
“This refers to a consultation promoted not only by the Airport operating company, London 
Luton Airport Operations Ltd (LLAOL) but also by the Civil Aviation Authority’s National Air 
Traffic Control Service (NATS).  That should give you the hint that it’s rather significant.   It’s 
formal name is “Changes to London Luton Airport Arrivals - The Civil Aviation Authority and 
Airspace Change sponsors - Citizen Space”. 
 
Apologies for the strange wording used to describe the consultation but that is what the 
airport & the Civil Aviation Authority are using on the website describing the consultation.   
 
It has nothing to do with the earlier consultation promoted by the airport owning company 
& Luton Borough Council about having aspirations to increasing the size of the airport to 32 
million passengers per year. This specific consultation is purely concerned with proposed 
changes to arrival flight paths & how the attendant airspace is used. The website is: 
https://consultations.airspacechange.co.uk/london-luton-airport/ad6_luton_arrivals/ 
 
I’m not sure how widely known this consultation is,  but it is due to end soon, on Friday 5 
February 2021.  There was an advert in the LBO & a longer article on the Online version in 
December from the LLAOL with Neil Thomson, the Operations Director, imploring readers to 
participate in this important consultation which suggests that the take up for the 
consultation from further afield was perhaps lacking.  It is for proposed changes to Luton 
arrival flight paths from 2022 that will occur as a result of a proposed move away from the 
present unusual & inconvenient system of sharing arrival airspace with Stansted.  This 
present arrangement involves Luton having to share two holding stacks near Royston & 
Sudbury which are located  predominantly for  Stansted’s use.  The consultation proposes a 
new holding stack over Grafham Water near Huntingdon solely for Luton arrivals.  
 
You might think as I did that at first glance that in theory  this doesn’t unduly affect our area 
but that’s not the case. According to the consultation website our town is within “the areas 
of consultation where potential changes (positive or negative) to LLA arrivals are”,  I quote 
from the website.  
 
From what I have been able to follow from the website Leighton Buzzard will only be 
involved, as it is at present, in what are known as Easterly Operations which only affect 
some 30% of arrival flights.  However there are two options being proposed for the 
management of these flights & seeking opinions on these this is the crux of the 
consultation.  I’ve tried to simplify what the consultation is about but it’s still something of a 
chore to have to wade through so please bear with me. 
 
The salient features are as follows:  
 
1. From the proposed new holding stack, at Grafham Water, 30mls north of the airport & at 
about 8,000ft,  aircraft will fly a short distance to just south of St Neots & then adopt one of 
two arrival routes which are dependent upon which way the wind is coming from at the 
airport runway, known as Easterly & Westerly Operations. This division of arrivals is 
essentially how the airport operates with its single runway at present.  
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2. For Westerly Operations (70% of the time) aircraft approach the runway from the north & 
east directions relative to the airport ie come in over Hertfordshire & Essex.   
 
3. For Easterly Operations (30%) aircraft have to approach the runway from the south west 
ie from the direction of Aylesbury which requires flights that are approaching from the 
north & east to be directed to fly to the south of Leighton Buzzard & then do a U turn to the 
south & east so as to be lined up for landing at the airport. Flights are supposed to avoid 
Leighton Buzzard but sometimes overflying does occur. 
 
4. Now from the above you can see that it’s only the Easterly Operations that concern us. 
However what is also being proposed is a change to how the planes are controlled in the 
airspace from the holding area to the runway. This change does affect us. The consultation 
gives two options:  
 
5. Option 1: from the new hold area aircraft would be manually managed by Air Traffic 
Control in the conventional practice via radio beacons & along compass bearings (known as 
vectoring) in fairly wide pre-determined air corridors, from 8,000ft & then at defined points 
reduced in height at stages down to the runway.  If conditions permit shortcuts from these 
corridors will be initiated by Air Traffic Control. Option 1 starts from a point southeast of St 
Neots with a swathe approx 10 miles wide narrowing to about 3.5 miles approaching 
Leighton Buzzard with flights passing to the south of the built up area, roughly centred on 
an axis from Hockliffe to Ledburn.  At this point aircraft would be flying level at 5,000ft. We 
are told in the consultation that some 70% of these flights would be vectored to final 
approach & the remainder would be given short cuts arriving from several directions. Based 
upon aircraft movements at Luton in 2019 this would give on average 41 arrivals spread to 
the south of Leighton Buzzard at 5,000ft with a further 17 arrivals being diverted via short 
cuts away from our area.  
 
6. Option 2: from the new hold area aircraft would be sent by Air Traffic Control on one of 
two pre-determined routes 1 & 2 in which the aircraft will be able to self navigate & control 
their speed & height using on board systems that utilise GPS satellite technology. This is 
known as Performance Based Navigation.  Some 95% of aircraft using Luton have this 
capability. Alternatively the aircraft could be vectored & also given shortcuts if the 
opportunity arose. Option 2 starts from a point southeast of St Neots with a swathe approx 
3 miles wide that narrows to an airspace  “funnel” which appears to be around 1 mile in 
width.  For Route 1 this “funnel”  travels in a southwesterly direction passing to the south of 
Leighton Buzzard on an axis from Stanbridge to Ledburn & performs a U turn roughly over 
Wingrave & then Wilstone so as to line up for final approach to the airport.  For Route 2 the 
“funnel” is diverted to the north of Leighton Buzzard approximately in line with Heath & 
Reach where there is then a deviation to the southwest leading to the U turn in the vicinity 
of Aston Abbotts then Wilstone  for the final approach as before. Again over Leighton 
Buzzard aircraft would be at 5,000ft.  When vectoring takes place the aircraft would revert 
to Option 1  to follow the wider swathe to the south of Leighton Buzzard.  In terms of 
aircraft movements, based upon 2019 data, according to the consultation, there would be 
on average 29 aircraft following either the narrow swathes of Route 1 or 2, with 12 aircraft 
vectored & being widely spread over the Option 1 flight area.  
 



7. In the website for the detailed consultation there are diagrams which show all of the 
above Options & the Pre-determined routes 1 & 2 more clearly. The measurements of 
airspace width & approximate ground locations  are my calculations so may not be 100% 
accurate! Please regard them as a best guess   
 
8. For Option 2 there is no set pattern given for when usage of Routes 1 & 2 takes place ie 
will all arrivals be instructed to follow Route 1 for a day & then changed overnight so as to 
follow Route 2 the next day? Or will they keep each route in operation for a week or a 
month?   One of the consultation questions seeks opinions as to how this should be done & 
when should it be changed over.  
 
9.Remember the essential feature of Option 2 is that there will be a constant sequence of 
flights of up to 29 flights a day keeping to more or less the same flight path. There could be 
a further 12 flights daily in the same direction but laterally further away.  
 
10. The new holding stack will only be used as such at busy times but according to the 
consultation all arrival flights will be managed so as to follow Options 1 or 2 by Air Traffic 
Control from the St Neots area unless there is scope at less busy times for short cuts to 
used.  
 


