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CHAPTER 9 
Off-Airport Land Use Compatibility Planning 

A. Introduction 
The issue of aviation related noise and its impact on people continues to be a 
controversial topic in the vicinity of our nation’s airports.  Airports throughout the United 
States have been adversely affected by the encroachment of land uses that are not 
compatible with levels of sound generally associated with ground and flight operations by 
aircraft.  In response to the increasing encroachment of these non-compatible land uses, 
airports, working through local units of government, have initiated land use management 
actions to facilitate the compatibility of development occurring in the airport environs 
across the United States.   
 
This section presents the Federal initiatives and limitations related to land use control; 
addresses the relationships of the noise contours and the existing land use, and 
recommends additional land use related measures to enhance the long term land use 
compatibility in the environs around HXD.  
 
B FAA’s Role in Noise Compatibility Planning 
 
The following, taken primarily from the September, 1999 report Land Use Compatibility 
and Airports prepared by the FAA, presents the FAA actions related to land use planning. 
 
While the FAA can provide assistance and funding (such as acquisition of eligible noise 
exposure property) to encourage compatible land development around airports, it has no 
regulatory authority for controlling land uses that would protect airport capacity and 
reduce noise exposure.  The FAA recognizes that state and local governments are 
responsible for planning, zoning and regulation including that necessary to provide land 
use compatibility with airport operations. 
 
However, pursuant to the Federal Airport and Airway Development Act, as a condition 
precedent to approval of an FAA-funded airport development project, the airport sponsor 
must provide the FAA with written assurances that ”…appropriate action, including the 
adoption of zoning laws have been or will be taken, to the extent reasonable, to restrict 
the use of land adjacent to or in the immediate vicinity of the airport to activities and 
purposes compatible with normal airport operations including the landing and takeoff of 
aircraft…” 
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To assist in the compatible land use efforts, the FAA, local airport sponsors, and state 
aviation agencies have expended significant funds related to airport planning and off-
airport noise and land use compatibility planning throughout the United States.  Airport 
master plans have been prepared to identify the near-term and long-range projections for 
airport activity and the development necessary to meet these activity demands.  In 
addition, noise and land use studies (FAR Part 150 studies) have been conducted to 
evaluate ways to minimize impacts of aircraft noise, and the FAA and airport sponsors 
have financed land acquisitions and other noise compatibility measures throughout the 
United States.    
 
The FAA has developed land use guidelines that relate the compatibility of aircraft 
activity to areas surrounding an Airport.  These guidelines, provided in Table 9.1, 
identify land use activities that are acceptable within the 65, 70 and 75 DNL contours.  
FAA guidance indicates that virtually all land uses below the 65 DNL are considered by 
them (the FAA) to be compatible with the affects of aircraft noise. 
 
Attention is focused on areas within the 65 DNL because the FAA considers these to be 
the areas significantly exposed to noise and is the limit FAA uses for eligibility to fund 
noise abatement measures.   It is recognized, however, that noise does not stop at the 65 
DNL limit and is heard by those located in close proximity to approach, departure and 
training corridors.  Thus, the FAA encourages airport sponsors and local governments to 
work together to establish land use controls within flight corridors and noise exposure 
areas beyond the 65 DNL.  Numerous airports in the United States have adopted (or are 
in the process of adopting) land use related controls within the 60 DNL and some to the 
55 DNL.  
 
C. Current Off-Airport Land Use Planning  

As part of the Land Management Ordinance of the Town of Hilton Head Island, an 
Airport Hazard Overlay District (Airport Overlay District) has been established in order 
to insure against safety hazards, noise and obstruction problems associated with aircraft 
utilizing the Hilton Head Island Airport. A copy of the full Airport Overlay District (as 
included in the Town of Hilton Head Island Land Management Ordinance) is included in 
Appendix I.  All development proposed within the Airport Overlay District is subject to 
the standards specified therein, in addition to the standards and regulations contained in 
the particular base district in which the development occurs. Development activity within 
the Airport Overlay District is subject to regulation primarily to mitigate safety and noise 
problems and incompatibility with airport operations.   

Mapping of the Airport Overlay District currently corresponds with the LDN 60 noise 
curve prepared at the time of the Ordinance (late 1990’s). See Figure 9-1.  The acronym 
LDN and DNL can both be used in referring to the Day-Night Average Sound Level. 
This document uses DNL while the Town Airport Overlay District uses LDN.  It should 
be noted that LDN is correctly used in mathematical equations only. 
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Two of the sub-districts within the Town's Airport Overlay District that directly relate to 
noise exposure and related controls are as follows:   
 

1. Discretionary Noise Level. This level of regulation corresponds to the LDN 
60 noise curve. It is considered discretionary because it is the transitional 
impact level between significant and insignificant noise levels in the vicinity 
of the airport. Noise mitigation measures are encouraged for all proposed 
residential development within the LDN 60 noise curve. Additionally the 
Ordinance requires that a notice is placed on all plats located within the LDN 
60 noise curve.  The notice is as follows: 

 This property lies either partially or wholly within the Hilton Head 
 Island  Airport Overlay District and is subject to noise that may be 
 objectionable. 

