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Traffic, airspace capacity, delay

European policy on the liberalisation of air travel has made a real difference for its citizens. As the air transport market has 
been opened up, fares have dropped significantly - with the result that more people travel by air now than ever before .

However, increased demand has meant more traffic – and a corresponding airspace capacity squeeze. There is another prob-
lem, too: states are responsible for their airspace and the route network was based on national boundaries, not along direct 
tracks – so aircraft waste both time and money flying much longer routes.

That is not all: states have a variety of air traffic control systems and different ways of dealing with civil and air defence re-
quirements. Consider this: in airspace which is roughly the same size, Europe has 38 en route air navigation service providers 
and the US has just one.

All these factors combine to put pressure on the overall air traffic management system – and delays are the result. These are 
annoying for passengers and expensive for the airlines, costing between €1.3 and €1.9 billion a year. 

Naturally, delays have many causes – such as adverse weather, problems at airports or with airline operations – but insuf-
ficient capacity in the air traffic control system is often a major factor. Not much can be done about the weather but the 
European Commission decided to tackle the constraints on air traffic management and airports. They resolved to remove 
boundaries in the air, as has been done on the ground.

The first Single European Sky package: 
restructuring European airspace
So, in 2004, the first “Single European Sky” (SES) legislation package was launched. It contains a framework regulation and 
three technical regulations on the provision of air navigation services, organisation and use of the airspace and the interop-
erability of the European air traffic management network. 

These regulations were designed to enhance safety and to restructure the airspace according to traffic flows instead of along 
national frontiers.

Creating a single European sky needs not only joint technical and operational measures, but the collective management of 
airspace. This entails a substantial reorganisation of European air traffic management structures and organisation.

So, all the actors concerned, including national authorities, military, air carriers, air navigation service providers and airports 
had to play a part in the exercise.



“SES II” – a performance and network-based approach

THE ATM MASTER PLAN’S GOALS 
FOR 2020 INCLUDE:

n	 improved safety performance by a factor of 10;

n	 enabled a three-fold increase in capacity;

n	 reduced delays both on the ground and in
the air;

n	 lowered the cost of air navigation service
provision by more than half;

n	 provided a 10% reduction in the environmental 
impact per flight.

But progress was slow - and the situation has changed to a 
certain extent. While capacity was still a cause for concern, 
greater emphasis began to be placed on aviation’s impact 
on the environment - and the fuel crisis made airlines shift 
their focus to cost efficiency.

So, in 2009, the European Union (EU) updated the SES legis-
lation in a second package. This time, the package had four 
pillars: performance, a single safety framework, new tech-
nologies and managing capacity on the ground.

FIRST PILLAR: regulating performance 

Three measures have been agreed under this pillar:

n	 Driving the performance of the air traffic control sys-
tem: an independent Performance Review Body (PRB) 
will monitor and assess the performance of the system 
and propose Community-wide targets for delays, cost re-
duction and the shortening of routes. These objectives 
will then be approved by the Commission and passed on 
to national supervisory authorities, who will set binding 
national and regional objectives. 

n	 Facilitating the integration of service provision: 
functional airspace blocks - that is, common airspace ar-
ranged around traffic flows not states - had been put for-
ward in the first package but not enough progress was 
made. The second package made them into real instru-
ments of regional integration for achieving performance 
targets. These blocks now have to be created by the end 
of 2012 at the latest.

n	 Strengthening the network management function: 
this function completes the performance framework and 
covers a range of tasks, including European route net-
work design, air traffic management slot coordination/
allocation and management of the deployment of the 
Single European Sky ATM Research (SESAR) programme.

SECOND PILLAR: a single safety framework 

The growth in air traffic, congestion - in airspace and at air-
ports - and new technologies could all potentially impact air 
traffic safety. A common approach and harmonised regula-
tion, developed centrally and applied all over Europe, would 
materially improve safety levels. So, the competence of the 
European Aviation Safety Agency (EASA) has been ex-
tended to new areas - aerodromes, air traffic management 
and air navigation services.

THIRD PILLAR:
opening the door to new technologies 

Right now, Europe’s air traffic control system is being pushed 
to its limits. It works with ageing technologies and suffers 
from fragmentation. Europe must accelerate the develop-
ment of its control system - and it can do this by implement-
ing the SESAR programme, which will increase both safety 
levels and enlarge traffic control capacity.

