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CHAPTER 12 
OFF AIRPORT COMPATIBLE LAND USE PLANNING 

The issue of aviation related noise and its impact on people continues to be a controversial 
topic in the vicinity of our nation’s airports.  Airports throughout the United States have 
been adversely affected by the encroachment of land uses that are not compatible with 
levels of sound generally associated with ground and flight operations by aircraft.  In 
response to the increasing encroachment of these non-compatible land uses, airports, 
working through local units of government, have initiated land use management actions to 
facilitate the compatibility of development occurring in the airport environs across the 
United States.  This section presents the previous development of noise overlay zones at 
RSW and presents the revised overlay zones that are recommended for implementation in 
this FAR Part 150 Study. 
 
A. INITIAL NOISE OVERLAY ZONING AT RSW  
 
Following the opening of RSW, noise abatement departure procedures were established to 
minimize the noise impact on residential areas existing at that time in the vicinity of the 
airport – in particular measures to reduce the impact on San Carlos Park.  The operational 
flow at the airport was established in a predominately northeast direction which placed the 
quieter arrivals over portions of San Carlos Park and the noisier departure activity over 
mostly undeveloped property northeast of the airport.  When winds required operation to 
occur in a southwest flow, a noise abatement turn was established by directing departing 
aircraft over a mile and a half wide corridor north of San Carlos Park.  This flight route, 
called the Alico Corridor, was established immediately north of Alico Road and south of 
areas planned, at that time, for future residential development.  This noise abatement 
departure corridor, implemented by  FAA’s Air Traffic Control at RSW, continues to be 
used today. 
 
As aircraft activity began to grow at the airport, new residential communities began to 
emerge in the vicinity of the airport.  Such communities as Gateway were established to 
the north of the airport property and Olde Hickory, Fiddlesticks and other residential areas 
were developed west of the airport, immediately north of the Alico Corridor  
 
In order to address the potential for continued encroachment of residential development 
and other noise sensitive uses toward the airport (and below the noise abatement 
corridors), a Noise Compatibility Program was prepared in the late 1980’s.  The intent of 
the program was to control the encroachment of incompatible development within noise 
exposure areas.  The key feature of the program was the establishment of noise overlay 
zones encompassing lands surrounding the airport.  The limits of the overlay zones were 
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largely based on noise contours and flight corridors associated with the one-runway 
facility.  Four zones were identified: 
 
Zone 4 – Airport Property 
 
Zone 3 – An area where no future noise sensitive uses (including all residential uses) 
would be allowed to be developed 
 
Zone 2 – An area where no new mobile home development would be allowed 
 
Zone 1 – The remaining areas where no restrictions based on aircraft noise or overflight 
would occur 
 
The Noise Compatibility Program, including the noise overlay zones, was developed as 
part of a FAR Part 150 study prepared by the airport and approved by the FAA on May 1, 
1990.  Subsequent to the FAA’s approval, the overlay zones were incorporated into the 
Lee Plan and were then included as part of the County’s Land Development Code. 
 
In the 1986 Master Plan prepared for RSW, the need for a second runway was identified.  
The runway, to be located in the southeast portion of the airport, would be established 
parallel to and widely separated from the current runway.  Following the environmental 
approval of the new runway, a new Noise Compatibility Program was prepared through a 
second FAR Part 150 process.  The focus of this updated program was the expansion of 
the noise overlay zones to incorporate areas that would be affected by aircraft activity on 
the new runway.  The same basic concept of the use of the four overlay zones was 
maintained for the updated program.  The result was the expansion of Overlay Zones 2, 3 
and 4 as shown in Exhibit 12-1.  Subsequent to the FAR Part 150 approval by the FAA, 
the Lee County Commission incorporated the revised overlay zones into the Lee Plan and 
the Lee County Land Development Code.  
 
B. NEED FOR CONTINUED NOISE/LAND USE COMPATIBILITY PLANNING 
 
The need to continue to evaluate land use compatibility planning around the airport is 
threefold.  First, there is a strong public interest in maintaining the viability of the Airport 
to protect the extensive investment expended to date at the facility.  Protecting this 
investment from the encroachment of non-compatible development significantly reduces 
the potential for restrictions of the use of Airport facilities.  There are numerous examples 
throughout the nation where non-compatible development has led to flight restrictions, 
curfews, and operational procedures that significantly impact the airport.  Restricting 
airport operations due to non-compatible land use results in lost economic opportunities to 
the community and adversely limits the viability of the Airport to fulfill its designed 
purpose of serving the community.    
 
