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Raquel Sanchez Jimenez , Mayor of Gavà

The view of municipality

Gavà is located 15 km from Barcelona and its port, 
and only 7 km from the Barcelona airport. Gavà 
is well connected, close to major motorways and 
on a main railway network.

 
As seen in the picture above we have five different 
areas which define our town’s cultural identity: our 
coastline and beach together with a residential 
area which is the seaside neighbourhood, our 
protected agrarian park defining our agricultural 
roots, our industrial zone with both sustainable 
economic and environmental growth, the 
urban centre which has grown progressively in 
accordance with our city’s model, and finally the 
Garraf natural park…..It should be noted that two 
thirds of our territory is made up of natural areas 
which we have preserved throughout the years.

So, we consider Gavà to be a unique place with 
a strong metropolitan identity; on one hand, it’s 
the fourth largest town in the metropolitan area 
of Barcelona and on the other hand, we have 
diverse natural richness. We are committed to 
an environmental and sustainable city model, 
very much in line with European values and 
sustainable development goals. 

We recognise that being close to Barcelona and 
its airport has benefits for our town, making us 

more attractive and competitive. But there are 
also some important inconveniences. Above all, 
from the year 1999, a new master plan which 
instigated the construction of a new runway 
and terminal has a huge acoustic impact on our 
town. When it was put into operation in 2004, 
aircrafts started to overfly very, very close to our 
residential areas and homes. 

This led to strikes by neighbours, who mobilized 
quickly, even managing to close down the airport 
for a few hours. It was a serious problem for a 
municipality without the necessary resources 
to deal with the issue. For example, the airport 
does not belong to our municipal area, so the tax 
payments are not given to our council.
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How did we try to change this situation?

We have been working since 2004 with other 
public administrations and with  our neighbours to 
find ways to coexist with the airport infrastructure 
and ensure quality of life by the following: 

-    Listening to citizens;

- Requesting information from competent 
administrations;

-  Transmitting this specialized information to 
neighbours;

-  Creating a special department in our city 
council called OMSA, to follow up related issues, 
liase with stakeholders and offer solutions. For 
example, we have implemented a radar trace 
system working together with one of the ANIMA 
project partners, Anotec Engineering.

As a result, after a lot of hard work we have reached 
a territorial consensus so that the acoustic impact 
will affect a smaller number of citizens to a lesser 
extent. We have also reached an agreement to 
change the operational procedures of take offs 
and landings. But we remain vigilant that these 
agreements are complied with, and that the 
noise levels can be minimized further. 

This need for vigilance was proven last week when 
the Spanish government  presented a new master 
plan for airport infrastructure growth through the 
press  without prior information or consensus. 
We have the feeling that we are once again 
helpless against coming change. Many different 
economic interests are in play and the objectives 
of airline companies do not always match the 
wellbeing of cities. For example the president of a 
prominent airline company has even complained 
of not being able to exploit Barcelona airport in 
its entirety because it bothers Messi, who is one 
of our neighbours.

Spanish legislation is not defined in this sense 
and it seems that it adapts to cohersion more 
than to its function of regulating acoustic impact 
and preserving the quality of life of citizens. We 
therefore have the feeling of having to always be 

suspicious and vigilant almost as if we were the 
airport police.

How can Europe help us? How can a project like 
ANIMA help us?

Basically by clarifying the economic and legal 
aid that should be given to areas affected by the 
noise of large infrastructures, in order to avoid 
that our government invents or omits them as 
they have been doing so far.

In the field of research, and focusing on the 
ANIMA project:

We believe that the measurement of acoustic 
impact should be standardised throughout 
Europe to avoid arbitary local indicators which 
are beneficial to only one part.

What politicians really want to have, are indicators 
of the annoyance perceived by citizens. We do 
not only want acoustic data but real annoyance 
data.

And finally, we need to develop holistic solutions 
for problems as complex as this one. We must 
open the debate among all the stakeholders 
involved in order to agree on objectives and 
research programmes, to prevent that citizens 
are affected by the noise impacts.

What politicians really want 
to have are indicators of 
the annoyance perceived 
by citizens. We do not only 
want acoustic data but real 
annoyance data

“ “



Barcelona Airport noise: 
Threats at mid/long term and 
possible solutions
Gavá Mar local association 
approach

Jorge Saenz, Gavá citizen, Air traffic 
controller (ATCO) in Barcelona 
Terminal and Approach Control 
Center

Barcelona Airport is the 7th busiest 
airport in Europe and 28th in the world. 
The relationship between Gavá town 
and the Barcelona Airport has not 
been easy in the past since a new 
runway (25L/07R, usually known as the 
third runway) was put in operation in 
September 2004. The previous Gavá 
Town mayors did not realise the huge 
future problem and did not defend their 
town until it was too late.

