents to give us their views. More information about the DCO process can be
found in the ‘Guide to Consultation’.
In order to assist in responding to the questions, this document provides more
information on the process of airspace change. It is important to recognise that local
and national airspace change forms part of a wider Government initiative currently
underway and is not being driven by the DCO process. However, it is recognised that
this process is of interest to respondents, and so this document seeks to provide the
necessary background on airspace change that is taking place. In addition to
explaining the broader context of airspace change, this report goes on to explain what
this could mean for LTN and the interaction with the DCO process, including how we
have considered airspace change to inform the ‘Preliminary Environmental
Information Report’ (PEIR). It is part of a suite of documents accompanying the ‘Guide
to Consultation’ as illustrated in Figure 1.1 below.
Figure 1.1: Consultation Documentation
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2.0 Background to the Need for Change
Despite its necessary complexity, airspace in the UK has remained largely unchanged
for decades with much of it designed in the 1950s and 1960s, including most of the
arrival and departure routes serving airports in the Southeast of England. The number
of aircraft in the skies has grown significantly over that time. The airspace over the
Southeast of England has the highest volume of traffic across the country and some
adaption of the historic airspace has been necessary to accommodate the growth to
date. Where carried out, these additions and adaptions have however added
complexity to the airspace system in many areas.
The current airspace, illustrated in Appendix A was designed around ground-based
navigation instrumentation and does not utilise modern available technologies.
Current flight paths often do not permit optimal aircraft climb or routings, with the result
that there is greater fuel burn, increased aircraft emissions and, potentially, greater
exposure to noise for those living under the flight paths than may be strictly necessary.
The complex interactions between the airspace around each airport is a key factor
limiting the ability to optimise flightpaths within the current airspace structure and,
indeed, LTN’s own departure and arrival routings are impacted by the other London
airports, particularly London Stansted and London Heathrow.
“As a result of modernisation, we can
also expect to see a large reduction in, or
the elimination of, planes queueing in
holding stacks over the UK, with any
remaining stacks operating at higher
altitudes. These changes will bring
reductions in carbon emissions and noise
benefits to those living underneath the
holding stacks and reduce emissions.”
Department for Transport, Aviation 2050, December
2018, Para 3.17

The current inefficient airspace can
lead to delays to passengers and,
crucially, constrains the number of
flights which can be handled over the
Southeast of England as a whole. With
demand for air travel expected to
continue to grow, it is recognised by the
UK Government, in its recent
consultation on the future of UK
Aviation: Aviation 2050, that changes
to the airspace are now necessary to
prevent increases in passenger
disruption, economic costs and

environmental impacts.
A key technological development which has not been widely implemented in the UK
at present is Performance Based Navigation (PBN) reliant on satellite navigation
technologies, which has the ability to accurately provide pilots and air traffic controllers
with a predicted trajectory that identifies the point at which an aircraft will arrive in
certain airspace. This is a system which is being rolled out internationally and will be
in widespread use by the time the proposed expansion is operating. More accurate
information from the PBN system is expected to enable more direct routings to be
introduced, with greater predictability and is expected to allow historical airspace
protocols, such as ‘stacking’, to be abandoned in favour of more direct routings on
arrival to airports. The technology also allows aircraft to fly more accurately in the sky,
providing an opportunity to consider airspace design which avoids more noise
sensitive areas.
The Department for Transport (DfT) recognises that there is an interaction between
airspace change and noise policy, in particular related to lower level airspace below
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7,000 feet (2,134m), where the process is expected to adhere to national noise policy
in any redesign. The policy interactions are illustrated in Figure 2.1.
Figure 2.1: DfT Proposals for the Implementation of Noise Policies

Source: Aviation 2050 Figure 9
The benefits of airspace change were further considered by the DfT in the Upgrading
UK Airspace Strategic Rationale document of 20171, with specifically key identified
objectives to:
•

Save passenger time and avoid delays through the provision of additional
airspace capacity when and where it is needed across the air transport network;

•

Cut aviation emissions per flight and save fuel by enabling greater efficiency;

•

Better manage noise impacts by reducing the number of aircraft overflying
population centres and holding at lower altitudes; and

•

Further enhance aviation safety by reducing airspace complexity and introducing
new technologies that help to manage the residual risks2.

