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Air Traffic Control - Safety,
Order and Efficiency

(plus a midnight cuppa!)
THERE was a time when Air
Traffic Controllers at London
Luton Airport sat for eight
hours at a time in front of
their consoles and ate their
meals off their laps.

Twenty years later, staffing
and facilities have improved.
Today the seven members of ;_.,> - . ,,_.
each ATC Watch divide their l

eight-hour shifts into two-hour
duty spells interspersed by half
hour slots away from their
control positions.

Air Traffic Control Training
Manager, Martyn Cooper. attri-
butes Luton's innovative and
caring attitude to the fact that
the Controllers are trained and
employed directly by the
Airport.

He says: 'In the UK. the
majority of Air Traffic Control
Officers are employed by the
National Air Traffic Services
(NATS).However, it is possible
for any Airport to employ its
own controllers. This is fairly
unique in the world. as most Air
Traffic Con trol Officers are
generally employed by Government
agencies only.

'Here, 20 of the 35 Controllers,
including four of the senior
management team, are Luton
trained. It is in our interests to
provide a first class service to the
airlines and passengers - and we
go out of our way to make it
possible for aircraft to land here as
efftciently as possible."

Air Traffic Controllers. handling
an average of 200 flights a day. can
save an airline pounds in fuel costs
simply by cutting one minute off a
wait in the air Tor permission to
land, every day.

Martyn Cooper says: 'Luton
Controllers are able to record the
actual weather conditions. If we see
that an aircraft cannot land at its
scheduled airport because of fog.
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Room with a view. Ground Control at work.
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En safe hands. Pictured are John Hinckley. Watch Manager.
left. and Radar Controller Mark Thmer.

and conditions are good here, we
notify the pilot to encourage the
aircraft to land at London Luton
instead. Controllers at other
airports may not be that motivated
to increase their airport's business
when fog affects other airports.

Each of London Luton's five Air
Traffic Control Watches comprise of
Watch Manager. a Deputy Watch
Manager, and five Controllers who
work either in the Control Tower,
using their eyes to monitor aircraft
taking off, landing or taxying
around the Airport, or in the Radar
Room watching and controlling the
movement of aircraft in the air
using radar screens.

As well as seeing aircraft safely
on and off the ground, controllers
are responsible for ensuring the
safety of the airfield - looking out
for lights not working, cracks in the
runway or extraneous objects on
the runway; monitoring weather
conditions - a new weather report
is prepared every half hour; and
ensuring the safe take-off and
landing of small training or
execu tive aircraft which also use
the Airport's facilities.

They also service 40 to 50
overflying aircraft (sometimes up to
200 flights a day) not landing at
London Luton but requiring
information about other aircraft
and weather conditions.

Martyn Cooper says air traffic
control is about three things:

• Safety - the most important
aspect. To prevent aircraft from
colliding with one another.
ensuring that they are safely
separated by distance or height

• Order - to organise the flights

• Efficiency - trying to make
things happen as quickly as
possible for the benefit of
airlines and passengers alike

It takes three to five years
to fully train a Controller. As
far as radar is concerned. the
Con troller is required to
transcribe what he has seen in
two dimensions on the radar
screen into a three-dimen-
sional picture. Martyn says
that anyone who is adept at
computer games has the
potential to be trained as a
Controller. But recruits should
also have two 'A' Levels and at
least five GCSEs!

Most of the practical
training is on the job, but
three eight-week college
courses are also required, with
a total cost of £35,000 per
trainee. Qualifying at one
airport does not automatically
entitle a Controller to work at
another. Each airport has its

own requirements and Controllers
are required to undertake a period
of retraining. with temporary
demotion. if they move.

Above all an Air Traffic
Controller must be flextble. He
must plan ahead then be ready to
change that plan. His mission is
not only to keep the peace in the
air - sometimes he has to placate
distraught people on the ground.

Martyn tells a story set in the
days before tight security kept the
general public out of the Airport
compound. The Control Tower was
unlocked and people could walk
right in. One night a man appeared
at the top of the Tower in his
pyjamas, incensed because he was
being kept awake by night
flights.

We just gave him a cup of tea.
had a pleasant chat with him. and
sent him home to bed.' says
Martyn.

Safety first. A top class service for airlines and
passengers.


