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Dear Dr Naysmith

Further to your recent letter and my holding reply; I do apologise for not providing a detailed response until after the holidays, but this has afforded more opportunity to properly consider and investigate the important points you raise.

Clearly I have had to re-examine my letter of the 31 August 2000 to BAe and your quoted extracts which are pertinent to the light aircraft training circuits.  I am also liaising with Tim at Bristol City Council (BCC) who is now a regular attendee at the FACG.  It is clear the circuit training which is the principle area of concern, both for Bristol City and South Gloucestershire Council (SGC) residents.

We had widespread complaints when Royal Mail used Filton on a temporary basis for 4 night flights two years ago; although virtually no complaints were received from Bristol residents.  Paradoxically we had no complaints when a similar operation ran in 1989.  Prior to 2002 and CALF’s inception, we had markedly less circuit complaints from Bristol – even though there was then some circuit activity.  

This may indicate that people’s perception and tolerance to aircraft activity and flyovers are changing alongside the natural growth to the urban extension.  I only make this point as we are looking at all Filton’s activities and that Alan Haile, the Airfield Manager, has indicated that he is looking at all revenue generation options from the runway asset.  It would appear that there may be an opportunity to offset, in part at least, the circuits against other activities.

My letter in August 2000 was, I believe, an important turning point which saw BAe systems introduce a number of measures.  In 2000 we were receiving the bulk of complaint on circuits from our residents, and very little from Bristol residents.

To be fair Alan Haile then newly appointed, responded almost immediately to introduce the following:

1. Hours of operation curtailed, both week days and at weekends.

2. On Take-Off (predominantly 80% to the west) the Height of Turn into the circuit (of acute interest to Bristol’s Brentry residents and our Almondsbury residents) increased from 1000 to 1500 feet.

3. Enquiries from training circuit flyers at Bristol International Airport (BIA) at Lulsgate to come to Filton (due to the BIA expansion) resisted by BAe.

4. New business enquiries from helicopter training resisted by BAe.

5. The controversial extra circuit to fly south over Bristol formalised (but not introduced for the first time).

6. Alternate weeks’ flying between the 2 circuits to ensure regular periods of no flyovers to both groups of residents.

My letter, while being as factual as possible, was a deliberate attempt to press BAe on behalf of the residents to look at several issues of concern including the Concorde pleasure flights, the perception of unlawful small jet business flights, and increase in shuttle routes in addition to the circuits.

I felt it was important to try and establish a baseline of movements as at year 2000 in the event of any future increases in any aircraft movements.  In the absence of any clear benchmark to the extant and long established legitimate flying under the aerodrome licence, it was imperative to try and agree an acceptable level of activity.  As I understand the planning process, SGC  the local planning authority (LPA) then would have a basis for assessing the need for any future planning controls – either by change of use or intensification, ie material change of use or material intensification.  I was therefore, trying at least to control the future and not to just press BAe over past and present activity.  

With respect to your quotes from my letter to Alan Haile, Airfield Manager:  “It is evident from your own figures produced at the last ACG (Airfield Consultative Group) that these movements have nearly doubled since the inception of the ACG.”:-

Here I was alluding to the doubling of summer movements which was evident on the BAe’s produced figures from 1997 (inception of the FACG to year 2000).  I attach BAe’s black and white copy showing the consistent doubling for May to June, years 1999 to 2000.  My comment is correct although not specific as it omits to clarify it is only the usual summer blip when pilot training is more actively pursued.  My approach was to coerce, negotiate and press BAe to introduce changes to report at the next FACG and show progress to complainants, then mainly SGC residents.

The Councils do not have any figures relating to the amount of circuit training carried out since that time other than the data produced by BAe.  I have considered the robustness and validity of data and there may be recourse to gain access to BAe’s Flight Log.  The process, however, will be laborious and almost certainly involve appointing an aviation specialist to analyse a massive amount of data.  The approach may also require the Council seeking legal opinion if resisted by BAe.  

