
Attitudes to aviation

Public awareness and understanding 
of airspace modernisation



The transport sector is the largest net 
contributor of annual greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions in the UK, with it contributing 
almost a quarter of all emissions. From this, 
the aviation sector is responsible for 7 % of 
total UK GHG emissions.

The aviation sector has a critical role to  
play in delivering decarbonisation  
through modernisation. 

The Jet Zero Strategy has placed a high bar to 
halve CO2 emissions between 2020 and 2050, 
from 38.2 MtCO2e (comparable to the emissions 
produced by 4.8 million homes per annum) to 
19.3 MtCO2e (the total emissions produced by  
2.4 million homes per annum). 

However, there must be clear communication for 
how this will be achieved and where the costs will 
fall for delivering this critical part of the journey 
to Net Zero by 2050.

Policy makers and the sector need to ensure 
that the public are brought on the journey of 
modernisation as partners and not corralled 
down a path they feel they have no stake in. 

It is therefore vital that we understand what 
people think of airspace modernisation and 
where effort must be made to communicate the 
requirements better, to avoid alienating sections 
of the public.

There are two key element that must be 
considered; decarbonisation and  
airspace change.

Using our sector knowledge, experience of 
delivering major property and infrastructure 
proposals, and specialist understanding of 
the drivers that shape communities, we have 
commissioned research into how the public views 
these two areas.

In this report, we reveal what factors 
drive awareness and who are the greatest 
supporters of these elements. We then make 
recommendations to bridge the gap with those 
sections of society who are sceptical of the need 
to deliver this vital change.

Foreword  Introduction

The Jet Zero Strategy sets the sector in the right direction for 
decarbonisation. It is an ambitious strategy that is welcome by 
the sector. While the current economic climate is challenging, 
there is global agreement that the time to act is now.

Solange Baena, 

UK Lead, Airbus Aviation Environmental Roadmap

”

”

In the summer of 2022, the Government 
published its Jet Zero Strategy, offering a 
roadmap to decarbonising the aviation sector by 
2050. Jet Zero will require a major shift in how 
airports, carriers and passengers all interact.

The timing of Jet Zero’s publication comes at a 
significant juncture in public life. The looming 
cost of living crisis, with rising fuel costs, 
has potentially dampened the appetite for 
environmentally inclined public spending  
and taxes. 

For some, the cost associated with achieving 
net zero is proving unappealing. This raises the 
question: has the drive to decarbonise 
aviation focussed on winning over 
the aviation industry, while failing to 
convince the public as well?

Alongside this, airspace change proposals are 
being progressed. Through the redrawing of 
flightpaths and the intensification of flight 
frequency, these proposals intend to deliver 
greater environmental efficiency in how we fly. 

However, without proper communication and 
engagement, will effected communities 
become opponents of such flight 
intensification?

In this report, Copper has set out to address 
these critical questions and establish how far  
the public understand and support the need  
for modernisation. From a nationally 
representative sample of 2,000 people surveyed 
ahead of the 2022 Autumn Statement, support 
for modernisation remains high across the UK, 
though understanding of what it entails must  
be improved.
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Key findings 

The majority of the public have no awareness 
of airspace change. Of those who have heard 
of it, the majority are interested in becoming 
better informed of what it involves and how it will 
impact their lives.

Decarbonisation remains a high priority 
for the public. Age and affluence played key 
influences on responses. Younger and wealthier 
respondents placed greater importance on 
sustainability programmes than people at later 
stages in life or from lower income brackets.

The environmental impact of transport 
connections to and from airports were seen 
as a secondary issue for most respondents, 
who placed convenience and journey 
times as more important factors. However, 
improvements to transport links and cheaper 
travel costs were significant pull factors to 
encourage respondents to use public transport.

The financial responsibility for delivering 
decarbonisation remained a controversial 
issue. While most people were happy to see 
a modest financial increase in prices to offset 
carbon production, a significant minority were 
opposed to supporting any financial burden  
as consumers.

Copper surveyed 2,000 people of the general public, giving us an nationally representative picture of the 
UK’s stance towards modernising the aviation sector. Our key takeaways from their insights are:
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Who flies and how often?

Nearly 1 in 3 people (32%) from our nationally 
representative sample (of age, gender and 
region) said that they never travel by airplane. 
Most of the UK (45%) take 1 to 2 flights per 
year and only one in ten take more than 5 
flights a year. 

