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INTRODUCTION 

PURPOSE OF THE AIRPORT LAND USE COMMISSION PLAN 
 
This document establishes a comprehensive land use plan that provides for the 
orderly growth of the area surrounding San Jose International Airport in Santa 
Clara County. It is also intended to minimize the public's exposure to excessive 
noise and safety hazards. In formulating this plan, the Airport Land Use 
Commission (ALUC) of Santa Clara County has established provisions for the 
regulation of land use, building height, safety, and noise insulation within areas 
adjacent to the airport. 
 
HISTORY OF ALUC FORMATION AND ADOPTION OF THE 1973 PLAN 
 
Legislation passed by the State of California in 1970 made mandatory the creation 
of an Airport Land Use Commission in each county which has an airport served 
by a scheduled airline or operated for use by the general public. In conformance 
with this legislation, the Planning Policy Committee, an existing decision-making 
body with representation from the 15 cities and the County, was designated to be 
the Airport Land Use Commission (ALUC) for Santa Clara County by the Board of 
Supervisors and the Select Committee of Mayors. After certification by the 
California Secretary of State, the Airport Land Use Commission officially came into 
existence in Santa Clara County in January of 1971. 
 
The newly formed ALUC prepared a plan for the review and approval of new land 
uses in the vicinity of the County's airports. The ALUC's plan, adopted in 1973, 
was developed as a policy plan. A set of background findings and policy 
statements was developed for each concern under the Commission's jurisdiction. 
These policies were designed to serve as a guide to consistent and rational 
decisions by the Commission in allowing new land uses surrounding the airports. 
When necessary, the policy statements were supported by maps and charts. The 
policies and criteria established in the plan formed a framework for new land use 
designations around the airport, but generally did not assign any specific land use 
for a particular parcel of land, leaving that type of decision to the general 
planning processes of the individual jurisdictions affected by the airports. 
 
REPRESENTATION ON THE ALUC 
 
As ALUCs were formed and began functioning around the State, modifications 
were made to the laws governing representation on the Commissions. 
Representation on Santa Clara County's ALUC was changed to reflect current 
statutes. 
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The ALUC is composed of 7 members, two appointed by the Santa Clara County 
Board of Supervisors, two appointed by the Santa Clara County City Selection 
Committee, two appointed by a committee composed of the Aviation Director of 
San Jose International Airport and the Director of the County Roads and 
Airports Department and one appointed at large by the ALUC.   Commissioners 
serve for a four-year term. 

The County's Director of Aviation and a staff representative from San Jose 
International Airport serve as ex-officio members of the Commission, representing 
the two entities which operate airports in the County. 
 
RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE ALUC 
 
Airport Land Use Commissions have three primary responsibilities: 
 

1) to prepare and adopt a land use plan 
 

2) to review general and specific plans prepared by local agencies for 
consistency with the ALUC plan 

 
3) to review individual proposed land use actions in areas near publicly 
owned airports. 

 
Proposals for amendments to general or specific plans and either building or 
zoning regulations by local agencies must be submitted to the ALUC for a 
determination of consistency, as described below. Airport Master Plans are also 
subject to review for consistency with the ALUC plan. 
 
Recommendations made by the ALUC are advisory to local jurisdictions, not 
mandatory. If, however, an affected city disagrees with the ALUC's 
recommendation, there must be a 2/3 vote of the entire city council to overrule the 
ALUC's decision. Overrule votes must also be accompanied by specific findings. 
The impacts associated with an overrule vote are discussed in more detail in 
Section V of this plan. 
 
CONSISTENCY WITH LOCAL GENERAL PLANS AND AIRPORT MASTER 
PLANS 
 
State law requires that general plans and specific plans pertaining to areas adjacent 
to airports be consistent with the ALUC land use plan. In the event that the ALUC 
plan is amended, the law requires local agencies to amend their general plans and 
specific plans within 180 days in order to maintain this consistency. Provisions 
exist for local overrules of the ALUC plan amendments. These provisions are 
discussed in greater detail in the Plan Implementation section of this document. 
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Airport Master Plans must also be consistent with the provisions of the ALUC 
plan. Before modification of an Airport Master Plan, the airport operator must 
submit the proposed changes to the ALUC for a determination of consistency. The 
ALUC review of the proposed master plan changes would be similar to its review of 
a local general plans. 
 
LIMITATIONS TO ALUC JURISDICTION 
 
The Airport Land Use Commission's jurisdiction does not include authority over 
the operation of any airport in Santa Clara County. Future growth and activity at 
each of the airports is, however, considered in the ALUC plan for purposes of 
determining appropriate land use controls. 
 
State legislation specifically indicates that the ALUC has no control over existing 
incompatible land uses. Their jurisdiction is strictly limited to new uses in the 
vicinity of the airports. 
 
ALUC's land use controls extend only into the designated airport influence 
boundary around each of the airports. Within this referral boundary, the 
Commission makes recommendations regarding the compatibility of proposed 
land uses in terms of aircraft noise and safety, but is excluded from zoning 
property or applying other types of land use controls. The ALUC has no control 
over events outside the designated boundary, such as from aircraft overflight 
noise. 
 
RELATIONSHIP TO OTHER AGENCIES HAVING JURISDICTION OVER 
AIRPORTS 
 
Several agencies and commissions have either direct control or some impact over 
airport activities. The Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) exerts the most 
control over airport operations. They are responsible for certifying the 
airworthiness of aircraft, certifying pilots, and controlling airspace. Most airport 
regulations, policies, capital improvement programs, and even to a certain degree 
leasing policies, relate to FAA regulations and guidelines. Aircraft in flight are 
also the responsibility of the FAA. 
 
At the state level, responsibility for airports lies with the California Department 
of Transportation, Division of Aeronautics. The Division of Aeronautics is 
responsible for funding, licensing, and permitting programs for airports and 
heliports. They also provide assistance for the development and maintenance of 
aviation facilities through engineering and aviation expertise, aviation systems 
planning, and environmental and community services programs. Proposing 
legislation relating to aviation concerns, tracking bills through the legislature, 
and analyzing aviation-related bills also fall within the responsibility of the 
Division of Aeronautics. 
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Responsibility for overseeing the activities of Airport Land Use Commissions 
throughout the state also rests with the Division of Aeronautics. They oversee 
airport layouts and master plans, track ALUC plans, and provide support and 
training for ALUC staffs and commissioners. 
 
At the county level, the County Airports Commission advises the Board of 
Supervisors on matters of policy concerning airport operations, long-term 
financing, capital improvements, and the acquisition of land or airspace for the 
County airport system. They also review and make recommendations on any 
research studies funded under grants; track land use issues and provide input to 
the ALUC; study, advise, and make recommendations to the Board of Supervisors 
and other County agencies concerning cooperation with military airports and 
possible joint use arrangements; and assist in the implementation and on-going 
review of the County Airports Master Plan. 
 
The City of San Jose has also established an Airports Commission to deal with 
similar issues relating to San Jose International Airport. The San Jose Airports 
Commission is an advisory body to the City Council and the city's Director of 
Aviation. They are charged with investigating, studying, and reviewing matters 
relating to the San Jose International and its development. The Commission's 
policy is to promote and protect air transportation to serve the public interest, to 
integrate the Airport and its related activities into the orderly growth of the 
community, and to meet the needs of the traveling public without unduly 
affecting property and persons located near the airport. 
 
Also on the local level are the municipalities that surround the airports and/or 
are affected by their operation. The cities of San Jose, Palo Alto and Santa Clara 
and the unincorporated community of San Martin are most affected by airport 
operations. These jurisdictions integrate airport issues such as noise and safety 
into their general plans and zoning ordinances, based on input from the ALUC. 
Cooperation between the cities, the airport operators, and the appropriate 
commissions is essential to insure appropriate land uses in the vicinity of the 
airports in Santa Clara County. 
 
ORGANIZATION OF THE CURRENT ALUC PLAN 
 
The 1991 ALUC plan update was written with the intent of simplifying the 1973 
text, clarifying some confusing points, and insuring that current practices 
appeared in a written form. An example of one such change is that policies are 
now grouped by type of airport, rather than by airport name. This reorganization 
was intended to insure that all general aviation airports are treated equally, and 
that separate provisions are made for San Jose International Airport. 
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AIRPORTS OF SANTA CLARA COUNTY 

There are five airports in Santa Clara County. Three are designed for general 
aviation uses (Palo Alto, Reid-Hillview, and South County), one is an international 
airport (San Jose), and one is a military installation (Moffett Field). This Airport 
Land Use Plan applies to San Jose International Airport only.  The ALUC has or 
will adopted Airport Land Use Plans for the other airports in the county.  
 