You further quote from my letter:

“the year on year growth of uncontrolled movements is not going unnoticed by the community and may press us to look again at the legal position”:-

My letter in the context was clear in referring to all movements and not just the circuits.  I was in fact primarily referring to jet aircraft as prior to 9/11 our residents were complaining of an increase in larger jets for routine maintenance flying in/out at unsocial hours.  The other aspect of the comment referred to growth in small commercial, private executive flights and shuttle runs.  Following the Airport Inquiry, comments were still surfacing in the local press of unlawful commercial flying to contradict the 1994 Appeal Decision.  Similarly we had just taken Counsel Opinion over the growing number of Concorde pleasure flights.

Returning to the circuits, we have pressed BAe many times on the amount of circuit movements and are repeatedly told that these have remained at about 16,000 to 17,500 movements per annum.   These are around 65% of all movements which range from about 23,000 to 28,000 since 1996 when regular recording of movements for the FACG were reported.

You finally quote from my letter:

“whether such increases could amount to an intensification of an existing use to an extent where planning permission would be required for such activities.”
Again the Airfield Manager on many occasions has pointed out that movements have not increased certainly since 1996 and evidenced by the routinely reported data.  I have always considered that a material change of use or an intensification of use to trigger the planning process as the only proper control SGC as the LPA can exercise; as you know aircraft activity is exempt from Statutory and Private Nuisance controls.  Unfortunately there are no specified limits to determine this and it was left to SGC to seek legal opinion in 1998 which advised that the “frequency of use” can be a determining factor.  It was on this basis that the temporary recent use of the Royal Mail was considered acceptable amounting to about 3% of Filton’s average recent movements.

As BAe will defend their movements as not increasing, SGC as the LPA, is as yet unable to intervene and is why my 2000 letter is important to set the baseline for any unacceptable future increases.  There can be no doubt that following the extensive complaints over the temporary use of Royal Mail’s night flights out of Filton, any expected Application is likely to amount to a permanent change of use and will justify a full planning application.

This may be the way forward however, particularly if the Applicant’s proposal is for day time movements.  As you are only too aware any application is likely to provoke an anti-airport reaction and fears of an expanding airport, but it would be controlled by planning conditions and could offset the troublesome circuit movements as indicated.  

It may also help with respect to circuits and the Bristol Campaign/CALF, to clarify the split-flying routes and their derivation:-

There has always been a southerly circuit as aviators, subject to weather and safety under the ‘rules of flying’ can select the southern route and often turn into the prevailing south west toward Bristol on the southern route.

SGC North/Bristol South Circuit Split %

Year
Random 





pre-2000

Variable split formalised



2000-2003

30/70%





2004

40/60%





2005

50/50%





2006

As you know circuits have flown out of Filton since the post war years with the Bristol University Air Squadron BUAS based there until about 1990.  Now there are only the Bristol Aeros and Bristol Flying Club operating out of Filton.

Following my August 2000 letter the random dual circuit flying was more formalised.  From year 2000 to 2003 circuits again more formalised with pilots encouraged to fly both circuits; in 2004 the percentage split was introduced and the 70/30 bias to Bristol appears to have sparked the Bristol Campaign when CALF was later formed.  

Our complaint record since 2000 correlates to the split with about 50 complaints in year 2000 reducing to 25 in 2006 when the 50/50 split was eventually agreed.

The debate over the split continues and I am working closely with Tim in Bristol City Council through the FACG to see if this needs reviewing.  Any change to the 50/50 split, currently preferred by BAe and the FACG, will have to be supported by more data and complaint analysis as informed to recent FACG meetings.

I hope this helps; I apologise for the length and detail but I am sure you appreciate the complexity of the issues required the wider explanation.

Yours sincerely

Neil Higgs

Environmental Protection Team

Cc
Helen O’Connor, Planning


FACG SGC Members


Tim Clarke, BCC

ENC

	Steve Evans, Director of Community Services
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