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Summary Title: Discussion of Airplane Noise and Community Impacts 

Title: Discussion of Airplane Noise and Community Impacts; Direction to Staff 
Regarding the Star Pirat two Procedure Announced by the Federal Aviation 
Administration (FAA) on April 25, 2019 

From: City Manager 

Lead Department: City Manager 
 

Recommendation 
1. Discussion of developments relating to airplane noise and community impacts. 
2. Discussion and potential direction to staff regarding the STAR PIRAT TWO procedure 

announced by the FAA on April 25, 2019. 
 

Background  
At the Council Meeting of May 7, 2018, Council Member Kou moved, seconded by Council 
Member DuBois to: 
 
Direct the Mayor to regularly assign one or more Council Members to actively participate on 
available community roundtables related to aircraft impacts; and direct Staff to:  

A. Request temporary noise monitoring from San Francisco International Airport (SFO);  
B. Provide support to Palo Alto Council Members participating on available community 

roundtables related to aircraft impacts; 
C. Continue to include the health impacts of aircraft noise and emissions in the City’s 

regional, state and federal legislative priorities and engage with policy makers and 
associated advocacy groups as appropriate;  

D. Include in the above efforts Palo Alto’s support for:  
i.  Improvements to SFO’s Fly Quiet Program;  

ii.  Adherence to the agreement to, whenever able, increase the altitude of aircraft over 
the Peninsula;  

iii.  Maximizing the use of the BDEGA East Arrival route to SFO when possible;  
iv.  Collaboration with other jurisdictions to develop a regional position in support 

system-wide solutions by the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA);  
v.  Development of a noise-monitoring plan in concert with other jurisdictions;  
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vi. Maximizing sequencing under current conditions and prioritizing the application of air 
traffic control technology to improve sequencing and aircraft management to 
minimize community impacts;  

vii.  Adoption of improved metrics for airplane noise and related impacts;  
viii. Greater community engagement by the FAA, SFO and the San Jose International 

Airport (SJC); 
E. Bring to Council as fast as possible a plan for a litigation strategy in support of procedural 

changes affecting Palo Alto and investigate the best approach for filing timely lawsuits 
within 60 days of an appropriate new event:  
i. Work on forming a multi-city legal alliance;  
ii. Define a process to monitor FAA flight path changes;  
iii. Evaluate retaining technical and legal expertise; and  

F. Develop a system to evaluate and respond to the FAA Update on Phase Two report, 
November 2017 and April 2018 and future FAA Reports. 

MOTION AS AMENDED PASSED: 8-0 Scharff absent 
 
Staff provided an interim update on Airplane Noise Issues as an informational item with the 
agenda for the August 13, 2018 City Council meeting. This staff report provides Council and the 
community with a more detailed and up-to-date description of activities and issues.  
 

  
Discussion 
A status update regarding the above direction to staff follows. 

A. Temporary Noise Monitoring: 
City staff coordinated with the San Francisco International Airport (SFO) staff for SFO to 
install four temporary noise monitors in the City of Palo Alto during late October 2018 
through late December 2018. While the airport typically installs such monitors for one 
to two weeks, SFO agreed to extend the monitoring period closer to nearly eight weeks 
for the City of Palo Alto. The resulting data has been made available on the City’s open 
data portal.   
 
SFO contracted with BridgeNet International to provide the monitoring service and an 
associated analytical report. SFO will provide the report to the City as soon as it is 
complete.  
 

B. Support to Council Members: 
City Manager’s Office staff members have routinely discussed issues related to the 
Santa Clara/Santa Cruz Counties Airport/Community Roundtable with Council Member 
Kou in her capacity as the City’s representative on that body. Staff also is available to 
support Council Member Kou in keeping the rest of the City Council informed of any 
community roundtable developments of significance to Palo Alto.  
 

C. Legislative and Administrative Advocacy: 

https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/66199
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/66199
http://data.cityofpaloalto.org/dataviews/251430/AIRPL-NOISE-MONIT-SITES/
http://data.cityofpaloalto.org/dataviews/251430/AIRPL-NOISE-MONIT-SITES/
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The City of Palo Alto continues to advocate with federal policy makers regarding the 
significance of the quality of life and health impacts of aircraft noise and emissions on 
our community.  
 