SAN JOSE INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT 
 
According to the State Department of Transportation, San Jose International 
Airport is classified as one of 28 Commercial Service - Primary Airports in 
California. A commercial service airport, under the Federal definition, is one 
which receives scheduled passenger airline service and enplanes (boards) more 
than 2,500 persons annually. The primary airport classification indicates a 
commercial service airport that enplanes more than 10,000 passengers annually. 
According to Department of Transportation records, there were 344,000 operations 
from this airport in 1989. The airport is owned and operated by the City of San 
Jose. 
 
San Jose International Airport occupies 1,050 acres, and serves all sizes and types 
of aircraft. Three runways are located at the facility; 12L/30R is 11,000 feet in 
length and 150 feet wide, 12R/30L is 11,000 feet in length and 150 feet wide, 11/29 
is 4,599 feet in length and 100 feet wide. High intensity lights serve the main 
runways, 12R/30L and 12L/30R, with medium intensity lights on the other 
runway. San Jose Airport's facilities include a control tower; Visual Approach 
Slope Indicator (VASI) lighting, which provides vertical visual approach guidance 
to pilots; UNICOM, a nongovernmental radio station that may provide airport 
information; and, an Automated Weather Observation System (AWOS). The 
airport also has three types of published instrument approach procedures: 
Instrument Landing Systems (ILS), which provides electronic glideslope 
information for pilots, RNAV (GPS) and Very High Frequency Omnidirectional 
Radio Signals (VOR). 
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NOISE IMPACTS ASSOCIATED WITH AIRCRAFT OPERATIONS 

Insuring compatibility between aircraft noise and various types of land uses is one 
of the primary functions of the ALUC. This section will describe the types of noise 
generated by aircraft, how the noise environment around airports is measured, 
how noise compatibility standards were established, and the steps being taken to 
control airport noise. 
 
CHARACTERISTICS OF NOISE 
 
Sound is created when an object vibrates and radiates part of its energy as acoustic 
pressure waves. As a physical phenomenon, noise has the following 
characteristics: 
 

• Energy - Energy is measured by the level of intensity of force behind the 
sound. The greater the intensity, the louder the sound. 

 
• Frequency - The frequency of a sound is measured by the number of 

vibrations per second. A high pitched sound results from a greater number 
of vibrations. 

 
• Duration - Duration of the sound relates to how long a noise stays above a 

certain minimum level. 
 
In terms of aircraft noise, the sound energy generated by a passing aircraft will 
determine the loudness of the noise heard by persons on the ground. 
 
The frequency of aircraft noise can be characterized by the sound of a jet engine. 
At take-off, the full power of a jet engine has a low roar. The engine vibrates at a 
different frequency during the lower-powered landing operation, emitting a high-
pitched whine. 
 
The duration of aircraft sound will vary depending on a person's location relative 
to the airport and the flight path. For instance, a resident of north San Jose may 
experience a few seconds of intense noise as jets pass overhead during take-off. 
Someone living much nearer the airport may be exposed to several minutes of 
intense noise as engines are tested. 
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MEASUREMENT OF NOISE 
 
The loudness of sound is usually expressed in decibels (dB), a logarithmic 
scale measuring sound pressure. It is common to see decibel levels 
expressed as "dBA". This means that noise measurement readings were 
adjusted to give greater weight to the frequencies most commonly heard by 
the human ear. The dBA measurement is referred to as the A-weighted 
sound level. 
 
In order to get a better understanding of decibel levels, the following chart 
compares some sound levels generated by aircraft during take-off operations 
from San Jose International with sounds typical in the urban environment. 
 

NOISE GENERATION COMPARISON 

Aircraft During Take-off dB Urban Noise Generators 
 105 Power Mower 
DC 8-63 or DC-10 104  
Boeing 727-100 98  

 95 Freight train at 50 ft. 
McDonnell Douglas MD-88 92  
McDonnell Douglas MD-81 90 Food blender 
British Aerospace 146-200 89  

 85 Alarm clock, electric mixer 
 80 Washing machine, garbage disposal 
British Aerospace 146-100 76  

 75 Freeway traffic from 50 ft. 
 70 Vacuum cleaner 
 55 Normal conversation 
 40 Bird calls 
 35 Library 
 10 Leaves rustling 

NOISE ENVIRONMENT IN THE VICINITY OF AIRPORTS 
 
Several types of noise are common in the vicinity of airports. Noise 
generated during take-off and landing operations is most commonly the 
focus of neighborhood concerns, but other types of aircraft-generated noise 
can be troublesome as well. Planes traveling along the flight track, or 
diverting from the regular flight track, generate noise that some individuals 
find intrusive. Other noise complaints may be generated by engine "run-
up", the low frequency "rumble" of jet aircraft, or helicopter noise. 
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ENGINE RUN-UP NOISE 
 
Testing and/or adjusting an aircraft's engines requires that the engines be 
operated while the aircraft is on the ground. "Low-power" run-ups are generally 
required for minor repairs and routine maintenance, while "high-power" run-ups 
are needed for major repairs and certain types of maintenance. Noise generated 
during a low-power run-up is similar to that for an idling engine. High-power run-
ups, however, may generate a significant amount of noise depending on the 
particular type of engine, the procedure being done, and the environmental 
conditions. 
 
Because commercial aircraft maintenance is usually undertaken when the aircraft 
are not in service, engine run-up noise often occurs during the curfew period 
(11:30 p.m. to 6:30 a.m.) for San Jose International. The noise normally lasts only 
a few minutes, but can last up to 20 minutes. High-power run-ups may be done 
10 to 20 times per month. General aviation maintenance is normally performed 
prior to curfew hours, so would not impact residents near Reid-Hillview, Palo Alto, 
or South County Airports. 
 
LOW FREQUENCY "RUMBLE" 
 
Low frequency noise, or rumble, is most commonly generated by jets during take-
off, and tends to propagate for greater distances than higher frequency noise. 
Many people find this noise very intrusive. Sound attenuation properties of 
structures are somewhat less effective for this frequency. The only practical 
mitigation for rumble is to shield the noise source from residential areas with 
buildings and terrain. In the Santa Clara Valley, which is very flat, the most 
practical solution is to distance residential uses as far as possible from the 
runway and flight path, and to establish commercial and industrial uses between 
the airport and residential areas to act as a sound barrier. 

HELICOPTER NOISE 
 
Helicopters generate a very unique type of noise, which many people find 
intrusive. This is due in part to the fact that these aircraft tend to fly lower, and in 
what the community perceives as a less regimented flight track. ALUC policies 
dealing with the control of helicopter noise and flight path restrictions are 
included in the Appendix. 
 
COMMUNITY NOISE EQUIVALENT LEVEL (CNEL) 
 
In communities impacted by aircraft noise, a type of sound averaging has been 
adopted by the State to express the overall noise environment. The Community 
Noise Equivalent Level (CNEL) is an average made up of numerous single noise 
events. Individual noise readings taken in a 24-hour period are weighted 
depending on the time of day the noise occurs. In doing a CNEL calculation, 
daytime events (7:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m.) would be included at their actual 
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levels, while evening events (7:00 p.m. to 10:00 p.m.) would be given 4.8 
times as much weight, and night events (10:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m.) would be 
weighted 10 times higher. Assigning greater weights to sounds occurring 
during evening and nighttime hours takes into account the fact that people 
are more disturbed by extraneous sounds when relaxing or sleeping. 

USE OF CNEL MEASUREMENTS 
 
CNEL readings are used to establish noise impact contours around public 
airports. The contours take into account such things as the aircraft fleet 
mix, the number of operations, and the time of day operations occur. 

AIRCRAFT FLEET MIX 
 
Aircraft fleet mix refers to the types of planes using an airport. Because 
different types of planes generate very different sound levels, changes in 
the fleet mix can change the CNEL contours. 
 
More than 20 different types of commercial aircraft use San Jose 
International Airport. These aircraft are a mix of Stage 2 and Stage 3, with 
approximately 3/4 of the planes being Stage 3. Stage 2 aircraft were built in 
the 1970's and 80's, while Stage 3 aircraft were designed and developed 
after 1975. Stage 3 aircraft reflect newer technology and are quieter than 
their predecessors. 

Take-off noise generated by the aircraft fleet using San Jose International 
ranges from a minimum of 76 dB to a maximum of 104 dB, with some of 
the Stage 2 aircraft being quieter than the Stage 3. A phase-out of stage 2 
aircraft is underway nationwide. Recent federal legislation has targeted the 
year 2000 for the final conversion of the nation's airline fleet to Stage 3 
aircraft. The final conversion to quieter aircraft will impact the CNEL 
contours, resulting in a decrease in the size of the noise impact area. 

