Fovant Parish Council  



2 Ladydown View

Tisbury

Wiltshire  SP3 6LL

       Reference:   FPC/UAV.C09
Project Manager, Airspace Change Proposal

B498 Room 1.16

QinetiQ Limited







        Date:   26th September 2009

Boscombe Down

Salisbury, Wiltshire. 
SP4 0JF. 

Subject:    UNMANNED AIRCRAFT STAKEHOLDER CONSULTATION ISSUE 2.1

We refer to the Consultation Document advised under cover of your letter DES UAS/Revised ACP/Parish Council dated 2nd June 2009, concerning changes to the Stakeholder Consultation document 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 Parish Council has significant concerns about the revised MoD proposal to permit an extension of over-flying rights from Salisbury Plain to not only cover new areas A, B, C and D but also to permit take-off and landings from the Boscombe Down airfield, and

· the Council has taken note of Issue 2.1 noise data but retains serious concerns about the introduction of both visual and noise nuisance intrusion over such a wide area (of Area A) being wholly within the West Wiltshire & Cranborne Chase Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB), and

· the Council notes with concerns the audio and noise intrusion at Areas B & D affecting the world monument site of Stonehenge and the medieval city of Salisbury, and

· the Council has grave concerns about the flight safety implications introduced as a result of the proposed flying approach into and take-off from the proposed Boscombe Down site, and

· the Council continues to have concerns at the proposed and future indicated flight operating hours.  

· the Council has seen no evidence demonstrating fail safe procedures which would prevent a UAV crashing in a populated area in the event of a catastrophic failure of the aircraft or flight software.   

The Parish Council is not convinced that the MoD case for the proposal on grounds of commercial expediency and necessary operational access is sufficiently evidenced to justify an extension of UAV overflying to the detriment of the AONB, loss to general public of the amenity value of their homes and the potential for safety risk to the public, businesses and buildings. 

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

Yours faithfully

Elizabeth Young

Elizabeth Young (Mrs)

Clerk to the Council 

Encl:  
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	Feedback
	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, issued under cover of document DES UAS/Revised ACP/Parish Council dated 2nd June 2009 and subsequent letter dated 14th August 2009 concerning noise measurements.  The Parish Council has the following comments to make:

General Observations

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 are uncomfortable 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 scenarios necessarily means that the operator would be less experienced and capable of safely recovering a malfunctioning UAV.

Risk Issues   

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 as stated.  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 – and that the wireless link would not be broken.  

.

Paragraph 2.2 mentions ‘an ever increasing demand’ for unmanned aircraft and cites examples such as ‘traffic / security’ applications and we again note the content of Paragraph 3.1.4 of the Proposal which 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’ – this concerns us as this MoD proposal if accepted, would provide a precedent for the introduction of further over-flight requirements for access to this extended airspace for other as yet unidentified UAV training systems at some future date.  

We are very well aware that all UAVs have an Achilles Heel:  If a UAV loses the data connection to its operator – by flying out of range, difficulty with maintaining a transmission signal from the operator or from a communication satellite due to poor weather conditions or poor atmospherics, a software malfunction or a simple equipment failure - it will crash.  UAV Design Experts at the Spanish Government’s Centre for the Development of Industrial Technology, Madrid, have readily admitted that engineers have not yet solved these types of problem.  The safety risk is therefore real although unquantified but in view of the fact that the whole reason for extending the current Salisbury Plain over-flying area is for the purpose of training, the risk is obviously greater as notwithstanding software & equipment malfunctions, trainees are inclined to make more mistakes. 

Additionally UAVs rely on their various software to be ‘guided’ for example, its embedded flight control systems and our concern is that the technologies for designing and validating computer-control systems although subject to challenging timing and reliability requirements have been advancing only slowly and that the occurrence of a software malfunction remains a risk. 

The functional complexity of UAV control systems has grown and so too has its software risk.  The design of such complex systems incorporating risk mitigation proven by rigorous analysis is highly desirable but not always achievable. UAVs may have embedded Flight Management System programmes designed to make the basic onboard equipment function for take-off, turn, climb, descend and landing the UAV,  direct programming of the flight route prior to mission release and the latest application software which can produce ‘Time-triggered Message-triggered Object’ (TMO) structuring schemes to the design of a UAV control system enabling high-level structuring with a guarantee of accurate timings of various critical control actions to give ‘on-off functional attributes, pre-programmable to a ‘defined’ flight path (with or without remote operator intervention) or it can include a capability to ‘self-programme’ changes to its original flight regime.

In all cases, where direct ‘remote operator’ control is not present or is removed or impaired as a result of loss in communication or flight equipment malfunctions, the UAV cannot be ‘safe-guided’ to impact. This is the most significant risk variance between ‘manned’ aircraft and ‘UAVs’. 

Flight Activity Levels   

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 Intrusion

We have concerns about engine noise levels at day-time durations & night-time/weekend intrusion. The 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 output – 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 and Privacy Intrusion
We consider that visual intrusion presented by the UAV body will be prominent at low flight levels, particularly now that the amended proposal includes take-off and landing at Boscombe Down airfield.  Paragraph 5.4.1 of the Proposal states that ‘many people will associate visual intrusion … with vapour trails.’   We suggest that the public are less interested in the sight of vapour trails as a nuisance but have other – more real concerns - for this type of unmanned flying vehicle, any visual intrusion will relate to the 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 older population of the WWII V2 Rockets with attendant concerns for as long as the vehicle remains in visual sight and engine noise is heard – other members of the public will have concern that if they can see the UAV – it also can see them;  this has significant connotations with invasion of privacy in addition to it having a significant adverse impact on the quality of life of those over which the UAV overflies as it is well known that the purpose of UAVs (other than ‘attack’ missiles’) is detailed surveillance; the Global hawk UAV can gather data on objects as small as a shoebox through clouds day or night at prolonged 32 hour periods.  Whether the perception of being under surveillance is ‘real’ or ‘imagined’, over-flying by UAVs will inevitably have an retrograde impact on the amenity value and quiet enjoyment by many people of their own homes over which the UAV flies.

Conclusion

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 both surveillance and the carrying of 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 munitions 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 munitions-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. 

Decision:

The proposal to permit an extension of over-flying rights from the current Salisbury Plain training area to new areas A, B, C and D by military UAVs is not supported by Fovant Parish Council. 
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