GALBA briefing for West Plans Panel members: ‘movement
caps’ and ‘noise quota caps’ explained, Summer 2026

LBA intends to apply to the West Plans Panel to change the current night time flying rules. LBA
already set out the key points of their proposal in October 2025 - you can read these here.

Read in isolation, without a clear understanding of the difference between a ‘movement cap’ (a
numerical limit) and a ‘fixed noise quota count cap’ (a total noise limit), you might think that LBA’s aim
was to reduce noise. The reality is quite the opposite. LBA’s plans would most likely lead to a huge
increase in noise - we explain why below.

Limiting noise at night — a public health issue

Noise from jet aircraft, particularly at night, is a major public health issue - as noise at night increases,
so do illnesses. This is precisely why all UK airports operate under night flight limits. As well as an
outright ban on night flights by very old and very noisy aircraft, there are two kinds of limits:

1. Movement cap: this is a straightforward limit on the number of landings and take-offs (referred
to as ‘movements’) allowed at night. This is currently in place at LBA.

2. Fixed noise quota count cap: this is a limit on the total amount of noise that can be made at an
airport over 12 months. It uses an aircraft’s noise designation, called a noise ‘quota count’ (QC)
number. Lower numbers mean the planes are relatively quieter - though there’s no such thing
as a genuinely quiet jet engine. The fixed noise quota count cap (ie the total amount of noise
over 12 months) is calculated by adding up the QC numbers of all the aircraft that fly at night.

Airports often operate under both types of limits. This is the case at the London airports, where policy is
determined by the government.

Why have both a movement cap and a noise quota cap?

This is because noise disturbance is caused not only by the loudness of an aircraft flying over your
house but also by the frequency of aircraft flying over your house. Consequently, government policy
restricts both the loudness and the frequency of night time flying.

Operating with only a movement cap would provide no incentive to use quieter aircraft. However,
operating with only a noise quota cap brings its own problems. While it could provide an incentive to
use quieter aircraft, it would result in an increase in the number and frequency of night flights - unless
the noise quota cap figure is set very low.

Given that an increase in the frequency of flights, even by relatively quieter aircraft, is a significant

cause of ill health, the government insists on both a movement cap and a noise quota cap. In practice,
the impact on people all depends on where the limits are set.
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LBA’s proposal and what it means

LBA currently operates with only a movement cap (a numerical limit), but no noise quota cap. The night
time flying movement cap is set at 2,800 for the summer season (early April to late October) and 1,200
for the winter season, plus 941 allowed by the recent CLEUD. Night time is defined as 23.00-07.00.

LBA has said that it wants to abolish the movement cap completely and replace it solely with a noise
quota cap but has failed to say what the noise quota cap limit would be set at. However, we can make a
reasonable estimate based on LBA’s 2020 planning application, which also proposed replacing the
movement cap solely with a noise quota cap.

In 2020, LBA wanted a total noise quota count of 1,375 per year. This would mean they could fly the
following numbers of aircraft at night:
e 1,375 aircraft with a QC of 1 (older, noisier aircraft, very few still in use), or
2,750 with a QC of 0.5 (also older, noisier aircraft, some are still in use), or
5,500 with a QC of 0.25 (more modern, relatively quieter aircraft), or
11,000 with a QC of 0.125 (newer, relatively quieter aircraft), or
any combination of these aircraft that adds up to a total ‘noise quota cap’ of 1,375.

Crucially, the latest and future generations of aircraft are a combination of QC0.25 and QC0.125. It's
worth noting that airlines are switching to these aircraft as a matter of course, as they upgrade their
fleets to save money on fuel, irrespective of the night flight conditions at LBA.

So if half the aircraft flown at LBA are QCO0.25 and the other half are QC0.125, then LBA would be
allowed 8,250 flights at night over 12 months. LBA also proposes to remove any distinction between
night flight limits in the summer and winter seasons. Obviously, there is far less demand for night flights
in winter (about 1,000), therefore the majority of LBA’s 8,250 night flights would be in the summer.

The current limit of 3741 (2,800 + 941) summer season night flights could rise to 7,250

LBA also wants to reduce the definition of night time by 90 minutes, changing it from 23.00-7.00 to
23.30-6.00 - ie a reduction from 8 hours to 6.5 hours. That means two important things:

e there would be no restriction at all on the number of flights allowed from 6am to 11.30pm

e the anticipated 8,250 night flights would be crammed into a shorter night time period

LBA’s upcoming application is yet another attempt at what it has been trying to achieve for several
years - the removal of any meaningful night flight restrictions. Please remember: there is no such thing
as a truly quiet jet engine.

The latest official research by the Dept for Transport and the Civil Aviation Authority has found that
more people suffer from the effects of aviation noise, especially at night, than the government and
aviation industry had previously assumed. There is more information on the health impacts of night time
noise and the frequency of night time noise in other 2xA4 briefings produced by GALBA.
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