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NEWCASTLE AIRPORT AND ITS OPERATIONS: A BRIEFING: October 2019 

 

A. INTRODUCTION 
The aim of this document is to fill in some background and then to 
describe the current operational and management context for Newcastle 
Airport as ANAG sees them.  It will also look at some of the factors that 
impact on this.  In particular, it will look at how changes in the ownership 
and management profile of Newcastle Airport over the last 20 years have 
influenced the way the Airport works and effect it has on the 
communities around the Airport. 
In this context, it is worth remembering that the operating environment 
for the aviation industry is especially favoured.  Aircraft noise is exempt 
from legal controls in the UK.  This applies to environmental and health 
and safety legislation and any civil actions taken against airports and 
aircraft operators on the grounds of noise impact.  Aviation fuel is also 
exempt from VAT.  So, the aviation industry is insulated from the true 
costs of its operations in terms of health, of running costs and 
environmental and noise impact.  Newcastle Airport has additional 
benefits insofar as no planning restrictions have been placed on its 
operations. 

 

B. BACKGROUND 
1. Before the start of airport privatisation and other sell offs in the 1990s, 

airports generally had reasonable relationships and communications with 
local business and communities. 

2. Because airports were locally owned, they didn’t place profit above all 
other considerations, they didn’t have to. 

3. However, during the 1990’s the government of the day forced local 
authorities in the UK who owned businesses, including Airports, to sell 
them off - privatisation. 

4. If they hadn’t sold them, they would have been faced with reduced 
funding from central government.  The seven Local Authorities who 
wholly owned Newcastle Airport had no choice. 

5. So, Newcastle Airport went from 100% Local Authority ownership to 51% 
ownership in the 1990s.  

6. 49% of the Airport equity was sold to private enterprise. The first private 
stakeholder was Copenhagen Airport which is state owned.  This stake 
was later sold in 2012 to AMP Capital, an Australian investment and 
airport management company. 

7. Newcastle Airport, like many other privatised UK airports, is now run 
primarily to maximise profit and revenue to shareholders.  It has little 
choice and it has a legal obligation to shareholders. 

8. In order to maximise turnover and profit potential, it has switched to 
serving primarily short to medium haul scheduled and chartered flights to 
holiday destinations.  
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9. Most passengers using Newcastle Airport fly using either low cost or 
chartered services. 

10. Scheduled business flights now form a reducing percentage of its activity 
11. In 2014, Newcastle Airport submitted an Airspace Change Proposal (ACP) 

to the Civil Aviation Authority to prepare for the implementation of sat 
nav technology in the management of flight paths. 

12. The ACP was not concerned with airspace capacity issues because there 
are none.  It was concerned with technical improvements, with avoiding 
the Gliding Club at Thurrock Hill and with reducing the lateral spread of 
departing aircraft either side of the flightpath centre line. 

13. Airlines are reported as supporting the ACP because they believed that 
the change would reduce noise, emissions and deliver fuels savings.  None 
of this was quantified in the proposal. 

14. The proposal did not recognise that narrow flightpaths would increase 
noise impact for residents under or close to the departure flightpaths 
centre lines, no mention was made of this. 

15. The ACP was approved in 2014 and satnav was implemented in early 2017 
leading to the unannounced increase in noise we have experienced since 
then. 

 
C. INTERESTS AND CONFLICTS OF INTEREST 
1. The seven local authorities have a 51% shareholding in the Airport and 

receive from dividends accordingly. 
2. The 7 Local Authorities have statutory obligations to meet.  Austerity cuts 

of over 30% to their budgets have put many of these obligations at risk 
and there are more cuts to come.  The money from the Airport is a much 
needed income stream. 

3. However, the 7 Local authorities also have a statutory obligation to 
protect their communities and residents from negative environmental 
impacts including noise and emissions. 

4. 4 of the 7 do not have communities which are impacted negatively by the 
activities of Newcastle Airport.  None of these Local Authorities is under 
pressure from residents to take action on the impact of these activities 
and therefore have no reason to do so.   

5. The remaining 3 Local Authorities do have residents negatively affected 
by the activities of Newcastle Airport. Some pressure has been applied to 
these to look at taking action but none has done so. 

6. Newcastle City Council is the main Planning Authority for developments at 
the Airport.   

7. To date, no restrictions at all have been placed on Newcastle Airport that 
might restrict numbers of flights or night flights or types of aircraft that 
can use the Airport. 

8. If they take action to limit the Airport’s activities in any way, the Local 
Authorities might think that the income stream from the Airport would be 
at risk.   



Aircraft Noise Action Group 

ANAG NIAL Briefing October 2019 V2-0   
Page: 3  Print date: 13/10/2019 10:54 

 

9. If they take no action, they might not put the income stream at risk but 
they will effectively facilitate the negative environmental and noise 
impacts of the Airport’s activities. 

10. None of the 7 Local authorities has shown much interest in managing the 
environmental and noise impact of the Airport’s activities. 
 

