
RESPONSE BY THE PUTNEY SOCIETY TO GOVERNMENT CONSULTATION ON NIGHT FLIGHTS 

 

1.  The Putney Society is the civic society for Putney & Roehampton.  This is a generally attractive 

area, however, our lives are blighted by noise from planes approaching Heathrow, and the greatest 

harm is caused by night flights.  This is one of the biggest concerns of our members, and is one of the 

main reasons why this Society is strongly opposed to the construction of a third runway at 

Heathrow.  We also recognise that for over a quarter of a million people the noise problem is far 

worse than in Putney & Roehampton.  

 

The short term 

2.  The Government should act immediately to ban all flights between 23.00 and 07.00 at Heathrow, 

Gatwick and Stansted.  The ban should come into effect by 1 July 2021 at the latest - before, 

hopefully, the period when hot nights force people to sleep with their bedroom windows open.  For 

as long as the three airports have ample spare daytime capacity, there is absolutely no justification 

for any flights to operate at night.  This could well continue to be the case for some years to come.    

3.  At the time of drafting this response, there are only 15 arrivals at Heathrow before 07.00, and just 

one departure.  These 16 flights could easily all be accommodated in the 07.00 to 08.00 hour, when 

there are only six arrivals and one departure – or, indeed, the flights could be accommodated in any 

other daytime hour, since Heathrow is currently utilising only about one third of the capacity of one 

runway.  So the airlines concerned would have complete flexibility in re-arranging their schedules – 

and will have a similar degree of flexibility at the airports at the other end of the routes concerned. 

4.  We welcome and strongly support the proposal that, at the minimum, the noisiest (QC4) aircraft 

should be prohibited from operating at night, permanently.  This ban should also be applied to the 

23.00 to 07.00 period.  This is virtually a fait accompli anyway, since British Airways and Virgin have 

both now retired their Boeing 747s, and the other airlines operating at night, certainly at Heathrow, 

have long since switched to more modern, and quieter, aircraft types. 

5.  We also strongly support the proposal to ban QC2 aircraft from operating at any time in the Night 

Period, 23.00 – 07.00, and this ban should come into effect no later than October 2024. 

 

The longer term 

6.  We welcome the fact that the Government is seeking views on the policy principles which should 

apply for the period from 2024 onwards.  A fundamental change of approach is needed.  The 

Government`s current objectives on night noise are hopelessly vague and lacking in ambition.  The 

proposed addition of a sentence referring to a balance between benefits and dis-benefits is equally 

vague, and is no real improvement.  Policies on night flights have consistently, over many decades, 

given far too much priority to meeting the wishes of the airlines, and not nearly enough priority to 

reducing the disturbance endured by the long-suffering residents who live in the areas overflown. 

7.  Policies to date have invariably followed developments in technology, such as the introduction of 

quieter types of aircraft, and so have merely formalised what would have happened in any case. This 

pattern of always being behind the curve achieves very little.  Indeed, it would be only a slight 

exaggeration to say that night flight policies to date have been totally ineffectual and pointless. 



8.  If the government wishes its policies on night flights to have real impact and purpose in future, it 

needs to switch to a much more pro-active stance, in which it sets long and medium term objectives 

for the reduction and eventual elimination of disturbance caused by night noise, and provides 

powerful incentives in support of desirable improvements, such as the introduction of new aircraft 

types which are considerably quieter, and are introduced many years earlier, than would have been 

the case if the market was left to its own devices.  The fundamental objective should be to ensure 

that, by the earliest possible date, people are enabled to enjoy 8 hours of undisturbed sleep.  So the 

regime should cover the whole of the night period, 23.00 to 07.00. 

9.  The effort currently being devoted to the development of electrically powered aircraft provides 

an unprecedented opportunity for a huge leap forward in noise reduction at source.  Such 

reductions will also deliver substantial environmental and community benefits during day-time 

aircraft operations.  But the Government needs to ensure that new electric technology delivers the 

largest possible reductions in noise – this will not simply happen of its own accord. 

10.  The Government needs to seize this opportunity, by setting, in the near future, limits on the 

noisiness of aircraft permitted to operate at night (applying to at least Heathrow, Gatwick and 

Stansted) which are much more stringent than could be achieved by jet engines burning fossil fuels, 

and which are, at the very least, much quieter than any large aircraft currently in service.  The 

Government should set out within the next year or two what limits it intends to set and when it 

expects to bring them into force.  This may need to be a decade, or even further, ahead. 