NUMBER OF AIRCRAFT OPERATIONS 
 
The number of aircraft operations at an airport can also have a significant 
effect on the CNEL contours, because CNEL is an average of the total 
number of single event noises. The following chart shows the number of 
flights that would be required at selected decibel levels to achieve 65 dB and 70 
dB CNEL values in a 24-hour period. 
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NOISE EQUIVALENTS FOR 65 AND 70 CNELS 

CNEL 
Total Flights 

per day 

Avg. Maximum 
Noise Level 

of each Flight 
(in decibels) 

65 10 89 
 100 79 
 1000 69 
 2000 66 

70 10 94 
 100 84 
 1000 74 
 2000 71 

 
 

LIMITATIONS TO RELIANCE ON CNEL CONTOURS 
 
The CNEL contours are used to evaluate the compatibility of various types of land 
uses with the noise environment surrounding the airport. There are, however, 
limitations to using just the CNEL values. Noise complaints can originate from 
well outside of the 65 CNEL contours. For example, people living further from the 
airport than those within the 60-65 CNEL contour may hear a lower level of sound 
from aircraft operations, but be more irritated by it because the sound lasts longer 
at their location. Weather conditions can also change where sound travels, and 
may cause it to impact areas outside the 65 CNEL. The vast majority of 
complaints originating from outside of the designated noise impact area relate to 
single events, rather than the overall operation of the airport. 
 
SINGLE EVENT NOISE EXPOSURE LEVELS (SENEL) 
 
Another problem with relying solely on CNEL contours is that CNEL is a noise 
exposure average, which tends to obscure the fact that intermittent aircraft 
overflights generate a noise level about 20 dBA higher than the CNEL value. For 
this reason, Single Event Noise Exposure Levels (SENEL) are also calculated. The 
combination of the average noise environment as shown by the CNEL and the 
single event levels gives the ALUC a better understanding of the noise 
environment that will be encountered by a proposed land use and, thus, provides 
a better basis for decision making. 
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The SENEL is measured using specific locations in relation to an airport's 
runways. The method of calculating SENEL is described in the Plan 
Implementation Procedures section of this document. While there are no 
established Federal or State guidelines for SENEL limits, the land use 
compatibility charts developed by the State and incorporated into this document 
take into account the overall noise environment within the various CNEL 
contours. 
 
COMPATIBLE LAND USES 
 
The ALUC is charged with providing guidance to the local jurisdictions to insure 
that land uses established in the vicinity of airports are compatible with the noise 
environment. 

When evaluating various land uses in relation to the airport noise environment, 
particular concern is given to noises which might interfere with speech or sleep, 
and those noises which might lead to excessive stress. While factors like stress 
might be less readily measurable due to the differing tolerances of individuals, 
there are generally agreed on standards relating to the disruption of sleep and 
interference with normal conversation. 

The State has researched the impacts of differing noise levels on a variety of land 
uses, as have the Federal Government and local jurisdictions. Based on those 
studies, certain maximum standards for interior living spaces have been 
incorporated into State law. Standards for multi-family units are also incorporated 
into the Uniform Building Code. In accordance with those regulations, the ALUC 
has adopted the following maximum interior noise levels: 
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MAXIMUM INTERIOR NOISE LEVELS FOR INTERMITTENT NOISE 

Max. Intermittent 
Generalized Land Use Noise (dBA)

 
Residential: 
1. Living areas 55 
2. Sleeping areas 40 

 
Educational/Cultural Facilities: 
1. Concert Hall 25 
2. Legitimate Theater 30 
3. School Auditorium 35 
4. Classroom 55 
5. School Laboratory 60 
6. Church Sanctuaries 45 
7. Library 65 

 
Recreational Facilities: 
1. Movie Theater 45 
2. Sports Arena 75 
3. Bowling Alley 75 

 
Commercial Uses: 
1. Hotel/Motel Sleeping Areas 40 
2. Hospital Sleeping Areas 40 
3. Executive Office/Conf. Rms. 55 
4. Staff Offices 60 
5. Sales/Secretarial Offices 65 
6. Restaurants 65 
7. Markets/Retail Stores 65 

 
Heavy or Light Industrial Facilities: 
1. Office Areas - See Commercial 
2. Labs 60 
3. Machine Shop 75 
4. Construction or Assembly 75 

The maximum interior noise levels are also used in calculation of the noise 
reduction required in the various types of land uses during landing and 
take-off operations. The calculated values shown on Table 3 reflect decibel 
reductions necessary for a variety of land uses in different ranges of noise 
exposure from single events at  San Jose International. This chart is based 
on noise generated during take-off because take-off operations are noisier 
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than landings, allowing a "worst case" analysis of the noise environment. For 
homes north of the airport, this chart reflects the noise exposure approximately 
85% of the time. Homes south of the airport will only experience take-off noise 
approximately 15% of the time, when operations are reversed due to weather 
conditions, but should be adequately insulated for this contingency. 

LAND USE COMPATIBILITY CHARTS 
 
Land Use Compatibility charts are based on data taken from accumulated case 
history experience of noise complaints near airports, studies demonstrating how 
well speech can be understood at various noise levels, subjective tests of how 
much noise people judge as acceptable, and the typical noise insulation provided 
by common types of building construction. This information is incorporated into 
the Airport Noise Standards, Title 21, of the California Administrative Code. 
 
The ALUC has adopted a Land Use Compatibility Chart (Table 1) for projects in 
the vicinity of San Jose International Airport, which complies with the California 
Noise Standards. This chart provides a general overview of the types of land uses 
that are permissible in different noise environments. For example, the chart 
indicates that residential uses would be allowed within the 60-65 CNEL noise 
contour, but should be avoided above 65 CNEL unless directly related to airport 
service. The chart also has categories for educational, cultural, commercial, 
industrial, and recreational uses. 
 
At General Aviation Airports, the same land use compatibility restrictions apply, 
but for a lower CNEL range (See Table 2). For example, new single-family 
residential development should not take place in the 60-65 CNEL range. This 
difference is due to the fact that the 65 CNEL contour for most general aviation 
airports lies fairly close to the airport boundary and does not sufficiently describe 
the annoyance area which result from low-flying aircraft, the typically lower 
background noise, and the frequency of operations. 

SOUND INSULATION OF STRUCTURES 
 
Sound transmission from the outside to the inside may involve several different 
sound paths. For example, sound can pass through walls, windows, and doors. 
The overall noise reduction a structure can achieve takes these varying sound 
paths into consideration. The sound transmission loss, which is a measure of the 
sound energy passing through a building material, is expressed in decibels. 
Building materials are rated with a Sound Transmission Class (STC) rating, which 
can be used to understand the overall noise reduction that will take place in a 
structure. For example, a standard wall has a STC of 40 dB, a single-paned window 
or typical exterior door has a STC of 20 dB. 
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For a typical dwelling, the composite noise reduction would be 20 dBA with the 
windows opened, and 30 dBA with the windows dosed. Concrete structures, with 
few windows, may achieve a noise reduction of 30-40 dBA. Noise reduction in 
excess of 40 dBA would require special construction techniques. The most 
practical of these, such as heavy weather stripping, fixed double-sealed windows, 
and additional roof insulation, could reduce the exterior noise by 10-20 dBA. 
Noise reduction beyond these limits would be very costly and probably not 
practical. Tables 4 and 5 show the noise reduction characteristics for typical 
building materials. 
 
EXTERIOR NOISE 
 
The land use compatibility chart and the acceptable noise levels chart focus on the 
reduction of interior noise levels, as do most of the other tables. While reduction of 
interior noise levels is important, the exterior noise environment cannot be 
overlooked. Exterior noise levels from passing aircraft must be taken into account 
for any land use where there is habitable exterior space. These spaces would 
include lawns, balconies, patios, or any similar exterior open space. 

There are no agreed upon standards for maximum exterior noise at this point, 
although the issue has been addressed at various levels of government. For 
example, Title 21 of the California Administrative Code limits exterior noise 
exposure to areas with less than 75 CNEL for residential uses. The 
Environmental Protection Agency has determined that undue interference with 
activity and annoyance will not occur in residential areas at outdoor noise levels 
below 55 Ldn (Ldn is a noise measure which is roughly equivalent to CNEL). 
 
It is agreed that most residential uses could be insulated, albeit at significant 
cost, to muffle exterior noise to meet the required maximum interior levels. It 
may not, however, be reasonable to expect the residents of homes that are 
heavily insulated to use air conditioning systems for year-round ventilation. 
Opening windows and doors will reduce the insulation ability of the structure 
and will raise interior noise levels beyond the maximums allowed. 
 
