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Introduction 
The Sydney Morning Herald has reported that Airservices Australia has advised that 

the proposed residential towers to be erected on top of Balmain Leagues Club would 

infringe the airspace, as specified in the International Civil Aviation Organisation 

Procedures for Air Navigation Services - Aircraft Operations (ICAO PANS-OPS, Doc 

8168)[2]. It is also understood that the building would also penetrate the Obstacle 

limitation Surfaces (OLS) by 24m.[7] AusALPA is strongly opposed to any 

development that infringes the safety zones established at or around airports, 

including the PANS-OPS surfaces. 

 

 

PANS-OPS 
The PANS-OPS protection surfaces are imaginary surfaces in space which 

guarantee the aircraft a certain minimum obstacle clearance, when the aircraft is 

flying in instrument meteorological conditions (i.e. pilots are flying by reference to his 

flight instruments). For obvious safety reasons, in such circumstances, pilots must be 

assured of obstacle clearance.  

 

These surfaces may be used as a tool for local governments in assessing building 

development. Buildings may (under certain circumstances) be permitted to penetrate 

the OLS, but only after careful safety considerations and with the agreement of all the 

key industry and the community stakeholders.  

 

Australia is a signatory to the Chicago Convention. The applicable standards 

prescribed in the International Civil Aviation Organisation’s Standards and 

Recommended Practices Annex 14[1] and the PANS-OPS have been adopted to the 

maximum extent possible taking the Australian aviation operating environment into 

account. 

 

ICAO Annex 14 notes that: 

(1)  “The objectives of the specifications in this chapter (CHAPTER 4. 

OBSTACLE RESTRICTION AND REMOVAL) are to define the airspace 

around aerodromes to be maintained free from obstacles so as to permit 

the intended aeroplane operations at the aerodromes to be conducted 

safely and to prevent the aerodromes from becoming unusable by the 

growth of obstacles around the aerodromes. This is achieved by 

establishing a series of obstacle limitation surfaces that define the limits to 

which objects may project into the airspace. 

 

(2) Objects which penetrate the obstacle limitation surfaces contained in this 

chapter may, in certain circumstances, cause an increase in the obstacle 

clearance altitude/height for an instrument approach procedure or any 

associated visual circling procedure or have other operational impact on 

flight procedure design. Criteria for flight procedure design are contained 

in the “Procedures for Air Navigation Services — Aircraft Operations 

(PANS-OPS) Doc 8168”. 
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Airports (Protection of Airspace) Regulations 1996 
These ICAO requirements for obstacle limitation surfaces and obstacle free zones 

have been enacted into Australian regulations in the “Airports (Protection of 

Airspace) Regulations 1996”. 

 

According to the Regulations: 

 

The object of these Regulations is to establish a system for the protection of airspace 

at, and around, airports in the interests of the safety, efficiency or regularity of 

existing or future air transport operations into or out of airports. 

 

Section 9 “Intrusion into PANS-OPS airspace” of the Airports (Protection of Airspace) 

Regulations 1996 specifies: 

 

(1) Sub-regulation (1A) applies to a proposed controlled activity (other than a 

short-term controlled activity) that consists of the erection of a building, 

structure or thing if: 

 

(a) The building, structure or thing would, if erected, intrude into 

PANS-OPS airspace for the airport concerned; 

 

(1A) If this sub-regulation applies to a proposed controlled activity, the airport-

operator company for the airport concerned must give written notice that the 

building, structure or thing will, if erected, intrude into PANS-OPS airspace for 

the airport to: 

 

(a) the proponent of the controlled activity; and 

(b) the building authority concerned. 

 

The notice must be given before the end of 7 days after the application for 

approval of the controlled activity is given to the airport-operator company, 

and must inform the proponent and the building authority that the application 

cannot be approved. 

 

Airservices Australia has advised in its letter to the New South Wales Department of 

Planning and Infrastructure [5] that the proposed development has not been 

approved.  

 

There is a provision within ICAO Annex 14 (4.2.20 Recommendation) that:  

 

New objects or extensions of existing objects should not be permitted above the 

conical surface and the inner horizontal surface except when, in the opinion of the 

appropriate authority, an object would be shielded by an existing immovable object, 

or after aeronautical study it is determined that the object would not adversely affect 

the safety or significantly affect the regularity of operations of aeroplanes. 
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An aeronautical study would need to consider carefully the additional hazard and 

associated risk to the aircraft of the penetration of these obstacle surfaces and, even 

if permitted, what mitigation measures would be required.  

 

The developer, Mr Ian Wright, submitted on 19 December 2011, a “feasibility study”, 

prepared by the consultants, Ambidji, to Airservices into amending PANS-OPS 

surfaces applicable to Runway 16R VOR and Localiser Instrument Approaches at 

Sydney Airport. In the letter replying to his submission[6], Airservices advised Mr 

Wright that this was considered “adequate for (his) consultation with industry and 

community shareholders”. It, however, advised that: 

 

As previously advised, you should note the following: 

 

 The Government’s position is not to support any proposal to amend PANS-

OPS surfaces where such an amendment could affect the safety, efficiency or 

regularity of air transport. 

 

 The onus is on you to garner the support of all the key stakeholders including 

airline operators that fly to Sydney, the Civil Aviation Safety Authority, Sydney 

Airport and community. 

 

 There are no established processes through which to progress requests to 

amend a PANS-OPS surface (by modifying aircraft arrival procedures) and 

Airservices cannot provide any certainty about timeframes or outcomes. 

 
Importantly, you must provide documented evidence that all relevant industry 

stakeholders have been consulted and include copies of support and/or comment 

from authorised representatives in affected airlines, airports, industry, and community 

forums as a prerequisite to any approach to government for amendment to the 

PANS-OPS surfaces. 

 

As key industry stakeholder representing 5000 commercial pilots in Australia, 

including many of the pilots that operate aircraft into Sydney Airport, AusALPA has 

yet to be consulted. It will, however, like other key stakeholders, including SACL, 

remain opposed strongly to this proposed amendment to the PANS-OPS surfaces.   
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