Noise Abatement

by: Chuck Jamieson

Once again, the specter of noise complaints has reared its ugly head at Lake Hood.  Yes, I know, I can show you pictures of Lake Hood from the 40s and 50s with the takeoff channel and floatplanes already there and no houses anywhere near.  Yes, they should have known about the noise when they moved in, but unfortunately it doesn't matter.

One of the biggest problems is airplanes with a constant speed prop, specially the ones with IO-520s in 185s, 206s and modified 180s.  They turns 2850 rpm on takeoff (five minutes max), which makes for a lot of noise.  I frequently hear them climbing through 500 feet with full power and takeoff flaps.  Standing still, an 88 inch prop at 2850 rpm has a tip speed of 1094 feet per second and at 85 knots, 1103 fps.  At 45 degrees Fahrenheit the speed of sound is 1102 fps, so the prop tip is supersonic, not even counting the fact that the airflow is accelerated as it passes over the prop.  The speed of sound depends only on the air temperature, and is lower in winter.  For you mathematical types, to find the speed of sound in feet per second, take the temperature in Fahrenheit, add 460, take the square root and then multiply by 49.04.  Max continuous power for a 520 is 2700 rpm, which is still pretty loud.  The way I teach, and what most pilots I know do, is as soon as you're solid flying and you don't have any close obstacles to get over, reduce to 2700, get the flaps up and accelerate to climb speed, then come back to climb power, 2550 and 25 inches for the 520.  If you raise the flaps smoothly and compensate with the elevator, the speed will jump up to climb speed much faster, with no uncontrollable tendency to settle and the climb rate is higher.  If you're light, climbing at cruise power will reduce noise even more.  The best philosophy for takeoff power is to use it as long as you need it, but no longer.  In big open places such as Lake Hood, you don't need it very long.  Years ago I read that the floatplane operators in New York City were restricted to 2700 rpm for noise reasons.

Get your tach checked, lots of them are off by 100 to 150 rpm, so you may be turning faster than you think.  If your airplane has a fixed pitch prop, it turns slower and doesn't make as much noise, but still try to fly noise friendly.  

When approaching to land, don't push the prop in until the rpm drops a hundred or so.  I occasionally hear someone with full rpm while still several miles out and, believe me, you can hear them from a long ways off.  Don't make flat, high power approaches.  The people who measure noise tell me that landing airplanes can be almost as loud as those taking off.  Don't come in too low over the houses.  Minimum altitude rules, FAR 91.119, allow for lower altitudes only when necessary for takeoff and landing.  Legal cases have ruled that you cannot go lower if there is a reasonable alternative, so you can't come in at 100 feet and claim it's for landing.

Sometimes you see recommendations for climbing at best angle, but best rate is better for  several reasons.  Best angle can be too slow for handling an engine failure at low altitude, provides less engine cooling and takes longer to get to altitude.

If there is a reasonable route, try to fly over the least number of houses possible.  At Lake Hood, taking off either east or west, don't turn until you cross the end of the lake.  You can easily and safely have the power back to climb and the flaps up by then, even with a max gross load.  If traffic and winds allow, take off west, northwest, north or 31 if you're going north.  From the strip taking off 13 with a right turn out north will avoid most of the houses.  Coming in from the north, use 13 or southeast when possible and if you're using 31, try a left hand pattern.  If you're going east, use east or 13 and go straight out.  Coming in from the east, use a west or 31 whenever possible or if you need 13, use a right pattern.  If you S-turn or do 360s for altitude before crossing Knik Arm, try to do them either to the west and/or a little off shore, not over the houses.  Obviously, going against the prevailing traffic won't work when it's busy, but in slack times, particularly late at night, will certainly help.  You can always ask for anything you want, but if Tower says no, don't argue.  If the wind is wrong, do not compromise safety, use whatever you need.

Not to leave out other airports, but I am only familiar with Lake Hood, so I won't make recommendations for places I don't know well.  Look for quieter routes at your home airport and fly as neighbor friendly as you safely can.  If we don't, we're going to get stuck with a whole bunch of rules we don't ever want.     