In the beginning, the airport runway configuration 
was terribly noisy, not only for our city but for 
all the towns in the surroundings. The future 
mode (day & night) which would include the new 
passenger terminal T1 was even worse.

During 2004-2005 some airline pilots and air 
traffic controllers living in Gavá and Castelldefels 
were trying to find a better technical solution 
to change the flight routes to reduce noise. We 
designed a proposal which was balanced in terms 
of noise for the most affected towns in the airport 
surroundings, while not affecting the airport 
capacity. The noise was shared according to the 
airport configuration: East/West/day/night. This 
proposal was accepted by the most affected local 
associations and later on by seven mayors of the 
affected towns.

The proposal was presented to AENA, the Airport 
Operator, which rejected to take it into account.

After many efforts to explain our proposal to 
the regional authorities, political parties, and 
to the airport authorities, the Spanish Congress 
forced AENA to compare our proposal with their 
operation mode in terms of capacity and noise.

As a result, it was concluded that our proposal was 
slightly better in terms of airport capacity (two 
additional movements per hour) and obviously, 
much better in terms of noise management. 
Therefore, AENA was forced to change the airport 
operation mode according to our proposal. 
Since then the situation improved significantly. 
However, the current situation still has nuisances 
and threats.
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Operation of certain long range / heavy airplanes 
by night. Example: the take-off of an Iberia 
flight to Buenos Aires around 01:30 (local time) 
overflying Gavá and Castelldefels, due to weight. 
This is not acceptable because of the strong sleep 
disturbance it causes. We believe that there is 
an unacceptable lack of commitment from the 
airport for the population’s time of rest. In our 
opinion, the Barcelona Airport must not allow 
this kind of flights between 23.00 and 07.00 
(local time) and airlines must plan their operation 
during daytime (07.00 to 23.00). 

The east configuration is used only 15 % 
during daytime, but it is the worst in terms of 
noise. When the airport is operating the east 
configuration, the control tower sometimes does 
not change to west configuration when the wind 
allows it. Reason: convenience. Runway change 
is a difficult manoeuvre for Air Traffic Controllers 
and generates flight delays, so sometimes they 
avoid to do it with due diligence. 

The third runway is always used for departures, 
but it is shorter than its parallel runway. That is 
why long-range airplanes use the longer 25R/07L 
runway for taking off. It means a very low altitude 
overflight of heavy airplanes over Gavá and 
Castelldefels. The number of intercontinental 
flights operating in Barcelona Airport is growing 
constantly, which means that noise is increasing 
as well. The only way to avoid it is to make 
the third runway 25L/07R longer. However, 
there is a serious issue: due to ecological and 
environmental reasons, there is a protected 
wildlife (birds) area just in the runway threshold. 
It is not possible to make the runway longer 
without moving or removing this protected area. 
Making the runway 25L/07R longer by the east 
would alleviate significantly the most affected 
population in eastern Gavá. However, up to now, 
ecological reasons have prevailed, but for the 
population, it is a constant worry that the birds  
might cause an accident and a plane might crash. 

THREATS FOR THE FUTURE & POSSIBLE 
SOLUTIONS

Stating that current situation is more or less 
acceptable for most of the population living in 
the airport surroundings and that it is possible 
to improve the situation, there are also evident 
threats which can compromise seriously the 
future: 

Extension of the daytime runway configuration
There is strong pressure to extend the daytime 
runway configuration (currently 07.00-23.00 
local time) till midnight or beyond. Both airlines 
and Barcelona Airport are interested as it is 
better for their business. Vueling Airlines has its 
main base in Barcelona Airport, which means 
around 40 airplanes returning to Barcelona after 
22.00 local time. Accumulated delays make the 
situation even worst, as from 23.00 the airport 
capacity is reduced from 39 to 30 arriving flights 
per hour, due to the change to night time runway 
configuration. Some European airports ban 
flights after 23.00 local time (Frankfurt), some 
had limitations to the number of night operations 
(London-Heathrow, 16 flights / night, 5.800 flights 
/ year), Schiphol-Amsterdam, 29 flights / night, 
10.700 flights / year). Barcelona Airport has many 
more flights between 23.00 to 07.00. 