11.  The governments of most countries probably would not be able to succeed in reducing the 

noisiness of future aircraft by taking such an approach, but the UK Government is in a privileged 

position.  This is because many airlines make such large profits from their night flights at Heathrow 

(because of the barriers to entry) that those airlines would make clear to aircraft manufacturers that 

they will need aircraft which comply with the future limits, and the manufacturers will know that 

those airlines will be willing and able to pay a reasonable price for those quieter aircraft.   

12.  These characteristics probably do not apply at any other airport in the world.  We must 

acknowledge that this will only hold good at Heathrow if aviation activity recovers, and the demand 

from airlines to operate at Heathrow reverts to being way in excess of the available capacity.  

However, if this does not occur, it would be possible to maintain indefinitely the near-term total ban 

on night flights which we advocate in para 2 above.  

13.  We must also acknowledge that this type of approach probably falls outside the spectrum of 

policies envisaged in ICAO`s “balanced approach”.  However, the approach we advocate is certainly 

not contrary to the balanced approach, since it is focussed on delivering noise reductions at source. 

14. If the Government considers that such dramatic reductions in noise at source are not feasible 

within a reasonable timescale, then this Society`s strong preference is for the Government to set as 

its fundamental policy objective the elimination of all flights between 23.00 and 07.00, so that 

people living under flight-paths should enjoy the same expectation of being able to sleep 

undisturbed as the general population does.   

15.  If the Government decides to carry on prioritising economic benefits (almost all of which accrue 

to airlines, many of them foreign, in the form of excess profits) above the health and well-being of 

British citizens, and decides against the elimination of all night flights at the three London airports 

within the medium term, then the Government should at least make clear that this is its long term 

objective, and should set ambitious objectives for the reduction of noise disturbance over the next 

10 to 20 years. 



16.   Such objectives could be delivered in three ways: 

a) through giving notice, at least a decade in advance, of much more stringent limits on the noisiness 

of aircraft permitted to operate at night, as advocated in para 10 above; 

b) by reducing the Quota Count limits at each of the three airports over the next decade much more 

rapidly than over recent decades, so as to encourage airlines to deploy the quietest available aircraft 

on their night-time operations at those airports – so that soon after new quieter types come on to 

the market, they are being used for most such night flights, well before the banning of noisier types; 

c) by improving the acoustic insulation of those residential properties, close to runway ends, where 

people`s sleep would still be disturbed even after the targeted improvements in the quietness of 

aircraft operating at night.  This work could be funded by a night noise tax, payable for each night-

time aircraft movement, directly related to the Quota Count rating of the aircraft concerned, and 

also related to the number of people impacted by night noise at the airport concerned.  So planes 

flying to or from Heathrow at night would pay much higher rates of tax than at any other UK airport.   

17. Put simply, Government should be a leader, and should seek to accelerate the rate of progress.  

Human beings are marvellously ingenious: set clear objectives, and allowed enough time, people will 

deliver impressive results.  So we urge the Government to be bold and ambitious, in accordance with 

the objective set out in para 3.3 of the 2019 Aviation 2050 Green Paper: “that the UK must be more 

ambitious on environmental protection to ensure that growth is sustainable”. 

 

The next consultation 

18.  In the forthcoming second stage consultation, the Government needs to conduct a much more 

thorough appraisal of the benefits and dis-benefits of night flights, by comparison with a base case 

of all flights operating during the daytime.  An assertion that night flights have large economic 

benefits is completely inadequate; substantial evidence and appraisal is required.  Furthermore, the 

appraisal should identify the ultimate beneficiaries of any economic benefits.  At Heathrow, because 

of the barriers to entry caused by the shortage of slots, much of the economic benefits are 

transferred, by way of higher fares, from consumers to airlines, many of them foreign, leading to 

super-profits for those airlines – another strong reason for a night noise tax.   

19.  Similarly for the environmental dis-benefits, the consultation should present an assessment of 

the significant amount of research which has been undertaken on the many forms of damage to 

people`s health caused by aircraft noise, and should also assess the reduction in economic 

productivity caused by people working when excessively tired.   

20. All elements of the appraisal should quantify the impacts of a range of policy options for each of 

the three regulated airports, and wherever possible should also estimate the economic values of 

benefits and dis-benefits, in order to inform and assist both consultees and Ministers taking 

decisions following the consultation. 

21.  If the forthcoming consultation fails to do this, it will be grossly inadequate as a consultation, 

quite possibly to the extent that it would be overturned on judicial review. 