Regardless of the amount of insulation in a structure, there is still no way to 
insulate the exterior spaces. Outdoor activities will be interrupted by passing 
aircraft in the noise-impacted area. Depending on the residence's location in 
relation to the flight pattern, people relaxing in their yards may be exposed to 
noise levels in excess of 100 decibels. Near busy airports like San Jose 
International and Reid-Hillview, which have hundreds of flights per day, these 
interruptions can be intolerable. 
 
As an example, the chart on page 11 shows that normal conversation takes place 
at about 55 dB, with the speakers 10 feet apart. At 62 db, voices must be raised; at 
74 dB, speakers must shout to be heard. The mix of jet aircraft currently using 
San Jose International generates take-off noise levels ranging from 76 - 104+ dB, 
making conversation almost impossible during those operations. 
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The problem with exterior noise, particularly as it relates to single noise events, 
reinforces the need to adhere to the land use compatibility charts. The charts have 
been developed such that residential uses are excluded from areas where the 
average sound levels would be a problem. By excluding residential uses from 
these areas, they are also kept further from areas where single event noise levels 
are highest. 
 
INFILL 
 
Infill is the development of vacant parcels in areas that are already substantially 
developed with uses that would not be permitted by the current plan. ALUC has 
no jurisdiction over the existing uses, but can control infill development. The most 
common argument of development proponents is that similar uses already exist in 
the area in which they are proposing to build. Existing houses and other structures 
in areas that are noise impacted may have added extra insulation, granted 
avigation easements to the airport operator, or taken some other remedial 
measure to deal with the noise environment. (See Section V for a further 
discussion of avigation easements.) 
 
State law gives the ALUC specific ability to control new development to insure 
that the established standards are met. Allowing infill in areas that are deemed 
incompatible is, generally, not in keeping with the purpose or goals of the ALUC. 
The ALUC does have the option of granting exceptions to infill projects that meet 
certain findings. For example, residential projects within the 65 CNEL contour 
might be considered if it can be demonstrated that the projects will be sufficiently 
insulated to meet ALUC standards for interior noise, and that exterior noise is not 
intrusive. Project applicants must also be willing to grant an avigation easement 
to the appropriate airport operator. 
 
EXISTING INCOMPATIBLE LAND USES 
 
Lands surrounding most airports have developed over time with a variety of 
residential commercial, and industrial uses. Often these uses do not conform to 
the current noise restrictions. Again, ALUC has no jurisdiction over existing uses. 
It is up to the airport operators and the local jurisdictions to work together to 
bring the uses into conformance through increased sound insulation, acquisition, 
or relocation. The ALUC's role is to insure that zoning for future uses allows only 
uses that are compatible with the airport environment, and to encourage 
replacement of incompatible uses with compatible uses as the existing buildings 
age. In the event that an incompatible use ceases operation and a new use is 
proposed which is subject to a discretionary land use approval, current ALUC 
policies and density restrictions would be imposed. 
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REMEDIATION OF EXISTING INCOMPATIBLE USES 
 
Federal Aviation Regulations (FAR) Part 150 requires noise-impacted airports, 
such as San Jose International, to identify and project noise impacts and to 
formulate a program to mitigate those impacts. Mitigations could include curfews, 
soundproofing, acquisition, or dedication of avigation easements. 
 
A noise-monitoring program has been established at San Jose International to 
identify and project the noise impacts associated with airport operations. 
Monitoring stations ring the airport and are located in other areas as well. 
Continuous readings are taken from the monitoring stations. These readings are 
then used by the airport operator to produce a quarterly noise contour map 
showing the various CNEL contours. An annual noise contour map is produced 
each December showing the noise-impacted area for the airport. 
 
San Jose International has established a number of methods for dealing with 
remedial noise problems within the impacted area. They include acquisition, 
sound insulation, and a curfew. 
 
The City of San Jose also purchased a number of residential structures south of 
the airport in an area known as the Coleman Loop, which were heavily impacted 
by aircraft noise. Those structures have been removed from the area. 
 
A third aspect of the City's remediation program is a residential soundproofing 
program. The program is designed to provide extra insulation and/or double-
paned windows in areas most impacted by the noise. 
 
At San Jose International, airport operations are limited to between the hours of 
6:30 a.m. - 11:30 p.m. to create a quieter environment for surrounding residents. 
Planes may land and take-off during curfew hours only under very specific and 
very limited circumstances. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

IV. AIRPORT SAFETY ISSUES 
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AIRPORT SAFETY 
 
The ALUC is charged with protecting the public health, safety, and welfare by 
minimizing the public's exposure to safety hazards in areas surrounding public 
airports, with the exception of areas that are already devoted to incompatible land 
uses. Establishing and enforcing safety restrictions around the airports is a 
cooperative undertaking by the FAA, the ALUC, and the affected jurisdictions. 
 
The policies contained in this plan that deal with airport safety relate to existing 
and potential safety problems that may be alleviated through protective land-use 
planning. Safety considerations include height restrictions for objects that may be 
hazardous to air navigation, and limitations on land use and population densities 
designed to protect both people and property. 
 
SAFETY ZONES 
 
Exposure to potential aviation accidents varies for lands in the vicinity of airports, 
depending on the type of aircraft using the facility, the number of flights, and local 
weather conditions. Preventative land use planning is one factor leading to the 
relatively small number of aviation accidents in the vicinity of airports that occur 
each year and the fact that very few persons on the ground are injured as a result 
of those accidents. Other factors include the safety features built into the aircraft 
and the pilot's actions during an emergency situation. 
 
Land use planning to minimize safety concerns is among the responsibilities the 
ALUC.  One part of this planning effort is to establish safety zones for each 
airport. To this end, the Commission has established safety zones at the ends of 
each of the runways at the county's airports that are appropriate to the type of 
aircraft that uses the particular facility. These safety zones are based on historical 
data and a demonstrated pattern of aircraft accidents around similar airports. 
Compatible types of land uses and population densities are adopted for areas 
within the established safety zones. 
 
TYPES OF AVIATION ACCIDENTS 
 
The most serious type of landing accidents for air carriers generally occurs when 
the pilot undershoots the approach and crashes short of the runway. Weather is a 
often a significant factor in landing accidents, with other types of accidents being 
caused by failure of the pilot and crew to properly monitor the aircraft's course, 
airspeed, descent rate or glide path. Take-off accidents involving air carriers can 
result from loss of engine power, mechanical difficulties, and hazardous weather 
conditions such as turbulence, wind shear, downdrafts, or rapid changes in wind 
velocity. 
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General aviation accidents result most frequently from engine failure on take-off. 
Loss of power on a single engine plane, loss of one engine on a twin-engine plane, or 
stalling can result in an accident, unless the pilot is able to make a controlled 
emergency landing at the airport or on a clear area near the airport. Providing open 
spaces in the vicinity of the airports increases the likelihood that a pilot could make 
such a landing. 
 
The principal types of landing accidents for general aviation aircraft result from 
short landings, stalling due to lack of sufficient airspeed, running out of fuel, failure 
to clear obstructions in the flight path, and engine failure. Again, the likelihood of a 
controlled emergency landing increases with the amount of open area available. 
 
LIMITING EXPOSURE TO AIRCRAFT ACCIDENTS 
 
Land use restrictions related to safety in the vicinity of airports are intended to 
minimize the number of people exposed to aircraft crash hazards. This objective can 
be accomplished by limiting the number of people in the area and limiting the 
amount of land covered by buildings. 
 
Aviation accidents are generally clustered along the extended runway centerline. 
For this reason, Federal Aviation Regulations require that both "object free areas" 
and "runway protection zones" be designated at the ends of runways. The "object 
free area" is a rectangular area of varying size depending on the length and use of a 
particular runway, and is immediately adjacent to the end of that runway. As the 
name implies, no objects of any type, including vegetation, which would extend 
above the primary runway surface are permitted within the designated zone. 
 
FAA's "runway protection zones," which are trapezoidal in shape and encompass 
the "object free area." Again, the size of these zones varies depending on the length 
and use of the runways. An example of the relationship between the object free area 
and the runway protection zone can be seen at San Jose International. At the ends 
of the primary runway, 30L/12R, the FAA has established rectangular object free 
areas that are 1,000 ft. long by 800 ft. wide. The runway protection zone 
established for this runway begins 200 feet beyond the end of the runway, and 
extends 2,500 feet. The width of the trapezoidal area varies from 1,000 feet nearest 
the end of the runway to 2,000 feet at the opposite end.  
 
Because take-offs and landings are the most critical phases of flight, the ALUC 
has created safety zones that extend beyond the object free areas and runway 
protection zones required by the FAA. This action was taken because the FAA 
regulations are primarily designed to protect aircraft on approach and departure, 
while the ALUC regulations focus on protection of people on the ground. ALUC 
policies recognize that a larger safety zone affords a greater degree of protection for 
life and property. 
 