Young people are the most frequent fliers 
across age categories, with a quarter of 
respondents aged 18-24 taking five or more 
flights on average, compared to only 3% of 
those aged 55+. 

On average, how many times a year do you travel by airplane, if at all?  
(by age group)

I never travel 
by  airplane

1 - 2 flights 
 a year

3 - 4 flights  
a year

5+ flights 
 a year
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There was clear correlation between income 
and age in determining the importance of 
sustainability in consumer’s choice of airports, 
with over 50% of those under the age of 45 
considering it important. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, increased affluence 
also suggested that sustainability becomes a 
more prominent issue as individuals financial 
wealth increased, with 47-52% of those on 
annual incomes over £35k considering this.

The political will for decarbonisation through airspace 
modernisation is evident. It is now the responsibility of the sector 
and Government to work together to develop clear guidance and 
standards as to the decarbonisation and efficiency improvement 
requirements at each stage of the aviation lifecycle, from aircraft 
manufacture through to operations and end of life. 

Andy Johnston
External Relations Manager, GKN Aerospace

”

”

Decarbonisation remains 
a priority for the public

Sustainability remains a high priority among the public, with 42% of those surveyed consider it to be an 
important factor when deciding which airport to use for travel. There remained a noted proportion of 
uncertainty about the importance of sustainability in aviation, with 18% being unsure of its importance 
in their decision making when choosing where to fly from.

When selecting an airport, how important are the airport’s sustainability credentials 
in your decision making?
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Where the buck stops

The operation of services within an airport are carbon intensive, but companies can pay 
to offset carbon emissions. How much more would you be willing to pay for each of these 
services in order to help with this?

While the necessity for decarbonisation is generally supported, the responsibility for paying for it is less 
clear when looking at the total sample.

Over 50% of all surveyed are opposed to paying 
any increase to offset carbon emissions for 
services.

There is only support for the most modest of 
increases to the costs to offset carbon footprints, 
with 6% being the mean amount consumers are 
willing to pay to support decarbonisation through 
their purchases.

If we focus solely on passengers who said that 
they take five flights or more per year, the data 
suggests that these passengers are willing to take 
more financial responsibility to offset their larger 
carbon footprint. 

This group of travellers are prepared to take 
on a higher portion of costs compared to the 
total national response. On average, passengers 
taking five or more flights a year are willing to pay 
between 16 – 20% more to help offset  
carbon emissions.  

Hospitality outlets 
such as restaurants 

or bars

Retail outlet  
such as shops
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from airport
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Do opinions change for those who take more 
than 5 flights per year?
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The carbon cost
While there is a general interest in learning more about the carbon cost for consumer purchases, there 
is a hesitancy among respondents to change their habits, with 49% being unconvinced to alter behaviour 
if confronted with the true environmental cost of their choices.

Which of the following best describes your 
response in relation to your purchases if 
you were informed of the carbon cost  
they entail?

I would be interested in knowing the carbon 
cost and would change my purchase habits

I would be interested in knowing the carbon 
cost but this would not change my  
purchase habits

I would not be interested in knowing the 
carbon cost or to change my purchase habits

None of the above

23% 26%

24%

26%

I feel this makes sense
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Awareness of  
airspace change

There was a low awareness of airspace change among those surveyed. However, it should be 
welcomed that the majority of respondents were eager to learn more about what airspace  
change entails.

Only 39% of people have heard of airspace 
change, falling to 26% among the over 55s. 
Awareness was highest among 25-34 year  
olds, where 51% say they have heard of  
airspace change.

Of the 61% who have not heard of airspace 
change, 29% are eager to become better 
informed about the issue.

Awareness does not translate  
into understanding

Of those who are aware of airspace change, 25% 
understood why it was needed. However,  
only 9% of these know how it would impact their 
lives directly.

When asked about topics of interest related to air space change, 35.3% of respondents said 
that they would not be interested in learning anything about what airspace change proposals 
would alter.

