September 2, 2001

Discussion: Noise Impacts

Aside from the noise contours themselves, the key data due for Meeting #5 on August 23 were the noise impacts of the Study Group's three alternatives.  In other words, for each alternative, how many people, households, and sensitive and historic properties are inside each contour?  These are the key 'hard data' that determine how the alternatives did at reducing noise exposure.

At the meeting, one slide was presented that gave population and housing statistics for the 65 DNL.  But interleaved with the contour maps in the meeting handout is a table with all the various impact categories we got for the base case (population, housing, noise sensitive and historic facilities), plus the size of the noise impact area at different scales.  Data are given in five-dB "bands" north and south of the airport.

Unfortunately, these "bands" can be misleading, since, for example, if an alternative took people out of the 65-70 DNL range, it could add them to the 60-65, and make that range look worse.  What we needed were cumulative figures to compare - how many total people exposed above 60 DNL, how many above 65, and so on.  This would give the total inside each contour, not just between one contour and the next.

That's what's on the attached table.  It just adds up the figures for each interval in the original chart, from the inside out, so now we get the numbers impacted above 80 DNL, then the total above 75 DNL, then above 70, and so on.  This brought out some very interesting patterns.

1.  The contour totals help explain the practical Federal focus on the 65, and to the extent possible, the 60 DNL.  Above 70, thankfully, there's not much to be affected by the alternatives anyway, and you'd certainly want to deal with that under any alternative you chose.  Below 55, the area is so large that none of the alternative near-in measures is likely to make much difference overall.  Chalk up the improvements all three make over the base case at this level to broader common measures like the flight tracks.

2.  In the critical middle ranges, steady improvement over the range of the three alternatives in the north is obvious.  A key objective of the alternatives, after all, is to take increasing advantage of the noise-compatible corridor northwest of the airport.  Nearly two-thirds of the housing units and population are eventually reduced from the 65 DNL, and nearly a third from the 60.  Nearly two-thirds of the sensitive facilities come out of the 60.  This is an effective program.

3.  In the south, the divergence alternatives don't seem to discriminate very much at all, except that the "maximum divergence" measure of Alt 2 does marginally worse.  The common measures like better flight tracks are what seem to help here, for improvement over the base case.

4.  The overall size of the "noise exposure area" jumps around a lot more than I thought it would.  I've gotten used to the analogy of a balloon - squeeze it one place, it pops out someplace else.  But this makes it look like some alternatives can make the whole thing bigger or smaller, at various DNL - though it's hard to say why.

The information in this table is a powerful partner to the contour maps themselves.  It gives the concrete results of the alternatives, based on what's actually inside the resulting contours.  And it points to some very high payoffs for the most ambitious of the measures we're considering.