Our legislative advocacy representatives in Washington, D.C., Van Scoyoc Associates, 
monitored the progress of the recent FAA Reauthorization bill and advocated for 
favorable noise provisions that were under consideration, including by coordinating 
with the National League of Cities and other community advocates. Unfortunately, the 
more favorable amendments were not adopted into the bill as finally approved in 
October 2018. The City also has formally joined the National Association to Insure a 
Sound Controlled Environment (N.O.I.S.E.), which advocates at the federal level for 
reducing the impact of aircraft on local communities.  
 
Congresswoman Eshoo, working together with neighboring Members of Congress, has 
been pivotal in the formation of the Santa Clara/Santa Cruz Counties Airport/ 
Community Roundtable as a vehicle for local stakeholders to have direct access to the 
FAA. 
 
The City has repeatedly raised concerns to the FAA through formal, written 
correspondence, which is posted to the City’s website for public access. Links to recent 
correspondence with the FAA are provided below. 

• 9/10/2018 letter regarding the November 2017 Update and April 2018 Further 
Update on Phase Two of the FAA initiative to Address Noise Concerns of Santa 
Cruz/Santa Clara/San Mateo/San Francisco Counties 

• 11/13/2018 letter regarding the PIRAT ONE STAR 

• 12/17/2018 letter regarding the SFO Noise Compatibility Program – 14 CFR Part 
150 Update 

• 3/29/2019 letter requesting an extension of the comment period on STAR PIRAT 
TWO and providing comments regarding STAR PIRAT TWO 

• 5/6/2019 letter regarding the December 2018 and April 2019 Further Updates on 
Phase Two of the FAA Initiative to Address Noise Concerns of Santa Cruz/Santa 
Clara/San Mateo/San Francisco Counties 

 
In addition, on 1/31/2019, the City submitted comments to SJC regarding the 
Environmental Impact Report Scope for the Amendment to their Airport Master Plan. 
 

D. Palo Alto Policy Positions: 
The City Council’s eight-part policy guidance continues to direct staff’s ongoing work on 
airplane impacts and enable staff to coordinate timely policy responses to 
developments as they arise. The letters available via the links provided in item C above 
provide multiple examples.  
 
iv. Regional Collaboration, and viii. Engagement by/with the FAA and Airports: 

https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?t=68468.56&BlobID=66735
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?t=68468.56&BlobID=66735
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?t=68468.56&BlobID=66735
https://cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?t=72150.28&BlobID=69263
https://cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?t=62007.65&BlobID=69257
https://cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?t=62007.65&BlobID=69257
https://cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?t=45004.52&BlobID=70124
https://cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?t=45004.52&BlobID=70124
file://///staff.copa/files/Shared/MGR/Airplane%20Noise/CMR%20for%205-20-2019/Attachment%20C%20-%20Comment%20Letter%20PIRAT%20STAR%20TWO%203-29-19.pdf
file://///staff.copa/files/Shared/MGR/Airplane%20Noise/CMR%20for%205-20-2019/Attachment%20C%20-%20Comment%20Letter%20PIRAT%20STAR%20TWO%203-29-19.pdf
file://///staff.copa/files/Shared/MGR/Airplane%20Noise/CMR%20for%205-20-2019/Attachment%20C%20-%20Comment%20Letter%20PIRAT%20STAR%20TWO%203-29-19.pdf
https://cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?t=72150.28&BlobID=69270
https://cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?t=72150.28&BlobID=69270
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With respect to item iv regarding regional collaboration and item viii regarding greater 
engagement by and with the airports and the FAA, the formation by the Cities 
Association of a Santa Clara/Santa Cruz Airport/Community Roundtable (also known as 
the SC/SC Roundtable) provides a venue for Palo Alto to actively pursue these priorities. 
On August 13, 2018, the Palo Alto City Council voted unanimously to join the 
Roundtable (see staff report #9495). The Roundtable membership roster formally 
includes: 

• 

• 

• 

• 

 
v. Noise Monitoring in Collaboration with Other Jurisdictions: 
With respect to item v regarding the development of a noise monitoring plan in concert 
with other jurisdictions, staff has begun reaching out to neighboring jurisdictions, 
beginning with the cities of Mountain View and Sunnyvale, to explore the feasibility of 
collaborative approaches to noise monitoring.  Staff contacted these cities in September 
2018 and again in January and February of 2019. While the City of Mountain View has 
not decided to pursue noise monitors, their staff expressed interested in being updated 
should the City of Palo Alto move forward or obtain more detailed information. 
Sunnyvale’s City Council had directed staff to explore noise monitoring. They are 
considering issuing a request for proposals for noise monitoring but have not done so to 
date. 
  