The UK is not unique in its demands on airspace, but it has unique 
challenges: it is small, congested, contested and most airspace changes 
will invariably affect multiple parties. Airspace change involves a 
broad range of stakeholders, both those with great understanding 
and those with little awareness. Stakeholder tolerances to airspace 
change develop over time and any consultation requires attentiveness 
to stakeholders needs and priorities. However Airspace modernisation 
is only part of the story towards Carbon Net Zero, other technologies 
and initiatives such as: aircraft technology for better fuel efficiency, 
SAFs, green energy such as electric and hydrogen, carbon capture and 
storage and schemes such as CORSIA all have a big part to play if the 
industry is to achieve it’s net carbon objectives. 

Pete Symons

Business Development Director, Osprey CSL
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Get yourself connected

Our research shows that transport connectivity 
to airports is an area that needs greater 
improvement. Ensuring the journey from home 
to departure lounge can be more seamlessly and 
conveniently achieved is front of mind for many. 

It is surprising that 90% of respondents indicated 
they required the use of private transport at 
some stage of their journey to reach the airport, 
with a mere 10% indicating that they only use 
public transport .

What do the public find beneficial 
about airspace change?

I see no benefits to airspace changes

Reduced carbon  emissions 
from air craft fuel burn 

Changes in the cost of air travel

Remove / redirect overhead 
flights from place of residence 

Increased international 
flight opportunities 

Increased domestic  
flight opportunities 

Other, please specify

16%
13%

0.40%

20%

39%

27%

19%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%

When travelling to and from an airport in the UK, what methods of transport do you  
usually use? (For those of you who have travelled by plane)

Other, please specify

 Bike left at or near the airport

Private transport 

Public transport

Underground / Metro

Walking

Private transport - vehicle left at airport

Bus / coach

Train

Private transport - vehicle not left at airport

Taxi / minicab

Car / van - vehicle left at airport or near airport
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Perhaps surprisingly given the priority for sustainability in respect of airport choice, consumers felt that 
the environmental impact of their journey to the airport was not their primary interest, with convenience 
and journey time seen as more important factors.

Recommendations
 
 
This research indicate there is much to be 
positive for from public support for airspace 
modernisation, though this support cannot be 
taken for granted. It is imperative that efforts 
are made to improve understanding and build 
national support for these measures. To assist 
this, the team at Copper has provided three key 
takeaways for policy makers and the sector to 
deliver this much-needed modernisation:

Improved communication with 
the public. Members of the public 
are broadly unaware of airspace 
modernisation and struggle to define 
what it means. However, they are 
broadly open to understanding more 
about it. Government and industry 
can capitalise on a rich base of fertile 
support for modernisation by better 
communicating the components and 
how they can be achieved.

Improving options for transport 
connectivity will facilitate greater 
public transport use. Poor connections 
from regional towns and cities 
to adjacent airports is a noted 
impediment towards customers using 
alternatives to private transport. 
Improvements in public transport 
connections to airports would reduce 
road vehicle traffic, bringing about 
sustainability improvements as well. 

Minimising opposition to net zero 
by explaining what the additional 
consumer burden will deliver. 
With a global recession and a cost of 
living crisis looming, the public will 
be unwilling to shoulder additional 
financial burdens. However, it is 
possible that opposition to offsetting 
costs can be minimised by explaining 
where the money is going to be spent.

Cost Convenience 
with baggage
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5%

Very important Somewhat important

Somewhat unimportant

When considering your mode of transport to an airport, how important or unimportant are/ 
would each of the following factors be in deciding the mode of transport you select?

Travel duration Time of day Environmental 
impact
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What would make you use public transport?

Cheaper  
travel costs

More 
comfortable 

journeys

Improved 
passenger 

safety

I would still prefer 
to use private 

transport - please 
explain why
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About Copper
At Copper, we combine insight, intelligence and 
creative communications expertise to deliver 
measurable impact for our clients. For more than 
25 years, we’ve helped pave the way for some of 
the most ambitious, society-changing projects 
UK-wide and supported clients corporately to 
achieve their business objectives.

We count government departments, combined 
authorities, private developers and most of the 
top 20 major UK contractors as clients, while 
more than 50 Nationally Significant Infrastructure 
Projects make up part of our portfolio, with 
schemes spanning road, rail, aviation, energy, 
logistics and waste across the UK. 

Your strategic delivery partner.

Join the debate  
and have your say
Follow @CopperConsult on Twitter  
and @CopperConsultancy on LinkedIn 

For more information
Ronan Cloud 
ronan.cloud@copperconsultancy.com 