2. Significant Noise Level. The LDN 65 noise curve is concentrically placed 
inside the LDN 60 noise curve. Due to its proximity to the airport's primary 
surface, greater noise and safety concerns exist and more restrictive regulation 
is required. Thus, residential development is prohibited inside the LDN 65 
noise curve due to the severe nature of public health, safety and welfare 
concerns. 

There are also other sub-districts of the Airport Overlay Zone that involve controls 
related to other aviation consequences. For example, no use may be made of land within 
the 60 LDN that would create electrical interference with navigational signals or radio 
communication between the airport and aircraft, make it difficult for pilots to distinguish 
between airport lights and other lights (i.e., colors and patterns), result in glare in the eyes 
of pilots using the airport, impair visibility in the vicinity of the airport, create bird strike 
hazards or otherwise in any way endanger or interfere with the landing, takeoff or 
maneuvering of aircraft intending to use the airport.  Other portions of the Airport 
Overlay District relate to structure heights allowable within approach path areas. 
D. Proposed Overlay Zone Revisions 

The Town of Hilton Head Island, through its implementation of the current Airport 
Overlay District, has established an excellent document for addressing land use 
compatibility with aircraft activity.  However, the noise contour limits on which the 
District mapping is based comes from late 1990’s data that is seven or eight years old.  
Since that time, a number of things have occurred that have reduced the size of the noise 
contours.  First, there has been an approximate 50 percent reduction in operational 
activity at the Airport between 1998 and 2006.  In 1998, 76,600 operations occurred at 
HXD while in 2005 operations had reduced to 34,600 operations.  Second, older noisier 
aircraft are being replaced with newer aircraft that generate less noise than in the past.  
Although there are still very noisy aircraft in the fleet, their numbers have reduced over 
recent years.  As a result, the 60 DNL contour resulting from this FAR Part 150 study is 
smaller than that mapped in the Airport Overlay District. 
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TABLE 9-1 

FAA FAR Part 150 Study Compatible Land Use Guidelines 

  
       Yearly Day-Night Average in Decibels               Yearly Day-Night Average in Decibels       
  Below     Over    Below     Over 

                                 Land Use                                 65 65-70 70-75 75-80 80-85 85                                  Land Use                                  65 65-70 70-75 75-80 80-85 85 
 
RESIDENTIAL.......................................................................................Y N1 N1 N N N MANUFACTURING AND PRODUCTION 
Residential, other than mobile homes and transient lodgings        Manufacturing, general..................................................................Y Y Y2 Y3 Y4 N  

Household units. (11)         Food and kindred products (21)  
Single units - detached (11.11)         Textile mill products (22) 
Single units - semidetached (11.12)         Apparel and other finished products -  
Single units - attached row (11.13)          fabric leather and similar materials (23) 
Two units - side-by-side (11.21)         Lumber and wood (except furniture) (24) 
Two units - one above the other (11.22)         Furniture and fixtures (25) 
Apartments - walk up (11.31)         Paper and allied products (26) 
Apartments - elevator (11.32)         Printing/publishing/allied industries (27) 
Group quarters (12)         Chemicals and allied products (28) 
Residential hotels (13)         Petroleum refining/related industries (29) 
Other residential (19)         Rubber and misc. plastic products (31) 
Mobile home parks (14)...................................................................Y N N N N N   Stone, clay and glass products (32) 
Transient lodgings (15)....................................................................Y N1 N1 N1 N N   Primary metal industries (33) 

Fabricated metal products (34) 
PUBLIC USE:         Miscellaneous (39) 
Schools .................................................................................................Y N1 N1 N N N  Photographic and optical...............................................................Y Y 25 30 N N 

Educational services (68)         Professional/scientific/controlling instruments 
Hospitals and nursing homes ...............................................................Y 25 30 N N N     photographic/optical goods; watches, clocks (35) 

Hospitals, nursing homes (65.13, 65.16)        Agriculture (except livestock) and forestry ....................................Y Y6 Y7 Y8 Y8 Y8  Churches, auditoriums and concert halls..............................................Y 25 30 N N N   Agriculture (except livestock) (81) 
Cultural activities (including churches) (71)         Agricultural related activities (82) 
Auditoriums, concert halls (72.1)         Forestry activities and related services (83) 

Government services (67) ....................................................................Y Y 25 30 N N  Livestock farming and breeding (81.5 to 81.7)..............................Y Y6 Y7 N N N 
Transportation.......................................................................................Y Y Y2 Y3 Y4 Y4  Mining and fishing, resource production and extraction................Y Y Y Y Y Y 

Railroad, rapid rail transit/street railway (41)         Fishing activities and related services (84) 
Motor vehicle (42)         Mining activities and related services (85) 
Aircraft (43)         Other resource production and extraction (89) 
Marine craft (44)        
Highway and street right-of-way (45)       RECREATIONAL 
Parking (46).....................................................................................Y Y Y2 Y3 Y4 N  Outdoor sports arenas and spectator sports (72.2) ......................Y Y5 Y5 N N N 