FOURTH PILLAR: 
managing capacity on the ground 

The Commission is determined to invest in airports so that 
their capacity stays aligned with air transport management 
capacity. If this is not done, they fear that airports will be-
come a bottleneck in the system. 

EUROCONTROL’s recently-published Long Term Forecast  
predicts that in 2030, 5%-19% of the demand might not be 
accommodated. There will also be 13-34 airports as big as 
the top seven are now. Congested airports create pressure 
on the flow of operations in the network and so will exacer-
bate delays.

So, the European Commission have established an Air-
port Observatory. Representatives of member states and 
stakeholders exchange and monitor information on air-
port capacity as a whole. They also provide advice on the 
development and implementation of the EU’s transport 
legislation.



EUROCONTROL’s contribution to the Single European Sky

The European Commission is giving the political lead in im-
plementing a Single European Sky and establishing the legal 
framework, which is binding on EU Member States. EUROCON-
TROL - widely acknowledged as Europe’s principal repository 
of ATM experience and expertise - is providing the technical 
support.

A joint founding member, together with the European Com-
mission, of the SESAR Joint Undertaking, EUROCONTROL is 
making an important contribution to the construction of the 
single sky.

EUROCONTROL is involved in the development of those im-
plementing rules which fall within its remit, on the basis of 
mandates from the European Commission. Community Speci-
fications are drawn up as well: these explain the means of com-
pliance with the regulation concerned and its implementing 
rule.

It also provides technical support to EASA, the European Avia-
tion Safety Agency, in the area of ATM safety regulations and 
oversight activities.

EUROCONTROL has recently restructured, so as to align itself 
with the Single European Sky’s goals; draw clear lines between 
its various functions; be more pro-active on the stakeholder 
front and become more transparent.

There are now three new directorates in the Agency: Single Sky 
(which gives regulatory support and oversight); Network Man-
agement and SESAR Research.

On 29 July 2010, EUROCONTROL was designated by the EU as 
the Performance Review Body (PRB) and will help the European 
Commission set up and manage the performance scheme for 
air navigation services. 

By acting as the PRB through its own Performance Review 
Commission, EUROCONTROL will help set up the appropriate 
mechanisms.

It is expected that the European Union will invite EUROCON-
TROL to take on the role of Network Manager. In essence, the 
Network Manager has four main areas of activity:

n	 route network design and development
n	 flow management
n	 coordination of radio frequencies and radar transponder 

codes
n	 network crisis management.

The European Commission feels that a central manager will be 
able to expedite decision-making, draw up detailed plans for 
achieving performance objectives – a key feature of the second 
SES package. The Network Manager will also be responsible for 
monitoring progress and addressing difficulties, from an op-
erational perspective.

Substantial cost-savings can be made once air traffic manage-
ment (ATM) service provision has been de-fragmented and 
ATM operational performance optimised. 

A single process of decision-making built on sound consulta-
tion processes will make future plans and their implementa-
tion consistent, uniform and focused on the performance of 
the network. 

A lot of time and effort can be saved as well: this new coop-
erative decision-making process will take the interests of many 
parties into account and so make for a less complex and more 
efficient system overall. 

Scarce resources – like radio frequencies and transponder 
codes – have to be shared and fair, transparent access to these 
resources be made available to all. The Network Manager will 
centralise the allocation of these resources.

In conclusion
As Giovanni Bisignani, the International Air Transport As-
sociation’s Director General and CEO, has pointed out: “The 
Single European Sky will improve Europe’s competitiveness 
and environmental performance.  The inefficiency of the 
current system is a €5 billion burden on Europe’s economy 
and wastes 16 million tonnes of CO2 in delays and indirect 
routings.”

EUROCONTROL, EASA and the European Commission are 
engaged in removing barriers in the sky as quickly as pos-
sible.

However, our coordination activities do not begin and end 
in Europe. As aviation is global, we have to ensure that our 
technical and operational developments dovetail properly 
with those in the rest of the world, too, and we are working 
closely with the United States to make sure that NextGen 
and SESAR are compatible.

All players will work together to make proper provision for 
the future so that people and goods can move freely, safely 
and securely through the skies - with minimal damage to 
the planet as a whole.