As landings by night are made on runway 02, 
there is no sleep disturbance. Therefore, we 
think that the best solution is to maintain the 
beginning of the night time runway configuration 
like today. Local associations are not fighting 
today to impose a night operations yearly cap, 
but we will not accept an extension of the day 
configuration . We believe that it is a good deal 
to maintain current capacity of 30 arrivals / hour 
(which means 240 arrivals between 23.00-07.00, 
87.000 per year, 15 times more than London-
Heathrow).

The independent runway operation mode
We consider that the main threat regarding noise 
disturbance in the near future is the use of the 
independent runway operation mode due to 
an uncommitted airport slot allocation policy. 

NUISANCES
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A slot is an assigned time to operate a flight; 
EUROCONTROL assigns the slots all over Europe 
by means of its Flow Control Management 
System. As Barcelona airport capacity is limited 
(maximum 39 arrivals, 40 departures per hour 
daytime, currently), there are peak hours when 
that capacity is overcome and a regulation 
(delays) must be imposed to the exceeding flights. 
The Barcelona Airport is currently operated in a 
segregate runway operation mode: that means 
one runway is used for landings and the other 
runway is used for take-offs.

If airlines demand exceeds in a particular hour the 
maximum capacity for departures, but arrivals 
are below the maximum (or vice versa), the 
airport is tempted to utilise the unused runway 
capacity to allow more departures or arrivals. It 
is known as the independent runway operation 
mode. In that case, arrivals or departures by 
both runways would simultaneously be possible, 
which is completely unacceptable in terms of 
noise for the communities nearby the airport, 
especially when the airport operates in the east 
configuration.

It must be said that the independent mode 
of operation does not allow more flights 
per hour than the segregated mode. They 
allow exactly the same. The difference is the 
arrivals / departures balance: 50% - 50% in 
segregate mode, free in independent mode. 
That is why our local association and all towns 
in the surroundings have been demanding 
Barcelona airport for years to sign the 
agreement to not use the independent 
runway operation mode in the future.

We have requested information about the 
slot allocation forecast for the next years 
and for studies to compare both operation 
modes. Up to now, we have not received any 
answer at all from the airport authorities. The 
solution to this problem is easy: a balanced 
slot allocation at the airport. That would 
mean not allowing more than 39 arrivals / 
40 departures per hour, which will guarantee 
the segregate runway operation mode, that 

is, the actual operation mode instead of the 
noisier independent mode.

However, this solution would be less 
interesting to the airport, as it can be 
restrictive in some cases. But we believe 
that the airport growth cannot be free, 
but has to be environmentally friendly. The 
best example to show that this solution 
is possible is London Heathrow airport: 
London-Heathrow has two parallel runways 
very similar to Barcelona and operates in 
segregate mode, while still being the number 
one busiest airport in Europe and the 6th in 
the world.

As Barcelona Airport capacity today is far 
from the maximum, we claim for an ordered 
growth in terms of a balanced number of 
arrivals / departures. Our fear is a non-
balanced growth, a “free on demand” slot 
allocation that would make the segregate 
runway operation mode impossible in the 
near future. Barcelona Airport must agree 
with the communities around the airport 
to continue to operate in segregate mode, 
and never in independent mode, as London 
Heathrow does.

The birds’ threat
The Barcelona’s Airport Third runway is 
located close to the Mediterranean Sea and 
its length is limited by two marshes. These 
are part of the ancient Llobregat River Delta 
and nowadays shelter a special wildlife 
protection area. Ducks, herons, seagulls, 
great cormorants and other wetlands birds 
are present in the ponds all year round. 
Obviously, birds and aircraft are not good 
friends if they meet when the airplanes are 
just landing or taking off. Do you remember 
the movie “Sully” about the US Air 1549 
flight ditching in the Hudson River (NY) in 
2009? We have incidents due to bird impacts 
in Barcelona airport daily. The citizens do not 
think if an aircraft accident over their houses 
will occur or not, but when.



As the number of flights increases 
continuously, the probability of an accident 
over residential areas is a serious concern. 
The solution to this problem is obvious but 
controversial. Draining the marshes would 
solve the problem, but ecologist oppose. 
We have to choose: birds or people’s safety. 
Barcelona Airport is currently developing 
a new Airport Master Plan (Plan Director). 
We do not know anyhing about it. We do 
not know how the possible changes in the 
airport will affect the communities. The 
airport authorities’ lack of transparency is 
not acceptable. 