Second, there is the need to ensure the continued economic benefit that the residents of 
Southwest Florida derive from the operational viability of the Airport.  Significant local 
economic impact is derived from tourism travelers and persons traveling to the area for 
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conventions, overnight business meetings and tourism travelers arriving in Southwest 
Florida by way of the Airport.  This economic impact translates into employment 
opportunities for local residents, tax revenues for essential public services and facilities, 
and overall economic vitality in Lee County and the greater Southwest Florida area.    
 
Third, compatibility planning has the direct benefit of establishing the most appropriate 
use of land and avoiding potential future problems that may result from the use and 
development of land in Lee County near the airport. Public concern relative to noise is a 
continuing issue that is being faced by all levels of government.  There are direct 
relationships between the issue of aviation related noise and land use in the vicinity of an 
airport.  This relationship has been the topic of considerable research and numerous 
planning analyses in Lee County, in Florida and throughout the United States.  Proactive 
planning to develop strategies and recommendations to mitigate noise issues and to ensure 
that the general public is fully informed of existing and future conditions is an important 
component of the Lee County planning process.  As indicated previously, planning uses 
surrounding RSW to be compatible with Airport operations has been a part of planning 
efforts by Lee County since before the Airport opened.  As a result, a strong precedent has 
been established in the vicinity of RSW for the continued development and 
implementation of land use planning and management measures directed specifically at 
the goal of providing land use compatibility with aircraft noise and public awareness of 
noise exposure areas. 
 
C. DEVELOPMENT OF REVISED OVERLAY ZONES 
 
During the noise overlay zone Land Development Code approval process (completed in 
2000), the Lee County Commission directed the Port Authority to reevaluate the overlay 
zone in an Update to the FAR Part 150 study to be completed by 2006.  The Commission 
recognized that quieter aircraft were being added to the air carrier and cargo fleet mix and 
felt that the update should occur to determine whether the extent of the overlay zone limits 
and associated controls should be maintained or modified. 
 
In 2003, the Port Authority initiated the update.  Currently much of the property within the 
overflight corridors and noise exposure contours associated with the existing and proposed 
future runways is undeveloped and thus, compatible with aircraft overflights and related 
noise exposure.  If the current limits of the noise overlay zones were to remain in place, 
the long term compatibility of land with aircraft activity would be assured.   However, the 
DNL noise contours, which were one of the key factors in the development of the 
previous noise overlay zone, have reduced in size due primarily to the phase-out of the 
noisier Stage 2 aircraft completed in 2000 and changes in airline fleets in recent years.  
For economic reasons, a number of the major airlines have been retiring their older, less 
efficient aircraft, notably the older versions of the Boeing 737, the MD 80 series and the 
DC-9.  These less efficient aircraft are typically the noisier aircraft in the fleet.  It should 
be noted however, that although a number of the major airlines have been reducing the use 
of these aircraft, a number of the new start up airlines, charter services and cargo 
companies continue to utilize these noisier aircraft. 
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Thus, the update to the overlay zones needed to recognize both the noise effects of future 
growth in air carrier and air cargo operations (the future increase in aircraft arrivals and 
departures at the airport) and consider the noise effects of individual types of aircraft in 
the fleet mix (some aircraft being relatively quiet and some being relatively noisy).  Due 
to the reductions in the noise exposure conditions surrounding RSW since the last FAR 
Part 150 study was completed, the limits of the overlay zones and the proposed controls 
associated with each zone have been modified from those currently in place.   
 
The proposed overlay zones are shown on Exhibit 12-2. A summary of the controls 
associated with the proposed overlay zones is described below.  A more detailed 
discussion of each of the zones and the factors that determined the limits and requirements 
is provided in sections E and F of this chapter.  It should be noted that the updated noise 
overlay zones include four zones (A, B, C, and D).  The zones are described by letters 
(rather than numbers) to avoid confusion when comparing the numbered zones (1, 2, 3 
and 4) that describe the current overlay zone limits.   
 
Zone A – Airport property.  An area where no noise sensitive uses are allowed.  The 
allowable uses in this zone would be those allowed in the Lee Plan and those uses allowed 
in the Airport Operations Planned Development Zoning District. 
 