Based on studies commissioned by the ALUC, standard sizes for safety zones were 
established. The minimal total length of safety zones beyond the end of a runway 
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was established at 5,000 feet for a preferential take-off runway for aircraft 
weighing more than 12,500 lbs. and all jet propelled aircraft. At the non-
preferential take-off end of the runway, the safety zone may be reduced to 3,500 
feet in length. 

Safety zone widths are established at 1,500 feet. In the case of dual parallel 
runways, the safety zone would be 1,500 feet plus the distance between the 
centerlines of the dual runways. 
 
An exception policy has been established by the ALUC that allows narrowing of 
the width of a particular safety zone. Applicants pursuing such reductions must 
provide evidence showing that the reduced width affords an equivalent level of 
safety. Prior to approval of such a reduction, the ALUC must find that adequate 
levels of safety are maintained by the reduced zone. 

Safety zones are further divided into inner and outer portions. The area nearest 
the end of the runway is referred to as the "inner safety zone." The "outer safety 
zone" extends beyond the inner zone. Land use restrictions within these two 
zones vary. Within the inner safety zone, no new objects are allowed to be erected 
or to grow above the primary runway surface. This zone encompasses the FAA 
object free zone, and meets federal restrictions designed to allow space for to 
aircraft to overshoot the runway without significant damage. Restrictions in the 
outer safety zones include prohibition of residential uses and limitations on 
population density. 

As a general rule, the first 1,500 feet from the end of a runway would be 
considered the inner safety zone. The following text discusses variations in safety 
zone restrictions among the airports in the County. 
 
As noted above, safety zones have been established at the ends of the runways at 
each airport in the Santa Clara County. Each of the safety zones varies in size and 
configuration, however, depending on the type of aircraft using the facility, the 
length of the runway, and for other special considerations. All safety zones meet 
the minimum requirements of the FAA. 
 
ALUC SAFETY ZONES FOR SAN JOSE INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT 
 
The north safety zones for the three runways at San Jose International extend 
5,000 feet, recognizing that this is the preferential take-off direction for all types 
of aircraft. The safety zones are 1,500 feet wide. 
 
San Jose International's south safety zones extend 5,000 feet beyond the ends 
of the main runways. The safety zone established for Runway 11/29 is 990 ft. 
wide and 3, 960 ft. long. Safety at the southern ends of San Jose International's 
main runways is enhanced by the use of displaced landing threshold, meaning  
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that the portion of the runway south of Taxiway B is unused. Additional safety 
protection is afforded by the fact that lands south of the safety zone and directly 
under the flight path are, for the most part, owned by the City of San Jose and 
have been cleared of all structures. 
 
DENSITY RESTRICTIONS 
 
Population densities in the safety zones are purposely limited to decrease the 
number of people who might be injured in a crash. The ALUC has adopted what is 
known and the "10/25" rule to control population densities. The rule requires that 
populations within the designated safety zones be limited to no more than 10 
persons per net acre on an annual average, and no more than 25 persons at any 
one time. The rule allows low density uses, such as warehouses, where employees 
would be spread throughout a large structure, but not uses such as office 
buildings, which would concentrate a large group of people in a small area. 
 
HEIGHT RESTRICTIONS 
 
The ALUC charge of protecting the public's health and safety includes both insuring 
that pilots operating aircraft near an airport have a safe space in which to fly and 
protecting persons occupying nearby structures. Both arrival and departure paths 
from airports must be kept clear of tall buildings that would serve as obstacles or 
possible distractions to pilots during a critical phase of take-off or landing. A 
buffer should exist to allow for possible engine failure, which would limit a 
departing plane's ability to climb above tall structures in the normal take-off path. 
Landing patterns should also be kept free of undue obstruction to allow for 
emergency situations and for pilots who might undershoot the approach. 
 
Proposed projects should not penetrate above the established height restriction 
boundaries, particularly along the approach and departure routes. There have 
been cases in California where such penetration has occurred, with resultant loss 
of some of the usable length of the runway and/or planes passing uncomfortably 
near buildings, creating an unsafe situation for those on the plane as well as 
those on the ground. Buildings or other objects extending into the restricted areas 
can also reduce the commercial viability of the airport by limiting the type or size 
of airplanes that can use the facility. Maintaining height restrictions for new 
structures will insure that the navigable airspace immediately surrounding the 
airports is kept free of obstruction. 
 
Federal Aviation Regulations Part 77 sets standards for obstructions to airspace. 
In general, the FAA is responsible for administering these regulations. The ALUC 
sets height restrictions around each of the county's airports based on the 
approach and departure surfaces outlined in the Part 77 regulations. New 
construction is subject to FAA review in terms of airspace requirements as well 
as ALUC review. Any object that penetrates the surfaces established pursuant to 
the Part 77 regulations is inconsistent with this plan, even if the FAA determines 
that the object would not pose a hazard.  
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OTHER HAZARDS TO NAVIGATION 
 
Certain types of land uses can result in hazards to navigation by creating 
confusing situations for pilots, obscuring their view, or interfering with 
communications or instrumentation. The ALUC review should point out projects 
that might create reflections or glare, generate dust or steam, employ distracting 
lighting, result in electrical interference, or attract large groups of birds. 
Appropriate amendments to the project should be suggested by the ALUC to 
eliminate the potentially unsafe situation, or the project should be deemed 
inconsistent with this plan based on the potential hazard it might create to air 
navigation. 
 
STORAGE OF HAZARDOUS MATERIALS 
 
In the safety zones, aboveground storage of potentially hazardous materials is 
limited to 100 gallons of flammable liquid per acre. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

V. PLAN IMPLEMENTATION PROCEDURES 
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PLAN IMPLEMENTATION PROCEDURES 

Procedures for referral of plans and projects to the ALUC, for determining 
consistency with the ALUC plan, and for amending the plan are discussed in this 
section. 
 
REFERRAL AND REVIEW PROCESS 
 
The ALUC has established an Airport Influence Area (referral boundary) for San 
Jose Airport, as shown on the maps located in the appendix. Within this referral 
boundary, each affected jurisdiction has presumably established General Plan 
land use designations that are consistent with lands adjacent to an airport. 
Zoning ordinances have also been adopted which restrict land uses to those that 
are compatible with aviation activities. 
 
When a city whose territory falls within the referral boundary for a particular 
airport chooses to amend its general plan, any specific plans, its zoning 
ordinances, or its building regulations, referrals must be made to the ALUC. The 
ALUC's role is to determine the consistency of the proposed changes with the 
ALUC plan. Such determination of consistency must be made within 60 days of 
the referral. If a determination is not made by the ALUC within that time period, 
the proposed changes are deemed consistent by law. 
 
It is also common practice for other types of projects, such as use permits and 
subdivisions, proposed within the referral boundaries to be referred to the ALUC 
by the city in whose jurisdiction the project is located. Again, once the referral has 
been made, the ALUC has 60 days to make a determination regarding consistency 
with the plan. 
 
Development projects submitted to the ALUC for a determination of consistency 
should include the applicant's name and address, a complete description of the 
project, a map showing the project's location, and a site plan. Referrals should be 
received by staff no later than 3 weeks prior to the next noticed ALUC meeting to 
allow sufficient time for staff review and mailing of completed reports to the 
Commissioners. 
 
DETERMINATION OF CONSISTENCY 
 
Projects referred to ALUC are first evaluated by the staff. Staff is looking at 
consistency with the height, noise, and safety zone policies established for the 
airport in question, as well as conformance with any additional policies that 
might apply to the project being evaluated. 
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Height limitations are determined by consulting the height restriction boundary 
maps contained in the plan and the United States Geological Survey (USGS) 
topographical maps. The height restriction boundaries established in the plan are 
based on mean sea level. The USGS maps are used to determine the actual 
elevation at the project site. The difference between the height restriction and the 
actual elevation determines the height of the structure that can safely be built at a 
particular location. 
 
Location in a safety zone is determined by consulting maps contained in the 
plan. Policies relating to location of uses within the safety zone are also consulted. 

Determination of noise impacts has several facets. Location of the project in 
relation to the CNEL contours is determined by using maps contained in the plan. 
In the case of San Jose International, where the contours fluctuate and new maps 
are produced quarterly, determination is based on the annual average CNEL 
contour map that is produced in December of each year. 

Single event noise levels are determined only for projects in the vicinity of San 
Jose International. The appendix contains a map showing take-off direction, 
centerline of the flight path, and relative height of the planes along the flight path. 
Single event levels can be determined by figuring out the distance between the 
project site and the flight path and the height of a plane at that specific point along 
the flight path. The Pythagorean theorem (a2 + b2 = c2) is then used to compute the 
"slant distance", or the hypotenuse of the triangle, which represents the path 
along which noise generated by a passing airplane would travel. 
 