CONCLUSIONS

It has not been easy for the communities living 
near the Barcelona Airport to achieve acceptable 
noise levels. We have been forced to fight for 
it. Nuisances and threats can be solved, but a 
stronger commitment from the Barcelona Airport 
authorities is needed.

Local associations are not trying to limit the 
airport activity, but we want an ordered growth 
that cannot be compromised in the future. 
We demand that the Barcelona Airport Authorities 
do not delay any longer the consideration of our 
demands and proposed solutions.
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The Virtual Community Tool
How to help decision-making through 
exposure and annoyance maps

Ingrid LeGriffon, ONERA

The Virtual Community Tool (VCT) will be a 
software making it possible to predict aircraft 
noise experienced by neighbouring communities, 
from an annoyance perspective. Instead of just 
presenting maps with noise levels, other factors 
will be included, such as relative annoyance and 
sleep disturbance parameters. 
  
With an increasing number of studies on the 
relationship between annoyance and non-
acoustical factors, the VCT will be continually 
enriched with information and models, 
increasing the number of decision criteria. These 
developments are expected to allow stakeholders 
and industry to envision scenarios and associated 
technologies for lower annoyance.

The European leadership will also benefit from 
the global coordination established through 
ANIMA, providing a long term strategic research 
vision shared with other stakeholders. Bringing 
together the best pan-European multidisciplinary 
expertise in a dedicated network will reinforce 
future technology-oriented projects, in line with 
the wider research agenda.

Noise is a big environmental issue for all actors 
involved in or exposed to airport activities:

Much is done on all levels: International/ 
European/National Regulations and Directives
- Aircraft certified by ICAO standards (3 
measurement points, EPNL metric mainly based 
on noise level);
- Communities in airport vicinity need noise 
exposure plans or equivalent in order to regulate 
housing constructions;
- Big airports have procedures and tools in place 
for noise emissions monitoring, they report on 
compliance of local restrictions/regulations to 
authorities AND exposed population.

WebTrak (webtrak5.bksv.com/bcn3) 

Everyone can follow flight tracks and noise levels 
near real time. This kind of tracking devices and 
Noise Exposure Plans are available at most busy 
airports.

Advantages:
• Accessible to everyone
• Keep track of maximum levels
• Keep track of infringements on usual flight 
tracks

Limitations of the Tracking Device:
• Points of instantaneous noise levels
• Sparse information
• Aircraft have specific noise directivities, so 
one point exposed to high levels does not mean 
equally high levels at another

Noise Exposure Plans:
• Based on integrated levels (SEL, LaEq, Lden)
• No information on maximum levels, the number 
of passing aircraft, the time of day, annoyance

All airports and communities that face air 
traffic growth cannot limit their capabilities to 
existing traffic conditions. Stakeholders need a 
smart tool to predict changes for planning and 
communication purposes.

What will happen:
- Routes might change, which can reduce 
levels at some points, but also increase them 
simultaneously at others as a consequence – a 
map needed;
- Flight procedures might change so time-based 
information on noise needed;
- The number of operations might increase – 
flight frequency needed;
- The annoyance of residents towards air traffic 
might increase – annoyance-based metrics 
needed.
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The evaluation of a scenario based on integrated 
noise levels with, still, all information of noise 
characteristics, and annoyance-based metrics!

- Introduction of new types of aircraft: A350, 
A380

There will be different versions of the Virtual 
Community Tool:
- For non-experts, but still in a position of 
responsibility (aware of local requirements, 
restrictions, budget etc.)

- For aeronautics experts (with own Noise 
Prediction Tools, Flight mechanics models, etc.)

Goal for the end user: Be able to evaluate 
scenarios based on (given) metrics of his / her 
choice,  to make reasonable decisions.

Interface resembling an interactive Noise 
Exposure Plan, where the impact of changes can 
be directly visualised.



The texts published in this document are opinions and visions of guest speakers 
that cannot be considered as official ANIMA statements. ANIMA Project and 
all the partners involved find it necessary and useful to have a dialogue with 
stakeholders of all kinds of backgrounds that are involved in this topic. All 
speakers have been given the opportunity to check their contribution before 
publishing.

Any queries related to the ANIMA project can be directed to Mrs Alexandra 
Covrig, Project and Communication Officer at Airport Regions Conference 
(ARC) via alexandra.covrig@airportregions.org

For further information about ANIMA, take a look at www.anima-project.eu
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