Outdoor music shells, amphitheaters (72.11) .....................................Y N N N N N 
COMMERCIAL USE        Nature exhibits and zoos (71.2) ....................................................Y Y N N N N 
Offices, business, and professional ......................................................Y Y 25 30 N N  Amusements, parks, resorts and camps.......................................Y Y Y N N N 

Finance, insurance and real estate services (61)         Amusements (73) 
Personal services (62)         Parks (76) 
Business services (63)         Public assembly (72) 
Professional services (65)         Resorts and group camps (75) 
Other medical facilities (65.1)         Other cultural, entertainment and recreation (79) 
Miscellaneous services (69)        Golf courses, riding stables and water recreation (74)..................Y Y 25 30 N N 

Wholesale and retail - building materials, hardware and .....................Y Y Y2 Y3 Y4 N   
 farm equipment                                                                                                                         
Wholesale trade (51) 
Retail trade - building materials, hardware and farm        Source:  FAA Advisory Circular 150/5020-12 
  equipment (52)                                            Y (Yes)          = Land use and related structures compatible without restrictions. 
Repair services (64)        N (No) = Land use and related structures are not compatible and should be prohibited. 
Contract construction services (66)        25, 30 or 35 = Land use and related structures generally compatible; measures to achieve Noise Level 

Retail trade - general ............................................................................Y Y 25 30 N N      Reduction (NLR), outdoor to indoor, of 25, 30 or 35 must be incorporated into design and 
General merchandise (55)                    construction of structure. 
Food (54)                       Number in ( ) = Standard Land Use Coding Manual (SLUCM). 
Automotive, marine craft, aircraft and accessories (55) 
Apparel and accessories (56)                            
Furniture, home furnishings and equipment (57) 
Eating and drinking establishments (58) 
Other retail trade (59) 

Utilities (48) ...........................................................................................Y Y Y2 Y3 Y4 N 
Communication (47) .............................................................................Y Y 25 30 N N 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
 
1 Where the community determines that residential uses must be allowed, measures to achieve outdoor to indoor NLR of at least 25 and 30 dB should be incorporated into building codes and be considered in individual approvals. 
2 Compatible where measures to achieve NLR of 25 are incorporated into the design and construction of portions of these buildings where the public is received, office areas, noise sensitive areas or where normal noise level is low. 
3 Compatible where measures to achieve NLR of 30 are incorporated into the design and construction of portions of these buildings where the public is received, office areas, noise sensitive areas or where normal noise level is low. 
4 Compatible where measures to achieve NLR of 35 are incorporated into the design and construction of portions of these buildings where the public is received, office areas, noise sensitive areas or where normal noise level is low. 
5 Land use compatible provided special sound reinforcement systems are installed. 
6 Prime use only, any residential buildings require a NLR of 25 to be compatible. 
7 Prime use only, any residential buildings require a NLR of 30 to be compatible. 
8 Prime use only, NLR for residential buildings not normally feasible, and such uses should be prohibited. 
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The 60 DNL was established as the Discretionary Noise Level by the Town of Hilton 
Head Island in the late 1990’s.  Over recent years there has been strong interest at 
Airports within the U.S. in using the 55 DNL contour as the outer limit of moderate noise 
exposure.  This change to the 55 DNL has occurred due to the sensitivity over aircraft 
noise that has been expressed by those living within the 55 DNL (as well as some living 
well beyond the 55 DNL).    Thus, to ensure that land use planning and control continues 
within the flight corridors close-in to HXD, it is recommended that the Airport Overlay 
District Discretionary Noise Level be revised from the 60 DNL to the 55 DNL presented 
in this Study.  This recommendation will result in little change to the current overlay zone 
limits since the 60 DNL limits of the current Airport Overlay District correspond closely 
with the 55 DNL contour prepared as part of this study. Figure 9-2 identifies the change 
in the proposed Discretionary Noise Level limit should the town update the zone as 
presented in this study. 
 
Of most importance in using the 55 DNL contour is that it would enhance the long term 
land use compatibility for those properties located closest to the Airport and situated 
below the final approach paths of aircraft.  In effect, using the 55 DNL contour would 
establish the Discretionary Noise Level controls within a corridor extending from Port 
Royal Sound to the north to Broad Creek to the south.    
 
Since FAA still defines significant noise exposure to the 65 DNL, the use of the 65 DNL 
as the Significant Noise Level defined in the Airport Overlay District is recommended to 
remain the same. 
 

It should be noted that the noise exposure maps to be approved by the FAA under this 
study will become the official (latest) maps for the Airport.  Thus, any Ordinance or 
Overlay District that uses DNL contours as its basis should use these updated Maps.        

      

E. Summary of Off-Airport Land Use Compatibility 
Recommendations 

Recommendation 3: To ensure that land use planning and control continues within the 
flight corridors close-in to the Airport, it is recommended that the Airport Overlay 
District Discretionary Noise Level be revised from the 60 DNL to the 55 DNL and since 
the FAA still defines significant noise exposure as the 65 DNL, the Significant Noise 
Level defined in the current Airport Overlay District (65 DNL) should remain the same. 

 
 
 