Once the slant distance has been calculated, Table 3 is used to determine the 
amount of insulation a structure will need in order to meet established noise 
standards. Table 3 presents a range of values representing the slant distances 
from aircraft that are taking off. By locating the calculated slant distance in the 
table, it is possible to determine the amount of insulation a building would need in 
order to reduce interior noise to the established maximum levels. 
 
For example, for a project at a slant distance of 2000 feet, sleeping areas would 
require insulation sufficient to reduce noise levels by 54 dBA in order to meet the 
established criteria. The same chart shows the amount of insulation needed for 
the living areas of houses, and for other types of land uses. 
 
The actual single event noise level is determined by adding the required noise 
reduction values from Table 3 to the adopted maximum interior noise levels found 
in the chart on page 12. Using the example above, the required noise reduction of 
54 dBA would be added to the maximum sleeping area noise level of 40 dBA. 
Based on this calculation, the exterior noise levels resulting from passing aircraft 
during a take-off operation would be 94 dBA. 
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Once the staff evaluation is completed, one of two actions is taken. If the project 
is minor and is clearly consistent with the plan, staff may write a letter to the 
referring jurisdiction stating that the project is consistent. For more complex 
projects or for questionable cases, staff prepares a report to the ALUC containing 
a recommendation regarding findings of consistency, and sets the matter for 
hearing. 
 
"Minor" projects are generally limited to industrial and commercial 
land use projects that:  
 

(a) are not located within an a i r p o r t  "safety zone" as 
designated in the plan, and  

(b) do not exceed 200’ in height above ground level and do not 
penetrate the FAA a FAR Part 77 surface. 

 
 
In addition, any project outside both the 60-decibel CNEL contour 
and the safety zones would be considered a minor project. Minor 
projects do not require dedication of avigation easements. 
 
Residential projects can only be considered "minor"  within the 
referral area as determined by ALUC staff for San Jose 
International Airport, or within the 60 decibel CNEL contour for 
the County airports, if the project is limited to the addition of no 
more than one dwelling unit, does not require a general plan 
amendment or zone change, and is not within a safety zone. Other 
noise-sensitive land use projects, including school, hospital,  
nursing home, place of worship, or place of public assembly, can 
only be considered "minor" within the referral area for San Jose 
International Airport, or within the 60 decibel CNEL contour for the 
County Airports, if limited to the addition of an accessory structure 
that would not increase the population exposed to aircraft  noise on 
the site, do not involve a general plan amendment or zone change, 
and are not within a safety zone. 
 
Staff action on minor projects shall be transmitted to the 
Commission as a standing information item on every ALUC public 
meeting agenda. The transmittal shall include a copy of the staff 
letters to the referring jurisdictions, along with a summary of the 
minor projects acted upon, including the following information: 
airport referral area, referring jurisdiction, project 
address/location, project description, and basis for the action. 
 
PUBLIC HEARING PROCESS 
 
Staff reports, prepared for each project before the Commission are sent to the 
applicant and the referring agency 10 days prior to the hearing date. At the  
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meeting, the staff recommendation is first presented to the Commissioners. The 
project proponent is then given an opportunity to speak, followed by any 
interested parties. Rebuttal can be offered by the proponent. The public hearing 
is then closed. Discussion occurs between commissioners, and a vote is taken 
regarding the Commission's determination of consistency. Staff prepares a 
written report to the referring agency stating the outcome of the hearing. (Note: 
The formal rules and regulations for conduct of public hearings before the ALUC 
are included in the appendix.) 
 
In the event that the project is deemed consistent, it is within the Commission's 
jurisdiction to attach conditions to their approval. Such conditions could include 
requirements for additional insulation or dedication of an avigation easement. 
Avigation easements will be discussed in further detail below. 
 
FINDING OF INCONSISTENCY AND OVERRULE OPTION 
 
Should a project be deemed inconsistent with the plan, the referring agencies 
have the option of overriding the Commission's determination. Overrules require 
a 2/3 vote of the entire legislative body. The most important consequence of an 
overrule is to grant immunity to an airport operator for liability for damages to 
property or personal injury under the specific circumstances listed in the Public 
Resources Code. This immunity recognizes that the airport operators have no 
control over the development around airports and should not be held liable for 
land use decisions that neither they nor the ALUC deem to be appropriate. 
 
It is important to note that an overrule does not transfer liability to the 
overruling jurisdiction, but simply grants limited immunity to the airport 
operator. This immunity would not, however, be extended to cover previously 
existing conditions or damages resulting from significant changes in airport 
operations. 
 
AVIGATION EASEMENTS 
 
The ALUC consistently seeks avigation easements for projects within the 
designated referral boundaries of the county's airports. Avigation easements are 
used to grant the airports certain rights over the subject land, including: 
 

• Right-of-flight at any altitude above the acquired easement surfaces. 
 

• Right to cause noise, vibrations, fumes, dust, and fuel particle emissions. 

• Right to prevent construction or growth of all structures, objects, or natural 
growth above the acquired easement surfaces. 

 
• Right-of-entry to remove, mark, or light any structures or growth above the 

acquired easement surfaces, or the right to require the owner to remove, 
mark, or light them. 
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• Right to prohibit creation of electrical interference, unusual light sources, 
and other hazards to aircraft flight. 

 
Avigation easements may also contain provisions releasing the aircraft operator 
from liability under specified conditions, waiving the property owner's right to sue, 
and continuing the easement on transfer of ownership. The easement surfaces are 
based on the Federal regulations found in FAR Part 77. 
 
AMENDING THE ALUC PLAN 
 
Amendments to the ALUC plan may be necessitated by changes in airport size, 
changes in the number or type of aircraft using a particular airport, lengthening 
of runways, changes in State law, need to clarify existing policies or add new 
ones, or for other reasons. 
 
State law limits amendments of the ALUC plan to one per year. Amendments can 
be suggested by the commissioners, staff, or the general public. Final decision 
on the proposed amendment will be made by the Commission at a noticed public 
hearing. Upon adoption of an amendment, copies are sent to the affected 
jurisdictions and CalTrans Division of Aeronautics. 
 
Amendments to the ALUC plan must be reflected in the general plans and any 
specific plans of the affected jurisdictions. Local jurisdictions are given 180 days 
upon receipt of an ALUC plan amendment to amend their plans as necessary in 
order to maintain consistency. If the jurisdiction disagrees with changes in the 
ALUC plan, they have the option of overriding with a 2/3 vote upon making 
specific findings as required by State law. The overrule negates the need for the 
local jurisdiction to amend their general plan, and is not subject to further 
Commission review. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

VI. ALUC POLICIES 
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ALUC POLICIES 

GENERAL POLICES 

G-1. Local jurisdictions should encourage the conversion of land uses that are 
currently incompatible with the adopted ALUC plan. It is recommended 
that those existing uses, whether publicly or privately operated, be 
converted to types of uses that are compatible with the plan, where 
economically feasible. 

G-2. Local jurisdictions shall refer proposed projects to the ALUC if those 
proposed projects fall within the referral boundaries that have been 
established around each of the public use airports. The adopted referral 
boundaries are shown on the maps in the Appendix. 

G-3. The Airport Land Use Commission shall require dedication of an 
avigation easement to the jurisdiction owning the airport as a condition 
of approval on any project located within an adopted referral area. All 
such easements shall restrict development height so that no object 
penetrates the Federal Aviation Regulations Part 77 surfaces in effect when 
the first building permit is issued for the project. 

POLICIES RELATED TO NOISE IMPACTS 

N-1. The Community Noise Equivalent Level (CNEL) method for measuring 
noise impacts near airports shall be used for general guidance in 
determining suitability for various types of land uses. The CNEL noise 
contours, which have been developed for each of the airports, are shown 
on the maps in the Appendix. 

N-2. Within the 65 CNEL noise contour at San Jose International Airport, the 
ALUC shall also consider single event noise exposure levels (SENEL) in 
addition to the CNEL contours, when determining the suitability of new 
land uses. 

 
 



34 
 
 

N-3.   New residential uses within the 65 dBA and 70 dBA CNEL noise contours 
which can be classified as infill will be considered only if it is demonstrated 
that such structures can be adequately insulated to control interior noise, if 
the Commission finds that exterior noise will not be intrusive, and if an 
avigation easement has been willingly granted to the jurisdiction owning the 
airport. 

