Fovant Parish Council  



Reference:   FPC/UAV.C08


Date:   2nd September 2008


Airspace Change Manager


B498 Rm 117


QinetiQ


Boscombe Down


Wiltshire


SP4 0JF. 


Dear Sirs,


Subject:    UNMANNED AIRCRAFT STAKEHOLDER CONSULTATION


We refer to the Consultation Document advised under cover of your letter TUAV/ACP/Parish Council 
dated 11th June 2008, concerning the proposal for Unmanned Aircraft above South Wiltshire, Kennet 
and the Test Valley to meet the Ministry of Defence (UK) training requirements for unmanned aircraft.  


Our Parish Council has reviewed the document and has made the attached observations and 
comments for consideration.  


In summary, the MoD proposal to permit an extension of over-flying rights from Salisbury Plain to new 
areas A, B and C is not supported by our Parish Council as we have concerns as to the possibility of 
both visual and noise nuisance intrusion, together with flight safety concerns during the currently 
proposed and future indicated flight operating hours.   

We point out that a large proportion of the proposed new flight operating areas A. B and C fall within 
the protected area of the South Wiltshire and Cranborne Chase AONB.   Moreover, Area B which will 
incur the maximum flight operating environment, includes the medieval Cathedral City of Salisbury. 


We would appreciate being kept informed of the outcome of this Consultation. 


Yours faithfully


Nigel Knowles


Chairman of the Council 


Encl:  
UNMANNED AIRCRAFT STAKEHOLDER CONSULTATION

.

Fovant Parish Council has examined the Airspace Change Proposal for Unmanned Aircraft above South Wiltshire, Kennet and the Test Valley to meet the Ministry of Defence (UK) training requirements for unmanned aircraft, and has the following comments to make:

.

General Observation. 

Many of our Councillors are ex-service personnel and fully recognise the need for training - they are also aware of the attractiveness of the Salisbury Plain training area to MoD and its Contractors because of its ease of access and resultant cost efficiencies.

.

However, Councillors were horrified at the increased scope of the MoD proposals presented; it is known that MoD already has over-flight access covering vast tracts of relatively unpopulated land and offshore training areas in Salisbury Plain, in the south-west, East Anglia, north-east and north of England, Wales and Scotland (including coastal tracts) and offshore training areas in the English Channel, the Wash, the North Sea, and the Irish Sea - such that could easily accommodate this proposed new training requirement without the need to further extend the Salisbury Plain flight training area (to more than double the existing over-flight envelope) with the intent to increase over-flying of this more densely populated area of southern England.   

.

The proposal is not welcomed as it would result in increased noise pollution with the potential for high levels of danger in the event of an UAV suffering a technical failure at any time during its flight programme - which because of its use in the training role would necessarily mean that the operator would be less experienced and capable of safely recovering a malfunctioning UAV.

.

This Parish Council has identified the following specific areas of concern:

.

Safety.   The Parish Council is not satisfied that the same safety standards as specified for manned aircraft can be applied to the operation of remotely guided UAVs.
.
Page 3 and paragraph 4.2.1 refer to ‘overall safety standards that are as least as good as those required for manned aircraft’. We consider this an important point – the presence of aircrew in a manned aircraft provides for a significant degree of confidence that there will be ‘human judgement and the capability for direct pilot action’ to minimise harm to the general public (and property) in the event of an aircraft systems failure leading to an accident – the absence of any aircrew in an Unmanned Aircraft (UAV) leaves ultimate safety dependent upon its embedded mechanical and electronic systems, with its interacting software reliant upon a digital communication systems link to a remote controller (trainee). 

.

In paragraph 4.2.9 it is stated that Watchkeeper’s on-board navigation systems will be ‘pre-programmed’ to ‘ensure’ it remains within the confines of the segregated airspace.  We deduce from this that the UAV guidance system is dependent upon the embedded software, associated computers and control mechanisms working perfectly following receipt of correct digital communication inputs from the trainee controller. 
.
Paragraph 2.2 mentions ‘an ever increasing demand’ for unmanned aircraft and cites examples such as ‘traffic / security’ applications.   We are concerned that this MoD proposal if accepted, it would provide a precedent for the introduction of further over-flight requirements for access to this extended airspace for other as yet unidentified military and non-military UAV systems at some future date.  

.