This provides the context for why modernisation of airspace is considered essential
and how it interfaces with other relevant policies.

1
2

Upgrading UK Airspace: Strategic Rationale: Moving Britain Ahead, Department for Transport, 2017.
Ibid, para. 6.2.
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3.0 Airspace Modernisation Strategy
In the light of the benefits of modernising the airspace, and taking advantage of the
capabilities of PBN, the DfT has instructed the Civil Aviation Authority (CAA) to
oversee and manage the process of airspace modernisation in the UK. The CAA has
published a number of documents related to the process, including CAP 1711:
Airspace Modernisation Strategy, published in December 2018, which updates the
previous strategy and sets out an implementation plan. Specifically, new governance
and coordination arrangements have been put in place jointly by the DfT and CAA,
with the Airspace Change Organising Group (ACOG) charged with overseeing the
programme and ensuring coordination between all parties.
In overall terms, there are clear objectives set for the modernisation of airspace.
Combined with the development of new technology, the programme is intended to:
•

help to reduce aviation’s carbon emissions, contributing to ambitions such as the
global industry goal to reduce net emissions by 50% by 2050;

•

reduce the need for stacking, where aircraft join a circular queue to land at busy
airports, helping to reduce carbon emissions and noise impact;

•

create opportunities for airports to manage how noise impacts local communities,
including the introduction of ‘planned breaks’ for noise respite;

•

increase the resilience of the air traffic network, so we can all be more confident
that both holidays and travelling for work will not be affected by unnecessary
delays;

•

increase airport capacity, providing more choice and better value for
passengers.3

The Airspace Modernisation Strategy sets out how the airspace will be modernised
with a target implementation date for change commencing in 2024, in time to ensure
that the required changes to facilitate the introduction of a third runway at Heathrow
from 2026 are in place.
The strategy identifies 15 initiatives that will deliver the required change4.
amongst these for LTN are:
•

Terminal Airspace Redesign in Southern England (above 7,000’)

•

Lower airspace (below 7,000ft) Satellite Navigation Route Replications

•

Lower airspace (below 7,000ft) Satellite Navigation Route Redesign

Key

The latter two initiatives involve potential re-design of flightpaths in the vicinity of
airports both to comply with PBN requirements and to fit with the broader redesign of
airspace above 7,000’. In combination, this programme for the Southern part of
England is known as FASI-S5. National Air Traffic Services (NATS)6 has been charged

3

https://www.nats.aero/news/lead-for-new-uk-airspace-modernisation-team-appointed/
Civil Aviation Authority CAP1711, Airspace Modernisation Strategy, December 2018, Table 1.
5
Future Airspace Strategy Implementation – South of England
6
NATS is an air traffic control provider that is responsible for en-route air traffic control (between airports) in
the UK as well as providing air traffic control at some airports
4
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with delivering the required change above 7,000ft and individual airports that below
7,000ft through a process coordinated by ACOG.
The airspace structure is illustrated in Figure 3.1 below.
Figure 3.1: Controlled and Uncontrolled Airspace

Source: CAA
In terms of the implementation of the strategy, any airspace change must be proposed
by an airspace change sponsor, usually a provider of air navigation services or an
airport, and proposals must meet the design requirements and consultation process
outlined in the CAA’s CAP1616: Airspace Design document, as discussed further in
the next section. Whilst in the Southern part of England, airspace modernisation
involves complex restructuring and requires a number of sponsors to work together to
make their proposals to the CAA, the approach being followed is that airports (or their
representatives) will be responsible for proposing airspace change below 7,000ft
(lower airspace), whilst NATS, as air traffic control providers for airspace above this
level, will be responsible for integrating the airport proposals into the terminal airspace
and upper airspace bands.
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4.0 Airspace Change Process
CAP1616: Airspace Design: Guidance on the regulatory process for changing
airspace design including community engagement requirements is the document that
defines the airspace change process document and replaces the former airspace
change process, CAP725. This provides for a more sustained consultation process
with communities and a full environmental assessment of the impact of any changes.
The process is outlined in detail by the CAA in CAP 1616, but essentially follows a
seven stage approach which is summarised in Figure 4.1. Each Gateway, as shown
in Figure 4.1, requires sign-off from the CAA before a change sponsor can move on
to the next stage in the process.
Figure 4.1: Seven Stage Airspace Change Process