 
N-4.  New land uses other than residential proposed within in areas deemed 

incompatible based on the Land Use Compatibility Charts (Tables 1 and 2, 
pages 42-43) are subject to case-by-case review, and can only be approved if 
the Commission finds that: 

 
a. Adequate insulation for the control of interior noise levels is designed 

into the plans. 
 

b. The single event noise level for that new land use is compatible with the 
type of use proposed, and does not pose public health or safety issues. 

 
N-5.   Infill projects shall be defined as those which are substantially surrounded by 

uses that would not be permitted by the current ALUC plan. In the case of 
residential projects, the project sites shall be no larger than 1 acre, and the 
projects shall consist of no more than 25 units. 

 
N-6.   Infill projects will only be considered in the areas subject to aircraft noise 

impacts. No infill projects will be considered within the safety zones. 
 
N-7.   Table 3 will be used as the basis for determining the interior noise control 

required for various land uses located certain distances from aircraft 
operations at San Jose International Airport. 

 
N-8.   The acoustical rating system, Sound Transmission Class (STC), will be used 

as a guide to the acoustical performance of common building construction 
elements in determining noise transmission loss. (Tables 4 and 5 show the 
typical sound reduction expected from particular types of construction 
methods.) 

 
 
POLICIES RELATIVE TO AIRPORT SAFETY 
 
S-1.   The Santa Clara County ALUC shall designate "safety zones," which are 

generally rectangular in shape, contiguous to the ends of each airport in 
Santa Clara County. The designated safety zones are shown on the maps 
in the appendix. 

 
Each safety zone shall be comprised of two parts: 
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1) The inner safety area which is the off-airport area adjacent to the 
runway, and which should preferably remain undeveloped 

 
2) The outer safety area, a second rectangular area separated from the 
runway by the first area, in which land use and population density are 
restricted to specified non-residential land uses. These non-residential 
land uses are exemplified by the following: 

 
a. Agriculture or its equivalent. 

 
b. Recreational parks. 

 
c. Storage of seasonal equipment. 

 
d. Parking of automobiles 

 
e. Single-story warehousing. 

 
f. Municipal activities, such as sewage-treatment plants. 

 
S-2.    The outer portion of the safety zone is further limited to the presence of no 

more than ten persons on an annual average, and no more than 25 persons 
at any one time on each net acre. This population density is hereinafter 
designated as the "10/25 population density" rule. 

 
Note: This policy means that no more than 10 employees can be located on 
any net acre at any one time, with provisions for up to 25 people (allowing 
for customers and deliveries) in the building on a temporary basis. In other 
words, a large building, such as a warehouse, where the employees are 
distributed widely could be constructed, but not an office building that 
would concentrate a group of people in one small area. 

 
S-3.   Above ground storage of more than 100 gallons of flammable liquids or 

toxic materials on any one net acre in a designated safety zone is 
prohibited. 

 
S-4.    No object shall be permitted to be erected or grow above the primary surface 

of the runway within designated inner safety areas, directly adjacent to the 
ends of the runway. 

 
S-5.  The minimal total length of a safety zone, beyond the end of a takeoff 

runway, shall be 5,000 feet for a preferential take-off runway or 3,500 feet 
for a runway other than the preferential take-off runway for aircraft weighing 
more than 12,500 lbs. and all jet-propelled aircraft. 
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S-6.    The width of a safety zone, in general, shall be 1,500 feet for a single runway. 
For dual parallel runways, the width of the safety zone, in general, shall be 
1,500 feet plus the distance between the centerlines of the dual runways. The 
width of a safety zone may be permitted to be less than 1,500 feet upon a 
hearing and the presentation of evidence showing that the reduced width 
affords adequate safety as determined by the ALUC. 

 
S-7. No land should be used for the erection or growth of objects that rise above 

an approach surface, unless supported by evidence presented at a public 
hearing and deemed by the ALUC to not create a safety hazard. 

 
S-8. No land outside of airport property shall be used for the erection or 

operation of objects that, pursuant to a final determination of the Federal 
Aviation Administrator, would cause the weather minimums (a combination 
of horizontal and vertical visibility) to be raised at any airport within Santa 
Clara County. 

 
S-9. No land outside of airport property shall be used for the erection of, or 

operation of, any object that could reflect the light of the sun toward an 
aircraft engaged in an initial straight climb following takeoff or toward an 
aircraft engaged in a straight final approach toward a landing at an airport 
in Santa Clara County. 

 
S-10. Exemptions to the safety zone policies will be considered by the ALUC on a 

case-by-case basis. The ALUC may grant special approval if the application 
is to replace a structure of the same use and density as the previously 
existing land use. Application will be denied if the ALUC finds that the 
character and land uses in the area can more appropriately be converted to 
uses conforming to ALUC policies. 

 
 

S-11.  When a non-conforming use ceases operation, any new use of the site subject 
to a discretionary approval, such as a use permit, shall be subject to the 
current ALUC policies and density restrictions. 
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GLOSSARY 

AIR CARRIER – An air carrier is any (commercial) aircraft operating pursuant to 
either a federal or a state certificate of public convenience and necessity. 
 
AMBIENT NOISE LEVEL – The ambient noise level is the background noise 
level, or the all-encompassing noise associated with a given environment. 
 
APPROACH SURFACES – Imaginary surfaces established in relation to the end 
of each runway or designated takeoff and landing area, as defined in FAR Part 
77 concerning "Objects Affecting the Navigable Airspace". 
 
"A" WEIGHTED SOUND LEVEL – (dBA) or the A-scale is a frequency response 
scale basically corresponding to the way the human ear perceives sound. 
 
COMMUNITY NOISE EQUIVALENT LEVEL (CNEL) – The community noise 
equivalent level is the average daily noise level, averaged for each of the 24 
hours, and weighted heavier during evening and night time hours to account for 
the lower tolerance to noise during those hours. 
 
DECIBEL (dB) – A measure, on a logarithmic scale, of the magnitude of a 
particular quantity (such as sound pressure) with respect to a standard 
reference value. It is a unit used to describe sound intensity. 
 
DURATION – Duration is the time of noise exposure. 
 
FEDERAL AVIATION REGULATIONS PART 77 – The regulations established by 
the Federal Aviation Administration contained in Title 14, Code of Federal 
Regulations, Part 77, pursuant to which the various imaginary surfaces around 
airports that control the height of structures are established.  For the purposes 
of determining whether a project is consistent with this plan, the Airport Land 
Use Commission will evaluate the project in relation to the imaginary surfaces in 
effect for each county airport when the Commission makes its (in) consistency 
determination for the project.   
 
FREQUENCY – The frequency of sound represents the number of times a 
complete cycle, consisting first of an elevation and then a depression below 
atmospheric pressure, occurs in one second. 
 
GENERAL AVIATION – General aviation aircraft are all aircraft other than air 
carrier aircraft and military aircraft. 
 
HERTZ – Hertz (Hz) or cycles per second (CPS) is the designated unit for 
measuring frequencies. 
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INTENSITY – The intensity of a particular sound is determined by measuring its 
pressure relative to a base or reference sound pressure. 
 
NOISE – Noise can be defined subjectively as unwanted sound. The measurement 
of noise involves understanding three characteristics of sound: intensity, 
frequency, and duration. 
 
NOISE REDUCTION (NR) — The noise reduction between two areas is the 
numerical difference, in decibels, of the average noise levels in those areas. 

SAFETY ZONE — An area in which a pilot is obliged to find a suitable area for an 
emergency landing or controlled crash should the remaining engine power, 
following a failure, be insufficient to maintain level flight. 
 
SINGLE EVENT NOISE EXPOSURE LEVEL (SENEL) — The single event noise 
exposure level, in decibels, is the noise exposure level of single events, such as an 
aircraft flyby, measured over the time interval between the initial and final times 
for which the noise level of a single event exceeds the threshold noise level. 
 
SLANT DISTANCE – The slant distance between an observer and an aircraft is the 
shortest distance that occurs between a stationary observer and moving aircraft 
during a flyby operation. 
 
SOUND ABSORPTION — Sound absorption is the change of sound energy into 
some other form, usually heat, in passing through a medium or on striking a 
surface. 
 
SOUND TRANSMISSION LOSS (STL) — Sound transmission loss is the 
reduction in sound magnitude upon passing through a medium or object such 
as a wall or partition. 
 
SOUND TRANSMISSION CLASS (STC) — Sound transmission class is a single 
number rating of the sound transmission loss (TL) of a wall or structure that 
attempts to account for the variation in TL with frequency. 
 
