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Assessment of a procedure for Enhanced Departure Bias to improve performance by focussing on 

departing flights during peak periods 

The procedure for Enhanced Departure Bias aims to improve on-time performance for departures 

enabling the number of flights to actually depart to “catch up” with the number scheduled. 

This note summarises the procedure which, for short periods, will bias towards departing flights and 

sets out the reason why it is appropriate to formalise this procedure. This is a minor change in the 

pattern of daily departures traffic at Gatwick and standardises an existing way we operate during 

some busy periods. 

The assessment of this already employed tactical technique is necessary before formalising as a 

standard operating procedure. The number of departures in any given day will not increase as a 

result of its implementation. The procedure will be implemented on existing flight paths – no new 

flightpaths will be necessary or sought for its adoption. 

Context 

As part of Gatwick Airport’s effort to provide a consistent approach to airspace and noise related 

matters and improve community engagement we are increasing our communication of operational 

changes. In line with the Department for Transport’s proposals on UK Airspace Policy we aim to be 

open and transparent by engaging with communities more about a variety of operational and 

airspace changes. We will provide sufficient information and the rationale for any operational 

changes which affect noise to ensure that local communities are better placed to understand the 

impact of, and reasons for, change. 

If the policy framework on airspace change, as proposed in the UK Airspace Policy Consultation, 

were to be adopted this procedure would likely be a ‘tier 3 change’.  That is, a change in operating 

procedures at the airport which would require Gatwick to communicate its intentions, but not 

subject to formal consultation. Therefore, in the spirit of openness and the early adoption of best 

practice, we are sharing this information with local groups concerned with operations at the airport. 

Background 

Improving and protecting on-time performance for airlines and passengers is a central business 

objective of Gatwick Airport. To achieve this Gatwick is looking at a number of areas, including: 

airline schedules, airline ground operations to improve aircraft turnaround performance and 

operational improvements.  

This operational improvement formalises an existing procedure which aims to reduce the delay to 

departing flights which have been held on the ground at Gatwick because of air traffic route network 

delays. The purpose of formalising this process is to reduce departure delays more effectively and to 

minimize the impact on arriving aircraft. 

‘Enhanced Departure Bias’ 

On a typical day there is an ebb and flow of aircraft departing and arriving with a full departure 

schedule in the morning, arrivals featuring more prominently later in the day and a more mixed 

schedule in the middle period of the day.  Any delays in the early morning departure schedule 

impact on-time performance throughout the day. Addressing this issue is a priority for Gatwick, as 

improving on-time performance has benefits for passengers, for airlines and for the environment as 

unnecessary engine idling, inflight delays and unwanted spill over into the night period are 
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minimised. As well as addressing the problem’s root causes, Gatwick is investigating ways to regain 

lost schedule time through ad hoc operational measures. 

The procedure for a bias to departures will be in place for short periods of time, envisaged as 

between 5 and 10 mins, whereby the airport will change from its more routine mix of arrivals and 

departures to concentrate on an altered sequence focussed on departures.  The purpose is to clear a 

backlog that has developed or is developing so that 6 flights may depart within an 8 aircraft 

sequence (i.e. two sequences of 3 departing aircraft followed by 1 arrival) in comparison with a 

standard sequence of 2 departures and 1 arrival. 

Gatwick Airport already adopts similar procedures to address on-time departure problems, so the 

procedure is not new and will be the standardisation of an existing ad-hoc procedure.  However, in 

order that this procedure becomes recognised as an essential protocol that can be implemented at 

short notice, we intend to conduct a formal operational assessment of the procedure in order to 

validate short periods of bias towards departures. 

Timing and treatment 

We intend to conduct this operational assessment on a number of days in early summer 2017. We 

will monitor any impacts on the days on which the procedure is used and then review the results 

with the intent of adopting the procedure permanently.  

Possible Impacts 

Negative impacts. The implementation of the procedure will not change the overall number of 

departures in any given day or the total number of noise events experienced.  It may however 

change the distribution of air traffic between departures and arrivals over a short period of 5-10 

minutes when it is employed, and may result in a greater incidence of noise events experienced on 

departure routes during the times it is deployed. 

Positive impacts. The principal benefit of the implementation of this procedure will be better on-

time performance, which will significantly improve the experience of both departing and arriving 

passengers. Other benefits will include: 

 A reduction in the number of flights which slip into the night period as a result of delays in 

the flight schedule. 

 An improvement in carbon emissions as a result of reduced waiting times for departures on 

the taxiway. 

 A reduction in flight time spent in the Gatwick arrival stacks while arriving aircraft wait for 

departures to clear, with concurrent noise and emission benefits. 

Further information 

Further information about this procedure will be posted on Gatwick’s website in due course.  
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