D. FUTURE PLANNING: ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT – MASTERPLAN 2035 
1. The UK government intends to reduce greenhouse gas emissions to zero 

by 2050.  Aircraft emit greenhouse gases as does travel to and from 
airports along with other areas of airport operations. 

2. The airport has to produce a land use master plan every 5 years. The most 
recent one runs up to 2035 and, if its targets are achieved to any extent, 
the Airport’s direct and indirect negative impact on the environment will 
increase. 

3. This plan aims to more than double passenger numbers by 2035.  
4. To do this it will need to significantly increase the number of flights in and 

out of the airport. This will increase the Airport’s direct and indirect 
greenhouse gas emissions. 

5. It will also massively increase the noise impact of the Airport’s operations 
in terms frequency at key times of day and night as well as overall 
numbers of flights. 

6. However, in 2018 the number of aircraft movements at Newcastle Airport 
was at its lowest since 2006 with a total of 55,000 which is from a 
combination of lower growth and larger aircraft being used. 

7. The 2035 target is 83,300 movements, an increase of 51% over the 2018 
figure.  Even at the 2018 level, the noise impact is significant. 

8. The reason that aircraft noise has become a problem is that, in 2017, the 
Airport started to use satnav technology to fly departing aircraft down 
very narrow flightpaths to the West and East. 

9. Prior to 2017, departing aircraft were dispersed by up to 2 to 3 miles 
either side of the east and west departure flightpath centre lines 

10. Aircraft noise is specifically excluded from being prosecutable under any 
legislation including environmental and public health. 

 
E. FUTURE PLANNING: RUNWAY EXTENSION AND ASSOCIATED ISSUES 
1. Aircraft generally take off and land flying into the wind.  The prevailing 

wind is typically from the west around 70% of the time (though this 
reduces in the spring months each year). 

2. Thus, 70% of take-offs per annum are to the west into the wind, 30% to 
the east.  Conversely, 70% of landings are from the east and 30% from the 
west 

3. The master plan includes a proposed costly eastern extension to the 
Airport’s runway.  If carried out: 
a. Take-offs from and landings from the west will work as they do now. 

However, depending upon how the design of an extended runway 
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alters pre-established points such as thresholds or touchdown zones, 
the take-off/landing profile may change 

b. Take offs and landings from the east may start further east. 
4. The extension will increase the noise and emissions impact on 

communities at the eastern end of the runway and affect communities 
which have so far been less affected. 

5. The longer runway will also facilitate the use of larger aircraft with a 
longer range which could offer direct flights to new destinations which 
are currently out of reach or financially unviable for the airlines to 
operate. 

6. Larger aircraft making longer flights are more likely to take off at night.  
There are no mandatory restrictions on night flights at Newcastle Airport. 

7. Distant destinations are currently served by short transfer flights to hubs 
like Heathrow, Dubai, Schipol or Charles de Gaulle airports.  Passengers 
then board a larger aircraft to inter-connect with their end destination. 

8. Noise contours published as part of the 2035 Masterplan indicate that the 
area covered by aircraft noise will expand to the east and west if the 
runway is extended. 

 
F. FUTURE PLANNING: VIABILITY AND RISKS 
1. There are significant risks to the Airport’s business which are out of local 

control.  None appears to be factored into the 2035 masterplan. 
2. Some of the risks are related to the costs of running and maintaining the 

Airport as it is now and to the servicing of any debts the Airport has 
incurred along the way. 

3. Other risks are related to development costs which could include the 
proposed new runway and any associated changes to existing services 
and infrastructure to meet CAA requirements applicable at the time. 

4. The revenues that the Airport might use to support its current operations 
as well as its funding requirements are at risk from economic and political 
factors that are forecast to have a particularly high impact on the North 
East 

5. Newcastle Airport’s primary market is in the North East of England.  The 
Masterplan acknowledges this though it expresses the aspiration that 
passengers might travel in significant numbers to Newcastle Airport from 
outside the region. 

6. However, in the North, passengers are well served by airports in 
Leeds/Bradford, Manchester, Edinburgh, Glasgow.  Local connecting 
flights also make the London airports an option for passengers in this part 
of the UK.   

7. Some forecasts indicate that, should Heathrow’s 3rd runway be built, 
there will be a significant negative impact on regional airport including 
Newcastle. 

8. So, Newcastle Airport has significant competition from other regional 
airports that already offer long distance flights that are currently out of 
Newcastle Airport’s reach.  
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9. In 2018 the number of aircraft movements at Newcastle Airport was at its 
lowest since 2006 with a total of 55,000, part of an ongoing downward 
trend.  The recent loss of Thomas Cook will also have a major negative 
financial impact unless and until other operators take up the slack. 

10. The UK Government reports (EU Exit Analysis: Cross Whitehall Briefing – 
January 2018) that the North East is very vulnerable to external economic 
factors. 

