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Aircraft Noise Control Board meeting held at NATO Air Base

An Aircraft Noise Control Board meeting was held on 1 December 2009 at the NATO Air Base by invitation of the departing Base Support Wing Commander, Colonel Reinhard Mack. The meeting was attended by the mayors/representatives of the local towns and communities of Geilenkirchen, Gangelt, and Übach-Palenberg, and by representatives of the Heinsberg District authority and the North Rhine Westphalia Ministries of Construction, Transport and Environmental Affairs, as well as representatives of the local campaign group ‘Initiative gegen AWACS Emissionen’.

In his welcoming address the Commander of the E-3A Component, Brigadier General Burkhard Pototzky, commented on current issues, some of which are also under public discussion.

With regard to the question of whether the Component would continue to be stationed here, he commented that no information indicating premature closure of NATO Air Base Geilenkirchen (NAB GK) had been received. He said that from a technical viewpoint it is feasible for the AWACS aircraft to operate until at least 2035, and they are intended to do so. Decisions on their scope and basing are made not by the Component but within the appropriate NATO bodies by the participating nations.

Discussions at higher military and political levels are still being pursued on the issue of whether and in what form the E‑3A Component is to provide support to ongoing UN/NATO operations. The Component is maintaining its readiness posture for this eventuality.

Acknowledging the unpleasant effects of AWACS flight operations, the General said, “As a former inhabitant of Schinveld and a current resident of Geilenkirchen I can well understand the burdens borne by local citizens, because I have personal experience of these burdens from living beneath both the departure route and the approach route. We will continue to be actively engaged in further reduction of aircraft noise.”

In his remarks Colonel Mack gave specific details on this topic. He said the number of flight movements is currently stable, having already been reduced by 25 per cent in previous years, and there is even a slight downward trend. Furthermore flights outside normal airfield opening hours (Mon-Fri 08:00-20:00 hrs) are limited, as ever, to those that are operationally essential.

Dr. Seidler, the representative of the North Rhine Westphalia Ministry of Transport, then addressed the recent amendments to the Noise Control Act. He said the E-3A Component, in cooperation with the Federal Ministry of Defence, had already provided the competent official agencies with the data necessary for implementation of the amended Act. He too was inclined to regard military airfields as associated mainly with the problem of isolated noise events, which occur in Geilenkirchen on a scale similar to that of commercial airfields. In view of the small number of flight movements, however, the equivalent continuous sound levels are considerably lower.

The Landrum & Brown study commissioned by NAPMA assesses local inhabitants’ exposure to noise caused by military flight operations at NAB GK and proposes noise reduction measures, some of which have already been implemented by the E-3A Component.

In its study the consultancy concludes that noise-reducing approach procedures specified by the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) have already been applied and optimized by NAB GK. By mutual agreement with the Netherlands Ministry of Defence the option of re-engining the AWACS aircraft is no longer being investigated.

Noise reduction could likewise be achieved by the planned replacement of the TCAs, by assigning pilots to the Component for longer periods, by modernizing the cockpit, and by cancelling some training flights or transferring them to the flight simulator.

Under Landrum & Brown’s proposals the most effective action for achieving noise reduction on the Dutch side of the border would be eastward extension of the runway. Nevertheless the cost estimate of 33 million Euro, for a project lasting several years, does not take account of land purchase costs, compensation payments, and the costs of further noise-reducing or compensatory measures to offset the environmental impact.

German and Dutch studies and air measurements performed in recent years to investigate the health of the local population show that the concentrations of harmful substances in the area around NAB GK are no higher than the national averages.These studies have not produced evidence of significant health impairment or increased incidence of cancer in the surrounding communities.

In summary it is to be noted that major reductions of noise pollution cannot be achieved through individual measures. Perceptible improvements would involve disproportionately high financial cost and expenditure of time.

“Please be assured that that we take the problem very seriously, and we are trying to do everything we can to reduce the noise. But flight safety is a limiting factor in any measures we take. Safety is paramount!” said Brigadier General Pototzky in his words of farewell to the attendees
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