WEATHER MINIMUMS — A set of conditions specified for operation of aircraft 
during IFR approach and departure under adverse weather conditions. 
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CRITERIA AND GUIDELINES FOR REVIEW OF 
PROPOSALS FOR THE CONSTRUCTION OF NEW AIRPORTS AND 

HELIPORTS PURSUANT TO PUC SECTION 21661.5 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Under Public Utilities Code section 21661.5, the Airport Land Use Commission 
has responsibility to review construction plans for any new airport or heliport, 
and to act upon such plans in accord with the Commission's general statutory 
authority. That authority includes land use planning of areas surrounding 
airports, "...to assure safety of air navigation and the promotion of air 
commerce." (PUC section 21674) It encompasses the study of factors relating to 
airport operations which impact upon the surrounding lands. These factors 
include safety, noise, and restrictions relating to the height of buildings near 
airports. The Commission must formulate a comprehensive land use plan which 
will permit the orderly growth of the airport, and which will "safeguard the 
general welfare of the inhabitants within the vicinity of the airport and the public 
in general." (PUC section 21675) 
 
In keeping with the purpose and responsibility of the ALUC as outlined in these 
statutes, the following are criteria and guidelines which the Commission will 
apply in exercising its responsibilities under section 21661.5 to review proposals 
for new airports and heliports. It is not intended that a proposal must satisfy 
each criterion and guideline in order to receive a favorable recommendation from 
the commission. Nor does a generally adverse determination with respect to the 
various criteria and guidelines necessarily preclude a favorable recommendation 
for the proposal. Considerations of overwhelming public necessity and benefit 
may outweigh negative findings as to the various criteria and guidelines. In that 
instance, the Commission's formal action will discuss such considerations of 
public necessity and benefit, and will also discuss appropriate measures or 
alternatives which may serve to mitigate potentially adverse impacts perceived 
by the Commission through application of its criteria and guidelines. 
 
PROCEDURES FOR PROPOSED CONSTRUCTION OF NEW AIRPORTS OR 
HELIPORTS 
 
1. ALUC staff makes available to the local authority (San Jose Airport 

Commission or Santa Clara County Transportation Agency) and 
governmental unit (cities or the County) a copy of the evaluation criteria and 
guidelines. 
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2. The local authority and/or governmental unit studies a proposed airport or 
heliport and makes informal referral to ALUC staff at the point plans are 
sufficiently concrete to make an evaluation. The referral should contain 
enough information to ascertain the degree of compatibility of the proposal 
with the evaluation criteria and guidelines. 

 
3. ALUC staff comments (evaluating plans in terms the of evaluation criteria 

and guidelines) are forwarded to the local authority and/or governmental 
unit. 

 
4. Governmental unit decides in favor of airport or heliport proposal. 
 
5. Airport or heliport proposal is formally referred to ALUC for public hearing. 
 
6. The ALUC acts in accord with the requirements of State Law. 
 
 
CRITERIA FOR EVALUATING PROPOSED NEW AIRPORTS 
 
The following criteria for evaluating proposals for new airports shall be 
considered by the ALUC along with additional criteria that may be applicable on 
a site-by-site basis: 
 
1.  Planning: The new airport's existence should be demonstrated to be 

consistent with city, county, and regional plans. 
 
2. Future Land Use Compatibility: With respect to new airports owned by public 

agencies, measures necessary to assure permanent land use compatibility 
around the airport should by included in an airport development plan along 
with the means of implementation. 

 
3. Impact on Immediate Area: Special attention should be given to the social, 

economic and environmental impact on people living in the immediate area of 
the proposed airport. 

 
4. Aeronautical Adequacy: Proposals for new airports should have a favorable 

response by the FAA or other appropriate federal agency regarding the 
airspace capacity. 

 
5. Noise: New airports should avoid conflicts with existing or planned land uses. 

ALUC noise policies, or more restrictive State or Federal regulations that may 
supersede them, shall be adhered to as criteria for evaluating the degree of 
noise conflict. The airport development should also not conflict with city or 
county noise ordinances. 
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6. Safety: New airports should avoid conflicts with existing or planned land uses 
which will result in an above normal danger to human safety. ALUC safety 
policies, or more restrictive State or Federal regulations that may supersede 
them, shall be utilized to evaluate accident probability and degree of land use 
conflicts with safety. 

THE FOLLOWING GUIDELINES MAY BE CONSIDERED BY THE ALUC: 

1. Air and Water Pollution: The new airport proposal should be reviewed for 
potential air and water pollution. 

2. Natural Hazard Areas: Special care should be taken in evaluating plans 
intending to place an airport in natural hazard areas characterized by 
substantial seismic risk, frequent floods, irregular topography, or unstable 
soils. 

3. Environmentally Sensitive Areas: The new airport should not be located upon 
land or water within any area set aside by Federal, State or local governmental 
agency for use as a park, recreational area, wildlife refuge, or natural area. 
Adverse impact on open space should be kept to a minimum. 

4. Distinctive Features: The proposed airport should have minimal adverse 
impact on distinctive social, cultural, historic, archaeological, scenic and 
aesthetic features. Every effort should be made to avoid destroying major 
irreplaceable features. 

5. Wildlife: New airports should minimize the adverse impact for wildlife. In 
particular, danger to rare or endangered wildlife species, their habitat, 
and/or their food supply must be avoided. 

6. Infrastructure: New airports should provide for minimal disruption of 
existing or planned utility and transportation networks. 
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CRITERIA FOR EVALUATING PROPOSED NEW HELIPORTS 

The following criteria for evaluating proposals for new heliports shall be 
considered by the ALUC along with any additional criteria that may be 
appropriate: 

1. Planning: The new heliport's existence should be demonstrated consistent 
with city or county general plans. 

 
2. Flight Path: There should be a clear delineation of the proposed helicopter 

flight path with a guarantee that it will not depart from the path except 
under extreme conditions clearly stated. (Comment: A minimum of two 
approach/departure routes at least 90Q apart should be established if more 
than one helicopter will visit the site at the same time. 

3. Number of Flights: The expected number of flights per year should be stated, 
as should a breakdown of the number of flights per month, unless the 
number of flights per month will all be the same. (Comment: Night 
operations should satisfy Caltrans lighting criteria and receive a special 
night authorization.) 

 
4. Aeronautical Adequacy: Proposals for new heliports should have a favorable 

response by the FAA or other appropriate federal agency regarding the 
airspace capacity. 

 
5. Noise: The proposed heliport should satisfy noise standards as presented in 

the attached Heliport Noise Standards. (Comment: Noise impacts should be 
determined on the basis of the peak month in terms of number of flights. 
Night operations may be prohibited. Trial takeoffs and landings from Heliport 
site may be required prior to ALUC action so as to better ascertain the 
impact.) 

 
6. Safety: The heliport and flight path should satisfy safety standards as 

presented in the attached Heliport Safety Area Standards. (Comment: The 
flight path should be evaluated to determine whether there are high density 
uses or uses of a high sensitivity (for example, a school) underlying the 
helicopter's path.) 

THE FOLLOWING GUIDELINES MAY BE CONSIDERED BY THE ALUC: 
 
1. Environmental Impact: There should be a clear presentation of the amount of 

dust, rotor turbulence, pollution, and other potential environmental impacts 
generated by the helicopters. 
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2. Benefit: The establishment of a permanent heliport, where the land use within 
4,000 feet is primarily zoned residential, should not be recommended for 
approval except where there is a clear and significant public benefit (i.e. 
emergency heliport at hospital). (Comment: Determine the heliport's exact 
function. Determine the characteristics of the helicopter necessary to perform 
this service. Assess the benefit.) 

 
3. Comparison to Alternatives: The additional benefits associated with the 

heliport, in comparison to the benefits of alternatives, should be sufficient to 
offset any relative reduction in negative environmental, social, and economic 
impacts upon the surrounding area associated with the alternatives. 

 
4. Community Awareness: There should be solid evidence that the community 

surrounding the heliport site (within approximately 3,000 feet) has been 
informed, with sufficient notice, of the proposal and its potential impact upon 
the residents. (Comment: Persons living in residential areas most likely to be 
affected by the helicopter noise should be notified of trial flights so as to 
personally ascertain the impact.) 

 
 

HELIPORT NOISE STANDARDS 
 
 
1. Community Noise Equivalent Level (CNEL): No residential structures 

may be located within the 65 dB CNEL noise impact boundary to be 
generated when the heliport reaches full-scale operation. 
 
Interior annual CNEL with windows closed, attributable to helicopters 
operating from the heliport, shall not exceed a CNEL of 45 dB in any 
habitable room of a residential structure. New residential structures to be 
located within an annual CNEL contour of 60 dB require an acoustical 
analysis showing that the structure has been designed to limit intruding 
noise to the prescribed allowable levels. 
 

2. Maximum "A" Weighted Noise Level: The maximum noise level at the 
nearest residentially zoned area shall not exceed 80 dBA by reason of the 
heliport. 
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