Source: CAA
In summary, each of the stages covers:
Stage 1: The sponsor (airport) must determine whether there is a need for airspace
change and seek approval for this from the CAA. Assuming this is the case, then the
airport must start defining a number of Design Principles which are criteria that any
revised airspace design should meet. The design principles should be tested with
9
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local stakeholders. It should be noted that design principles could have a negative
impact as well as a positive ones and following stages will reveal the extent of these.
Stage 2: The airport must develop initial options based on the design principles and
publish these. Engagement with stakeholders will continue over these initial options,
and then they will be appraised in Stage 2B, including for their operational and
environmental impacts.
Stage 3: Based on the Stage 2 options and the appraisal of these options, the airport
will prepare its consultation strategy and documentation for agreement by the CAA to
ensure the public will be adequately consulted and that questioning will be unbiased.
Then the public consultation is undertaken and the responses are collated and
reviewed.
Stage 4: Following the consultation process, and taking into account the responses
received, as well as the appraisal results from Stage 2, the airport will consider the
need to update the design of the airspace change proposed. Any updates are finalised
and assessed ready for formal submission to the CAA.
Stage 5: The proposals are assessed by the CAA and a decision on their acceptability
is made.
Stage 6: Once approved in Stage 5, the airport, working with air navigation providers,
will implement the airspace changes.
Stage 7: The CAA will undertake a post-implementation review around 12 months
after the new airspace is implemented. This stage is not carried out with the intent of
running the whole process again, but rather to identify any need for changes to the
new airspace which can only be determined after a period of operational experience
is gained.
The FASI-S process requires coordination between the sponsors across all of the
airports in the Southeast of England and NATS throughout this process, and
particularly through Stages 2 to 5. Hence, the airport operators and air navigation
providers around London will be working together to determine acceptable solutions
which will maximise the benefits of airspace change for users and for affected
communities around each airport. The current expectation is that public consultation
across all of Southern England will take place in 2022, to enable implementation no
later than 2025.
This means that there will be no firm airspace proposals for any of the London airports
ahead of this date and any such proposals will be subject to their own environmental
assessment and consultation process.
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5.0 Implications for Luton Airspace
Airspace redesign for LTN is, hence, part of a much larger process requiring
substantial coordination across all airports and with NATS. It is recognised that the
airspace around LTN is influenced heavily by London Heathrow, including its ‘stacks’,
and London Stansted.
The DCO is not dependent on specific airspace changes in order to realise the planned
increase in capacity albeit, as the Government has made clear, the modernisation of
airspace more generally is required to cope with growth in demand across the UK as
a whole.
The process of promoting the specific airspace changes required at LTN as part of the
FASI-S programme rests currently with the existing airport operator, London Luton
Airport Operations Ltd (LLAOL).
In accordance with the FASI-S programme, LLAOL has commenced stakeholder
engagement on the required changes to local airspace below 7,000’. This consultation
has involved neighbouring local authorities and community groups as well as London
Luton Airport Ltd. Further details of this proposed airspace change can be found on
the CAA’s Airspace Change Portal:
https://airspacechange.caa.co.uk/PublicProposalArea?pID=109.
This change has passed Gateway 1 of the CAP1616 process and is now in the
Develop and Assess stage.
The agreed Design Principles are set out in Table 5.1 below.
Table 5.1: London Luton Airport Design Principles

Source: London Luton Airport Operations Ltd.
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Alongside these Design Principles, agreed with stakeholders, the CAA has recently
written to LLAOL to stress that the Design Principles must also include a requirement
for any change to accord with the CAA’s overall Airspace Modernisation Strategy as
set out in CAP1711 (see Section 2).
5.1