Staff has also researched options for ongoing city sponsored noise monitoring. 
Continuing the type of monitoring recently sponsored by SFO would cost approximately 
$180,000 per year. This model includes a contractor providing their equipment, 
professional service, and some level of analysis. If the City were to purchase its own 
monitors, the cost for high-quality, professional monitors ranges from $1,000 to 
$16,000 per unit. The purchase price does not include installation, maintenance, and the 
analysis of results. However, City staff is not currently aware of a clearly identified need 
for additional or permanent noise monitoring at this time. 
 

E. “Fast Track” Process: 
The City Manager’s Office and the City Attorney’s Office have partnered to develop a 
plan for monitoring procedural changes that could potentially affect aircraft impacts on 
Palo Alto and develop responses including contacting the proper authorities with our 
concerns and, if appropriate, preparing to file a lawsuit within the appropriate statute of 

https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/66197
https://scscroundtable.org/meetings/sc-sc-roundtable-february-27-2019/
https://scscroundtable.org/meetings/sc-sc-roundtable-march-27-2019/
https://scscroundtable.org/meetings/sc-sc-roundtable/
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limitations period (typically 60 days from the issuance of an FAA order). 
i. The nature of any multi-city legal alliance is likely to vary, depending on the issue in 

question and which jurisdictions might be affected by a particular matter.   
ii. With input from community stakeholders, staff has developed a “Fast Track” process 

for identifying and acting on potential changes to aircraft impacts on Palo Alto. See 
Attachment A for a description of the process. Staff plans to use technical experts to 
track and evaluate the sources for these types of changes, as discussed below in item 
E.iii.  

iii. Staff has researched the estimated costs associated with this level of tracking and 
evaluation as feasible through the City’s three existing contracts for support on issues 
related to aircraft impacts with Freytag & Associates, LLC; Richards Aviation 
Consultants; and Kaplan, Kirsch & Rockwell, LLP. Those costs are incorporated into 
the Resource Impact section of this memo. 
 

F. Responses to FAA Updates are reported under item C above. 
 
 
POTENTIAL DIRECTION TO STAFF REGARDING THE STAR PIRAT TWO PROCEDURE 
 
On April 25, 2019, the FAA published the STAR PIRAT TWO procedure regarding arrivals on the 
Oceanic route. The City of Palo Alto is on record as expressing concerns to the FAA regarding 
the potential impacts of this procedure in our letters to the FAA dated 11/13/2018 and 
3/29/2019 (Attachments B and C). 
 
It is important to note that this procedure represented a positive improvement for Peninsula 
communities by formalizing the practice of requiring planes to fly at a minimum of 
approximately 8,000 feet in the Woodside area. The City of Palo Alto is on record as supporting 
proposals to fly higher over the Peninsula and similar positions that were formally adopted by 
the Select Committee on South Bay Aircraft Noise, and we join with our neighboring 
communities in applauding Congresswoman Eshoo for her work to reduce the impacts of 
aircraft overflights – including her leadership in advocating on behalf of the mid-Peninsula to 
raise the height of flights whenever and wherever possible. 
 
Unfortunately, the STAR PIRAT TWO also presents concerns for the quality of life in Palo Alto 
and neighboring communities. Simply put, it opens up a procedure that was previously limited 
to specific airlines and now makes the procedure available to all airlines, thereby introducing a 
likely increase in the volume of aircraft traffic on the route. Furthermore, it opens a procedure 
previously used only for SFO approaches to also be used for OAK approaches – again, 
introducing the likelihood of an increase in volume of aircraft traffic on the route. Oceanic 
arrivals approach from the west; this is the route that accommodates the flights arriving from 
across the Pacific Ocean at extremely early hours of the morning. Increases in volume on the 
route, particularly during night time and early morning hours, may have negative impacts on 
the communities affected by the route. 

https://cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?t=72150.28&BlobID=69263
https://cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?t=45004.52&BlobID=70124
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The specifics of the STAR PIRAT TWO procedure end at the ARGGG waypoint to the west of Palo 
Alto. Aircraft are then directed generally across the skies of Palo Alto and our neighboring 
communities on their way toward the final approach to SFO. The procedure is silent on this 
portion of the route’s impacts and does not mitigate the impacts of flights from this route on 
our communities. Please see the City’s letters regarding PIRAT for more information about the 
City’s concerns regarding the impacts of PIRAT and the process by which the FAA has produced 
it. 
 
