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1. Introduction

1.1 NATS is the UK’s leading air navigation services specialist providing, under licence, 
en route air traffic management services over the UK and eastern North Atlantic from 
centres at Swanwick, Hampshire and Prestwick, Ayrshire.

1.2 In addition, we are contracted to provide air traffic control services at 14 major UK 
airports.  We also have a focused international growth strategy centred on those areas of the 
world, notably Asia Pacific and Middle East, where rapid and significant growth in air traffic is 
causing complexity and delay, playing into the particular expertise for which NATS has a 
global reputation in our industry. 

1.3 Airspace is a critical pillar of UK national transport infrastructure supporting the wider 
economy. It enables the safe and efficient passage of aircraft, connectivity with markets 
across the globe, goods to be transported, and supporting tourism. 

1.4 Reducing the aviation industry’s carbon footprint is one of the biggest long-term 
challenges we face.  NATS fully supports the commitment to achieve net zero carbon 
emissions by 2050.  With sustainable fuels and electric aircraft still some years away from 
being a commercial reality, in the shorter term how we manage our airspace can play a 
crucial role in reducing CO2 emissions. 

1.5 The aviation industry is committed to achieving net zero emissions by 2050, and fully 
recognises that failure to decarbonise is unacceptable.  UK aviation is targeting at least an 
overall 15% reduction in net emissions by 2030 (relative to 2019), and a 40% net reduction 
by 2040, with the pace of decarbonisation ramping up as new technologies and fuels 
become mainstream in the 2030s.  With the right Government support, the industry can 
continue to provide valuable and sustainable jobs and services across the country. 

CONSULTATION QUESTIONS

NATS’ primary area of expertise is airspace management, so our response is focused solely 
on the consultation question about the impact of airspace modernisation on Scottish airports. 

2. How will airspace modernisation affect Scottish airports? 

2.1 UK airspace has served the aviation sector successfully for more than 70 years.  The 
network of routes allows the safe passage of aircraft through the UK every year, keeping 
passengers flying, goods moving, and communities connected.  However, when UK airspace 
was designed in the 1950s, it was never envisaged that it would need to cope with the 
volume of flights – over 2.6 million a year before the pandemic – that it does today.  Since 
1950, annual air traffic movements in and out of UK skies have increased by more than 
1,000%.  Over time, the network of routes has expanded and evolved, with airspace added 
and adapted in response to growing traffic levels, but the same basic structures are still in 
place today.  Many departure routes at our major airports have experienced little change 
over several decades and cannot make the most of today’s technologies, either onboard the 
latest generation of aircraft or in the systems we use to manage them. 



2.2 Modernising UK airspace will generate significant carbon savings through more 
efficient flight profiles, fewer miles flown per aircraft, less airborne holding, and less fuel burn 
– quicker, quieter, and cleaner flights.  In the short-term, modernising UK airspace offers the 
greatest opportunity to reduce aviation emissions in the UK while more longer-term 
technologies are being developed.  Current aircraft capabilities already far exceed the 
operational opportunities for enhancing efficiency because of the constraints within the UK’s 
highly complex airspace.

2.3 The Government has acknowledged the need to create an airspace fit for the 21st 
Century and has now adopted airspace modernisation as Government policy, with the 
Department for Transport and the Civil Aviation Authority working together as co-sponsors, 
and the Airspace Change Organising Group set up to co-ordinate the programme.  This is a 
collaborative programme between NATS and 20 airports across England, Scotland, and 
Wales.

2.4 The Airspace Modernisation Strategy is made up of two key initiatives:

o Future Airspace Strategy Implementation South (FASI-S): a complete 
redesign of the existing airspace structure in Southern England, based on 
widespread adoption of advanced satellite navigation procedures.

o Future Airspace Strategy Implementation North (FASI-N): a programme with 
a similar scope covering the airspace in Northern England and Scotland.  
Edinburgh, Glasgow and Aberdeen airports are all involved. 

The FASI-S and FASI-N programmes are made up of several linked airspace change 
proposals (ACPs) that, in most cases, will be sponsored by either an airport or NATS.  
Airports are responsible for changes to flight paths into and out of the airport up to approx. 
7,000ft, and NATS for changes above that. 

2.5 Aberdeen, Edinburgh and Glasgow airports, along with NATS, are coordinating 
Airspace Change Proposals (ACPs) that will modernise the overall airspace structure in 
Scotland. For example, the introduction of new arrival and departure routes using satellite 
navigation standards will offer the potential to improve the environmental impact of aviation 
by reducing CO2 emissions. It will also enable more predictable flight tracks which could 
help improve noise levels for people living below.

2.6 Completion of the airspace modernisation programme must be a top priority for the 
Government.  The adoption of airspace modernisation as Government policy, and 
sponsorship of the Airspace Change Organising Group (ACOG), were vital steps in ensuring 
the benefits of this programme can be realised.  It is now crucial that the Government 
continues to push the programme forward and maintain momentum.  Funding support in the 
years 2020/21 and 2021/22 has been welcomed and will help airports to push ahead with 
their plans despite the impact of Covid.  However, with flights still at around 50% of 2019 
traffic levels it is clear that the recovery from Covid will take a long time.  Continued support 
from the Government, through providing the remainder of the bridge funding this year and 
continued support beyond 2021/22, will therefore be required if the benefits of modernisation 
are to be realised in the desired near-term timeframe.  

2.7 The introduction of Free Route Airspace operations in the Scottish upper airspace, 
which NATS will implement on the 2nd Dec 21, will also deliver fuel saving and CO2 
reduction benefits for airline operations being undertaken from all Scottish airfields.  Free 
Route allows operators to fly the most optimal profile above 24,500ft, unconstrained by route 
structures designed around ground-based infrastructure.  Consequently, inefficient Flight 
Plan route requirements are removed in favour of trajectories defined by the pilot, helping 



reduce fuel consumption.  

2.8 A separate project within NATS – Operational Service Enhancement Project (OSEP) 
– will deliver small scale changes across UK airspace between now and 2027.  The changes 
will deliver benefits through enabled fuel/CO2 savings, improved routing efficiency, safety 
improvements and alleviating capacity hotspots.  One of the identified areas is focused on 
improved flight planning to provide fuel and environmental savings for traffic 
arriving/departing Aberdeen Airport.

2.9 The overall airspace change programme is focused on enhancing safety, providing 
additional capacity in the region and enabling sustainable traffic growth in Scotland.  It will 
also enable Scottish airports to remain competitive; boosting trade, supporting tourism and 
creating jobs in areas where airports are a core part of the local economy.
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