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Airport noise
Most property development has taken place with full understanding of this factor
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The Delhi High Court order of February 2010 to DGCA regarding aircraft noise impacting the patients in the Indian Spinal Injuries Centre is the start of a new set of issues for the aviation industry. It is interesting to note that noise, as a subject, has been missing from Indian sensitivities. Loud blaring music played at weddings, parties and religious institutions, unnecessary blowing of car horns and railway trains passing habitation, blowing their shrill whistle are some issues that have not yet been at the forefront of Indian sensitivities. In the western world, noise pollution is as big a nuisance as water pollution and public sentiment on noise is very strong.

Aviation noise has become a big issue in developed countries. Many cities around the world close their airports at night so that the neighbourhood can sleep in peace. However, one has not heard of the railways or motorways closing down due to noise pollution.

The movement against noise pollution is a neighbourhood protest movement and has local political sensitivities. Many airports have gone under ‘night curfew’ because of such protests. The International Civil Aviation Organisation, taking this into account, has looked into various aspects of the problem and has managed, over the years, to ensure that aircraft engines become much quieter and landing procedures at airports be improved to cause the least amount of noise impact on the neighbourhood. However, whenever it came to the issue of making air laws or ‘standards’ on noise issues, the industry hesitated. In fact, India has been the leading country in this respect, but has always found the developed countries blocking it. The issue is simple: If all the countries chose to, unilaterally, close down their airports at night then it will be difficult to operate non-stop long-haul flights, especially with new aircraft that can fly non-stop for 14-15 hours. It also reduces the capacity of airports, aircraft and air routes, many of which are already congested with increased air travel.

It is also true that most airports in the world are old and were constructed outside the cities. It is the cities that have grown around the airports.

This is also true of India. Palam in Delhi and Santa Cruz in Mumbai were outside city limits when they came up. Property developers and investors saw the opportunity for price escalation near the airport. Hence, most property development has taken place with full understanding that noise will be a factor. However, having purchased the property, owners form associations and NGOs protest against the noise.

Aircraft noise has come down over the years due to reduction in engine noise, while the number of aircraft landings and take-offs has gone up. To resolve the issue of noise, some airports have also undertaken to provide noise reducing windows in the neighbourhood, from their own fund, besides changing procedures for landing and take-off.

The closing down of airports at night (night curfew) has implications for other countries. The US and the European Union have fought bitterly over this issue. The EU had objected to US aircraft with old noisy engines (mainly cargo) landing at night in Europe. When the US offered to put ‘hush kits’ or silencers, the EU still did not budge. It was finally resolved in ICAO by a compromise solution.

In the current case in Delhi, the spinal injuries hospital has gone to court seeking the courts’ intervention. They claim that aircraft noise is having an adverse impact on their patients as the hospital is located near the flight path. It is not clear why they chose to put up a hospital in the first place at the said location, when they were aware of the noise emanating from the airport. The high court in its judgement has stated that “some immediate measures be taken so that the residents should not suffer”.

There is no easy way out of this problem. However, it is clear that those who have property or reside in an area impacted by aircraft noise have done so voluntarily, since the airport has been in existence much longer. It is also difficult to claim that they did not know that flight movements will increase, as we all know that growth in civil aviation is a reflection of economic growth and we should have anticipated it.

While I would not recommend a closing of airstrip or night curfew, DGCA should order that only aircraft with new engines, which produce less noise, are allowed to land at night.

The author is chairman of the International Foundation of Aviation, Aerospace and Development (India Chapter)  sanat_kaul@hotmail.com 