In keeping with the spirit of the “Fast Track” process developed by staff as described in item E 
above, staff is using this opportunity to bring to the City Council’s attention in a timely fashion 
the final publication of the STAR PIRAT TWO procedure on April 25, 2019. Should the Council 
wish to pursue further action regarding this matter, Council may consider directing staff to 
research or pursue additional actions and/or approach neighboring communities to explore 
whether they have similar concerns or interests. 
 

 
Resource Impact 
For the Fiscal Year 2020 Budget, the City Manager is proposing up to $100,000 in funds to be 
budgeted for airplane noise. This is a departure from previous years, in which no City funds 
have been budgeted for projects or programs related to aircraft impacts. As no City department 
is delegated with responsibility for this topic, all workload demands are anticipated to continue 
to directly impact the senior staff of the City Manager’s Office and the City Attorney’s Office. In 
addition, a considerable portion of the City’s ongoing investment in federal lobbying is 
dedicated to issues related to aircraft impacts.  
 
Some of the annual cost estimates associated with addressing airplane noise include: 

• Membership in the Santa Clara/Santa Cruz  Counties Airport/Community Roundtable at 
$33,466 

• Technical and Legal Consulting at $65,000 or more 

• Membership in the National Association to Insure a Sound Controlled Environment 
(N.O.I.S.E.) at $1,155 

 
These estimates reflect ongoing efforts as described above. They do not include legal and 
expert costs that would be incurred should the City decide to initiate formal legal action. 
Current department budgets do not include sufficient resources for projects of this nature and 
scope; additional budget action would be needed. Legal counsel will evaluate potential costs 
with Council in conjunction with advising on possible initiation of formal legal action.  
Attachments: 

• Attachment A - Fast Track Process 

• Attachment B - Comment Letter PIRAT STAR 11-13-18 

• Attachment C - Comment Letter PIRAT STAR TWO 3-29-19 



Attachment A: FAST-TRACK PROCESS AIRPLANE NOISE  
 

* Time frames may be extended if legal counsel advises more time is available. 

 

 

The “Fast Track Process” documents the steps City staff will take to identify information of potential 

concern to the city (such as new flight procedures or proposed changes to airspace) and prepare an 

appropriate response in a timely and transparent manner. Responses might range from preparation of a 

letter to the FAA from the Mayor, to preparation of a recommendation to City Council regarding 

possible legal action. Timely action is important, particularly when public comment periods have tight 

deadlines or some legal actions may be limited by a 60-day window of opportunity. Transparency is 

equally important given the level of community interest in these issues in Palo Alto. Sharing of 

information with the community will be done through postings on the City’s Airplane Noise webpage, to 

which community members may subscribe in order to receive timely email notifications  This Fast Track 

Process supports a balanced commitment to transparency and timeliness by setting targets for the 

amount of time allotted to various potential steps that may apply to any given circumstance. 

This document is intended to guide and inform staff work and engagement with the community on 

airplane noise issues. Staff will follow the steps below to the extent applicable and feasible, and may 

make adjustments if appropriate depending on particular facts and circumstances. It is not intended to 

create rights or obligations enforceable in a legal proceeding against the City.  

 

 

0. Information becomes publicly available through a posting, announcement, etc. 

1. Information is detected through ongoing monitoring of FAA postings, public information from 

key airports, etc. 

a. Monthly reports prepared and interim flagging as needed 

2. Item of concern is flagged (e.g., by consultants or community) 

a. If consultants flag item, inform community of item of possible concern under review 

3. Assessment of significance of #2 is prepared by consultants for city staff  

a. Depending on nature of #2, #3 may range from oral discussion to recommended bullet 

points to map/diagram illustration, etc. 

b. Staff may conduct iterative process with consultants to revise/strengthen #3 

c. Staff may provide information to City Council at this time as appropriate 

4. Engage with community 

a. Share information generated through #3 process 

b. Welcome input from community stakeholders about strategy/messaging regarding next 

steps 

5. Staff consults with legal counsel on next steps 

6. Staff consults with other jurisdictions/roundtable(s) as appropriate 

7. Staff prepares City response to #2  

a. Council is consulted/informed as appropriate (including scheduling of closed session if 

necessary) 

b. #7 (non-confidential) is shared with community 
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Attachment B - Comment Letter PIRAT STAR 11-13-18









Attachment C - Comment Letter PIRAT STAR TWO 3-29-19
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