Usage.   The proposed activity rate for UAV over-flights is unacceptable.
.

Paragraph 4.2.3 of the MoD’s Proposal states that initially there will be flying for 1,500 hours every year.  We point out that there are 8,760 hours in a year, which when calculated means that there will be over-flying for 17% of the entire year – when including all hours.  With weekends and public holidays excluded, there are 6,048 available hours which means that almost 25% of available hours would be subject to UAV activity. 
.

Paragraph 4.2.7 states that after five (5) years, UAV over-flying hours would rise to 2,400 hours annually – this would increase the percentage available hours use for UAV over-flying over populated areas to 27% in a standard year – and up to 40% should weekends and Bank Holidays be excluded. 
.

However, elsewhere in the MoD’s Proposal it is stated that 10% of over-flying will be during the hours of ‘darkness and at weekends’. We calculate from this that as 90% of the UAV over-flights will take place during day-time hours Monday to Friday.   Using the 2,400 flying hours figure, this suggests that 2,160 UAV flying hours will be spread over 3,900 available operating hours (260 days averaging 15 day-light hours), thus producing a usage rate of 55% every weekday.   
.

Paragraph 4.1.2 mentions that it is proposed to use only two of the three new segregated flight areas A, B and C at any one time, but that the two areas in use will always be ‘co-joined’.   We presume that this shall mean that either areas A&B or areas B&C will be used together – but not necessarily alternately – in any event area B will be subject to continuous over-flying use by UAVs. This aspect is of particular concern to us as the area B over-flight area includes the medieval city of Salisbury and its population. 
.

Noise.  We have concerns about engine noise levels at day-time durations & night-time/weekend intrusion
.

The MoD Proposal includes various technical and statistical data relating to expected noise outputs anticipated from an over-flying UAV at varying heights.   We have no method available for validating the data presented and would therefore wish to witness a demonstration of a UAV flying at its lowest anticipated operating height above and along a ‘geographical valley’ both in daylight and at night-time in order to hear the noise output.   You will already be aware that the noise from low-flying micro-light aircraft can be infuriatingly invasive despite background weekday noise levels to assist masking of noise ouptut – and that night-time and weekend noise generally becomes more prominent and intrusive even at the same engine output level and that flying over valley ridges will produce an ‘echo’ ripple effect along the valley floor particularly at night. 
.

Visibility.   We consider that visual intrusion presented by the UAV body will be prominent at low flight levels.
.

Paragraph 5.4.1 of the Proposal states that ‘many people will associate visual intrusion … with vapour trails.’ We suggest that for this type of unmanned flying vehicle, any visual intrusion will most likely stem from sight of the aircraft body itself – since (unlike a jet engine) an engine driving a propeller is most unlikely to create a vapour trail.   Sight of a low flying UAV will assuredly remind some of our population of the WWII V2 Rockets with attendant concerns for as long as the vehicle remains in visual sight and engine noise is heard. 
.

The Future.   We have serious concerns about future intentions of the MoD and UAV Types
.

The content of Paragraph 3.1.4 of the Proposal is of most serious concern to our Council.  This paragraph states that the Proposal will ‘accommodate the requirements of all unmanned aircraft operated by the Ministry of Defence both now and in the future’. We can anticipate that the MoD UK will, if not already but certainly at some time in the near future, have unmanned aircraft (UAVs) capable of carrying munitions. (We are aware that these types of UAVs i.e. the MQ-1 Predator, are already in operational service with US forces). 
.

Our Parish Councillors are disinclined to accept the possibility that an unmanned aircraft with an air-to-ground missile or other lethal munition should have the potential future right under this Proposal to overfly our populated areas and the Cathedral City of Salisbury.      

.

Parish Councillors observe that if this initial Proposal was to be approved, any future extension of use leading to increased operational flying hours being introduced over time with the added possibility that such flights will include munition-carrying aircraft at some later date, would be difficult to prevent as MoD UK and its contractors would no doubt claim that the cost incurred for setting up infrastructure to support this Proposal would not justify serious consideration of any alternate sites – even if they were more suitable and safer. 
.

RECOMMENDATION:   THIS PROPOSAL TO PERMIT AN EXTENSION OF OVER-FLYING RIGHTS FROM SALISBURY PLAIN TO NEW AREAS A, B AND C IS NOT SUPPORTED BY OUR PARISH COUNCIL. 
.
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