GALBA briefing for WPP members: night flights & health —
why the frequency of flights really matters, Summer 2026

LBA wants to change night flight rules. LBA has said they want to shorten the regulated night time period from
8 hours to 6.5 hours and replace the cap on night flights (aircraft movements) with a noise quota count cap.
The frequency of night flights and the associated noise disturbance really matters for heart health.

How aircraft noise is measured

The frequency of night flights causes sleep disturbance, which has serious health impacts. This is why the
number and loudness of individual noise events, known as N60 and N65, should be considered alongside
average noise measures.

The N60 and N65 measures show the number of times you will experience being overflown by an aircraft
which emits a noise of more than 60 or 65 decibels (dB). For comparison, the mean average peak levels of
snoring recorded are between 50 and 65 decibels (dB). If you've ever slept near a heavy snorer, you'll know
how disturbing this can be.

N60 is used to assess the impact of noise at night, as 60dB corresponds to an indoor noise level of
approximately 45dB (with windows closed), which is the World Health Organisation’s recommended limit to
avoid negative health effects.[1] It should also be noted that the DfT’s latest research found that night time
aircraft noise causes 10% of people to be highly affected at 43dB and highly sleep disturbed at 44dB. At 46dB,
the percentage of people highly affected doubled to 20%. [2, 3]

Summary of the main health research findings

The frequency of noise events, not just the average nightly noise level, is a key cause of sleep

disturbance.

Repeated sleep disturbance is bad for heart health because it adds to long term cardiovascular risk.

Aircraft noise at night disrupts sleep even at relatively low average levels.

A single night flight can trigger physiological responses from heart rate increases, release of stress

hormones, all the way to waking from sleep.

Policies focused solely on average night time noise underestimate the harm caused and do not reflect

the actual impact experienced by people under the flight path.

e Measurements that capture the number of noise events, e.g. N60, offer a more accurate picture of night
time sleep disturbance.

The detail

1. Effects of individual events
e Decades of laboratory and field research show that each night flight noise event carries a probability of
waking people up or causing a stress reaction even if they don’t wake up.
e This probability rises with the maximum sound level (Lmax) or sound exposure level (SEL) of each
individual flight. [4].

2. Effects of multiple events
e Two nights with the same average noise measurement may be experienced very differently depending
on how often aircraft fly overhead. [5]
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e Studies measuring how involuntary muscle movements and brain activity are affected by night time
aircraft noise demonstrate that even if people do not fully wake each time, the responses to repeated
noise events degrade sleep quality. [6]

3. Health pathways

e Fragmented sleep leads to a stress response (known as sympathetic nervous system activation), which
in turn causes the release of stress hormones and neurotransmitters, causing raised blood pressure
and higher cardiovascular risk.

e Short term studies show night time aircraft noise by itself can trigger fatal cardiovascular events, such
as heart attacks in vulnerable individuals. [7]

e Long term exposure to fragmented sleep is associated with hypertension and cardiovascular disease,
as well as reduced quality of life and wellbeing. [8]

4. Vulnerable groups

Older adults

Children and adolescents

People with cardiovascular conditions

Poorly insulated housing or bedrooms facing the flight path [9]

What does this mean for LBA’s application to change the night flight rules?

1. Use of measurement tools
e Tools that measure average night time noise are often used for noise mapping but they do not capture
the sleep disruption pattern caused by intermittent, frequent aircraft noise events.
e Noise event-based measurement such as:
- N60 and N65 (i.e. the number of noise events above 60 and 65 decibels)
- SEL distributions (i.e. loudness of individual flights)
- predicted awakenings per night
e These should accompany average night noise measurement tools and be clearly shown using contours
superimposed over terrain maps.

2. Night-time flying restrictions
e The evidence supports reductions in the number of night flights, especially between 23:00-07:00.
e Curfews, partial restrictions and protection of “shoulder” periods (i.e. 6.00-7.00am and 11.00-11.30pm)
all reduce sleep fragmentation and protect heart health.

What is the UK Government’s position?
The DfTis not allowing any loosening of night flight rules for Heathrow, Gatwick and Stansted. These rules form
a template for regional airports to follow.

Conclusion

Night time aircraft noise poses a demonstrable risk to sleep and therefore to heart health. The number and
loudness of individual night flights are directly related to the amount of sleep disturbance which is directly
related to heart health. The scientific evidence is clear: measurements of the frequency of noise events should
be considered along with average noise measures as a matter of policy.
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