Potential Implications

As a result of the existing interactions with other airports, LTN has historically been
unable to fully optimise its flight paths to minimise the noise nuisance on the ground.
In its initial feasibility study into the potential benefits of airspace modernisation for the
DfT7, NATS estimated that there was scope for significant improvement in terms of a
potential reduction in the size of the 55dB8 noise footprint per flight at LTN of 27.8%;
the largest benefit of all but one of the airports modelled by NATS9. Whilst this is only
an indicative figure at this time pending finalisation of the new airspace design, it does
suggest that there should be significant benefits in the areas around LTN from the
modernisation of airspace.
Removing the constraint caused by the interaction with other flightpaths, which is one
of the key aims of the coordination exercise, and allowing a redesign of local flightpaths
should allow the airport operator greater flexibility to overcome some of the current
known issues, in particular in relation to the rate of climb of aircraft. Further details of
the potential changes that may be possible will become clearer through the
development and assessment of options through Stage 2 of the CAP1616 airspace
change process.
5.2

Short Term Issues

Short term airspace changes affecting LTN are also being considered outside of the
FASI-S process, including in relation to the Match/Detling10 departure route and also
through a proposal from NATS, known as AD6, which is related to the shared arrival
routes and holding points into LTN and London Stansted. The AD6 initiative is driven
by the need to increase capacity in the airspace for the two airports, but it is expected
to deliver benefits to those affected by the noise footprint. Whilst the specific
Match/Detling departure route proposals, initiated prior to the CAP1616 process, have
been put on hold and to a large extent incorporated within the FASI-S proposals being
developed by the Airport, AD6 continues to be developed by NATS and has recently
entered the Gateway 2a stage of the CAP1616 process. It is assumed that any
changes in the near term delivering a benefit will be retained as part of the wider
airspace modernisation process, and as a result it will be important to ensure full
thought is given as to the implications of this change.

7

Airspace Modernisation Supporting Documents: NATS Feasibility Report into Airspace Modernisation in the
South of the UK and the CAA Assurance into the NATS Feasibility Report, Department for Transport, 2018
8
dB is a Decibel, which is a unit of measurement for sound. Further information on this and the relationship
between aircraft noise and the impacts for people on the ground can be found in the PEIR Chapter 9
9
Airspace Modernisation Supporting Documents: NATS Feasibility Report into Airspace Modernisation in the
South of the UK and the CAA Assurance into the NATS Feasibility Report, Department for Transport, 2018, Page
53
10
These represent the names given to each departure route to allow them to be identified on navigation
charts and by the public.
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6.0 Implications for DCO Assessment
At present, the specific implications for LTN and surrounding areas of the wider
airspace change process are unclear and so cannot be expressly factored into the
assessments being carried out for the DCO process. As is the case with the DCO
process for the development of a third runway at Heathrow and for other airport
expansion proposals, the process of securing consent for development and for
airspace change is subject to separate processes and timescales. The indicative
timeline for each process as it relates to LTN is shown in Figure 6.1, these could be
subject to change.
Figure 6.1: Indicative Timescale for DCO and Airspace Change

Development Consent Order
Non-Statutory Consultation
Summer 2018

Wider Airspace Change

AD6 Arrivals Change

Stage 1: Design Principles Agreed

Stage 1: Design Principles Agreed

Current Point

Current Point
Statutory Consultation

Stage 2: Design and Appraisal

Stage 2: Design and Appraisal

October - December 2019

Jun 2019- Jul 2020

Aug 2019 - Feb 2020

Submission of DCO

Stage 3: Consultation

Stage 3: Consultation:

July 2020

Aug 2020 - June 2022

March 2020

Examination

Stage 4: Final Design & Submission

Stage 4: Final Design & Submission

2021

April 2023

Apr 2020 - Sept 2020

Decision

Stage 5: Approval

Stage 5: Approval

2021

January 2024

Feb 2021

Source: York Aviation & LLAOL
As a consequence, the core assessments for the DCO are being based on existing
flightpaths as a worst case assessment, taking into account the substantial
improvement expected based on NATS initial feasibility work as reported in the
previous section.
It is intended that further sensitivity analysis of the scope for improved procedures and
potential route changes, including respite routes, will be considered further as design
work progresses under the airspace change process. This will inform sensitivity
testing in the final Environmental Assessment accompanying the DCO Application.
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Appendix A – Current Flightpaths for London Luton Airport
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Source: Annual Monitoring Report 2019, LLAOL
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