 
11. The North East sells a large percentage of its output to Europe.  Brexit in 

any form is forecast have a serious negative impact on the North East 
economy with a no-deal crash out based on WTO trading terms being the 
worst.  Similarly, it is expected that any decline or disturbance in the 
global economy will have a negative impact. 

12. Europe is experiencing a slowdown as are significant parts of the global 
economy.  At the time of writing this (August 2019) the German economy 
is reported as shrinking and at being at risk of recession.  The German 
economy is a core driver of the European economy.  

13. The tariff war between the USA and China is also having a downward 
effect on global trade. 

14. As the UK economy shrinks as a result of Brexit and of global trading 
conditions, unemployment will increase and the level of disposable 
income that might be used for holidays and holiday flights will reduce. 

15. There may be fewer passengers.  The Airport’s revenue from flight 
operations may shrink and related income from car parking and in-Airport 
franchises will fall if this happens. 

16. The acknowledged climate emergency and associated climate change are 
predicted to have an increasingly significant negative impact on the global 
economy as well as on the lives of people in the worst affected regions of 
the planet. 

17. As governments tackle the climate emergency, there is an increasing 
likelihood that aviation fuel will start to attract VAT and other 
environmental impact charges.  It is currently exempt. 

18. Fossil fuel costs are likely to increase as scarcity increases, resistance to 
fracking grows and the political instability in and around oil producing 
countries continues to impact. 
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19. Similarly, there is an increasing likelihood that governments will start to 
further restrict and/or increase the tax on the use of cars and other forms 
of private transport in order to address environmental issues. 

20. Limitations on the use of cars will additionally negatively impact 
Newcastle Airport’s income from car parking. 

21. So, there is a significant risk that flying and the activities associated with it 
will start to become much more expensive in the relatively near future.  

22. As costs increase and as negative economic factors damage disposable 
income levels, the affordability of flights will reduce. There may well be 
fewer passengers, the Airport’s turnover and revenue would then shrink 
accordingly. 

23. The 2035 Masterplan makes no reference to Brexit or to global economic 
factors and risks or adequately addresses the environmental impact of 
growth. 

 
G. FUTURE PLANNING: SHAREHOLDER REACTIONS 
1. It is assumed that AMP Capital has aspired to own 100% of Newcastle 

Airport as it does at Leeds/Bradford Airport. 
2. The 7 Local Authorities have shown no interest in selling, presumably 

because they believe they can continue to extract significant cash flow 
from it as described above. 

3. AMP Capital have now signalled publicly that they want to sell their 49% 
share.   

4. In this context, the Masterplan has a key role in representing the Airport 
as having huge growth potential in order to boost shareholder confidence 
and perceived value.  In doing so it portrays the Airport as having a major 
role in the development of the local economy even though it is primarily 
used for holiday flights. 

 
H. PURSUIT OF PROFIT: EFFECTS 
1. P-RNAV (satnav) was implemented on all Newcastle Airport departure 

routes in early 2017.  P-RNAV sends aircraft down a narrow path.  
Previously, departing aircraft were spread over a much wider area 
resulting in noise impact being shared. 

2. The Airspace Change Proposal submitted to the Civil Aviation Authority 
for this change indicated the Airport did not recognise that “some people 
are likely to be overflown with greater frequency …” resulting in an 
increase in noise frequency. 

3. Airlines were cited as being supportive because there would be fuel 
savings for them but this has never been quantified.   

4. The Airspace Change was driven primarily by a need for efficiency 
(reduced air traffic controller workload) that is profit related. 

5. The justification made no mention of Newcastle Airport being short of 
airspace capacity because it isn’t short of airspace capacity. 
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6. We have copies of the CAA’s assessment of the consultation, 
environmental and operational aspects of the Airspace Change Proposal 
(ACP).   There are negative comments from the CAA about the ACP in 
these assessments but especially in the environmental assessment. In 
spite of these, the ACP was approved. 

7. What we do know is that the consultation process around this ACP was 
flawed with little or no effort made to consult with the communities 
affected.  In addition no mention was made of noise increases for people 
living under the newly configured flightpaths.  This information was 
similarly missing from the Airport’s ACP proposal, this was flagged up as 
an issue by the CAA 

8. It seems the Airport may have assumed that a minimal or zero response 
to the consultation process constituted either approval or, at least, no 
opposition.  There is no rational basis for this assumption.   

9. We know that the CAA refused Leeds/Bradford an Airspace Change 
because its assessment of the consultation process flagged it as a failure.  
We also know that the CAA did not go any further and assess the 
operational and environmental impacts of the Leeds/Bradford ACP, it had 
no need to because of the consultation failure. 

10. We know that the CAA carried out operational and environmental 
assessments of Newcastle’s ACP and passed them.  We do not know why 
the CAA did not start with an assessment of the consultation process 
before going any further as it did with Leeds/Bradford. 

11. The Airport has refused to consider any further changes to flightpaths to 
mitigate the negative effects of P-RNAV.  It has done this on the grounds 
of cost but will not share its assessment or the methodology. 
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