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CONTROL OF DEVELOPMENT IN AIRPORT
PUBLIC SAFETY ZONES
1. Following a review of Public Safety Zone policy and administration, it has been

decided to prepare guidance specific to this subject for local planning authorities.
This is contained in the Annex to this Circular.

2. Paragraphs 6-8 of Annex 1 to Department of the Environment Circular 2/92 are
hereby withdrawn.

3. Enquiries about this Circular and requests for additional paper copies of Public Safety
Zone maps or requests for the Public Safety Zones and, where applicable, the 1 in
10,000 individual risk contours in digital format should be addressed to Civil Aviation
Division, Department for Transport, Zone 1/22 Great Minster House, 76 Marsham
Street, London SW1P 4DR or to cad4@dft.gsi.gov.uk. 

I C MCBRAYNE, Divisional Manager

Addressed to:

The Chief Executives of:
County Councils in England
District Councils in England
Unitary Authorites in England
London Borough Councils 
Council of the Isles of Scilly

The Town Clerk, City of London
The National Park Officer, National Park Authorities in England
The Chief Planning Officer, The Broads Authority

1



ANNEX

CONTROL OF DEVELOPMENT IN AIRPORT PUBLIC SAFETY ZONES 

THE BASIC POLICY OBJECTIVE

1. Public Safety Zones are areas of land at the ends of the runways at the busiest airports,
within which development is restricted in order to control the number of people on
the ground at risk of death or injury in the event of an aircraft accident on take-off or
landing.  The basic policy objective governing the restriction on development near
civil airports is that there should be no increase in the number of people living,
working or congregating in Public Safety Zones and that, over time, the number should
be reduced as circumstances allow. 

INDIVIDUAL RISK CONTOUR MODELLING

2. The implementation of Public Safety Zone policy at civil airports is based on
modelling work carried out using appropriate aircraft accident data to determine the
level of risk to people on the ground around airports.  This work determines the extent
of individual risk contours, upon which a person remaining in the same location for a
period of a year would be subjected to a particular level of risk of being killed as a result
of an aircraft accident.  Public Safety Zone policy is based predominantly on individual
risk, while extending beyond it in relation to particular types of development such as
transport infrastructure and to temporary uses.  The areas of the Public Safety Zones
correspond essentially to the 1 in 100,000 individual risk contours as calculated for
each airport, based on forecasts about the numbers and types of aircraft movements in
2015.  The Public Safety Zones represent a simplified form of the risk contours, in order
to make the Zones easier to understand and represent on maps, and also in recognition
of the necessarily imprecise nature of the forecasting and modelling work.  In some
cases the resultant shape of the Public Safety Zones is that of an elongated isosceles
triangle.  In others the triangle is slightly modified to form an elongated five-sided
shape.  In all cases the Public Safety Zones are based on the landing threshold for each
end of the runway and taper away from the runway.

3. The Public Safety Zones are based upon risk contours as modelled for 2015, in order to
allow a reasonable period of stability after their introduction.  The Public Safety Zones
should be of sufficient size to allow for possible future growth in the number of aircraft
movements, without affecting unnecessarily large areas of land. Third party individual
risk contours around airports will be remodelled at intervals of about seven years, based
on forecasts about the numbers and types of aircraft movements fifteen years ahead.  It
is likely that this will lead to the redefinition of the Public Safety Zones, though the
changes will not necessarily be significant.  In the meantime the contours will be
remodelled in the event that a significant expansion of an airport is approved which
has not already been assumed in the modelled risk contours.  In addition the Public
Safety Zones will need to be redefined if a runway is extended or if a landing threshold
is moved.

RISK APPRAISAL

4. The basis of the policy of restricting new development within Public Safety Zones is
constrained cost-benefit analysis.  This is a risk appraisal principle under which

2



individual risk is reduced to a tolerable level irrespective of cost, and then further
reduced only if the benefits of doing so exceed the costs.  Within the Public Safety
Zones there are safety benefits from preventing any new or replacement development,
or change of use, which would result in an increase in the numbers of people within the
Zones.  The economic costs of removing existing development throughout the Zones
would, however, outweigh the safety benefits of doing so, and the Secretary of State is
therefore not proposing that course.

5. Although the boundaries of the Public Safety Zones correspond essentially to the 1 in
100,000 individual risk contours, the level of risk in some areas within the Zones may
be much higher.  The Secretary of State regards the maximum tolerable level of
individual third party risk of being killed as a result of an aircraft accident as 1 in
10,000 per year.  At some airports the 1 in 10,000 individual risk contour extends
beyond the airport boundary and includes occupied property.  In other cases there is no
occupied development within the areas concerned, or the areas concerned are
contained wholly within airport boundaries.  

PURCHASE OF PROPERTY BY AIRPORT OPERATORS

6. The Secretary of State wishes to see the emptying of all occupied residential properties,
and of all commercial and industrial properties occupied as normal all-day workplaces,
within the 1 in 10,000 individual risk contour.  In cases where any part of a residential
property falls within this contour he will expect the operator of an airport for which
new Public Safety Zones have already been established to make, within twelve months
of the date of this Circular, an offer to purchase the property or, at the option of the
owner, such part of its garden as falls within this contour.  In addition he will expect
such operators to make an offer to purchase, in whole or in part, a commercial or
industrial property if that property, or the relevant part of it, is occupied as a normal all-
day workplace and falls within this contour.  If the part of the property in question is
discrete or self-contained, and its loss would not materially affect the business
concerned, only that part need be the subject of such an offer.  Otherwise the airport
operator should offer to purchase the entire property.  In the case of airports for which
Public Safety Zones are established or redefined after the date of this Circular the
Secretary of State will expect the operators to make such an offer, where applicable,
within twelve months of the notification of the Public Safety Zones and the 1 in
10,000 individual risk contours.

7. The Secretary of State will expect all such offers to be kept open indefinitely.  If an
owner wishes to sell a property, the airport operator should apply the Compensation
Code.  Airport operators will be expected to demolish any buildings purchased and to
clear the land.  The Secretary of State will be prepared to consider applications for
compulsory purchase orders by airport operators with powers under section 59 of the
Airports Act 1986.

ESTABLISHMENT OF PUBLIC SAFETY ZONES

8. New Public Safety Zones have been established for the relevant runways at all airports
where old-style Zones previously existed, and at several additional airports.  Public
Safety Zones will be established as soon as possible at all the airports for which modelling
work produces 1 in 100,000 individual risk contours of a sufficient size to justify doing so.
Thereafter they may from time to time be established at other airports if the modelled
level of individual third party risk in their vicinity fifteen years ahead justifies this.
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