Zone B – An area where no new noise sensitive uses would be allowed (including 
residential uses) and notification through recording of the noise overlay zone in the 
official county records of potential noise and over flights would apply to all development, 
both existing and new, within the zone.  The allowable uses in this zone would be the 
same as those in Zone 3 in the current Land Development Code with the addition of the 
public record notification.   
  
Zone C – Within Zone C, all new land uses otherwise permitted by County regulations 
would be allowed.  Notification through recording of the noise overlay zone in the official 
county records of potential noise and over flights would apply to all development, both 
existing and new, within the zone.   
 
Zone D – Within Zone D, all new land uses otherwise permitted by County regulations 
would be allowed.  Notification through recording of the noise overlay zone in the official 
county records of potential noise and aircraft overflight from future flight training activity 
would apply to all development, both existing and new within the zone.   
 
D. EXTENT OF COVERAGE IN RECOMMENDED OVERLAY ZONES 
 
The basis for the limits of the overlay zones recommended in this study are similar to 
those currently in use in Lee County’s Land Development Code in that they utilize noise 
exposure contours and a two runway system. Due to the reductions in the noise exposure 
conditions surrounding RSW since the completion of the last FAR Part 150 study, the 
limits of the overlay zones and the proposed controls associated with each zone have been 
modified from those currently in place.   
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The four overlay zones proposed for the area surrounding RSW, were previously shown 
on Exhibit 12-2.  As shown on the exhibit, the geographic limits of the zones surrounding 
the Airport are not equal, indicating the fact that noise exposure is not equal on all sides of 
the Airport.  The reasons for this imbalance and specific details as to how the zones were 
developed are described in section E of this Chapter.  
 
Approximately 27.85 square miles of land is within the noise overlays zones with 17.54 
square miles of land beyond the airport property boundary (beyond Zone A).  As shown 
on Exhibit 12-3, Lee County currently owns a significant amount of the land within the 
proposed overlay zones beyond the airport property limits.  Table 12-1 identifies the 
approximate square miles within Zones A, B, C, and D and the amount of land within 
each zone currently owned by the County.     
 

TABLE 12-1 
Approximate Area Within Zones A, B, C, and D 

Southwest Florida International Airport FAR Part 150 Study 
 

Zone Total Square 
Miles  

Square Miles Owned 
By Lee County 

Percent Currently 
Owned By Lee County 

A 10.31 10.31 100% 
B 2.46 0.29 12% 
C 7.72 0.36 5% 
D 7.36 1.66 23% 

Total 27.85 12.62 35% 
 

     Source:      Environmental Science Associates   
 
As noted in Table 12-1, of the 17.54 total square miles beyond the airport boundary, 
approximately 2.46 square miles are within Zone B, approximately 7.72 square miles are 
within Zone C and approximately 7.36 square miles within Zone D. Lee County currently 
owns approximately 12.62 square miles or 35% of the land within Zones A, B, C, and D.   
 
The existing overlay zones beyond the airport boundary (previously shown on Exhibit 12-
1) include noise-related land use controls that encompass 39 square miles.  The proposed 
overlay zones have reduced this control area to approximately 17.54 square miles.  
 
E. ANALYTICAL BASIS FOR DETERMINING OVERLAY ZONE LIMITS  
 
The analytical basis for the development of the proposed overlay zones included the 
preparation of the 2020 55, 60, and 65 DNL composite noise contours.  The operational 
activity used to develop these contours is provided in Appendix D.  As indicated in 
previous sections of this report, the DNL represents the cumulative noise exposure for the 
average day of the year and combines the effects of the noise from each aircraft, in each 
flight corridor the number of aircraft operating on the average day and weighs the 
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one of the items in its Development Order, the LCPA’s noise notification 
brochure available at the development’s sales offices.  

 
• The overlay zones along with their requirements and descriptions should be 

incorporated into the Lee Plan and the Lee County Land Development Code to 
reflect the changes in the revised geographic limits and related controls. 

 
It will be very important that the noise notification brochure present facts and be advisory 
only.  No recommendations should be included but as many facts about the overlay zone, 
flight corridors, future runway development, and increase in operations etc. should be 
incorporated in words and graphics.     
 
H. FLIGHT CORRIDORS 
 
Aircraft approach and departure corridors are included as part of the development of the 
Integrated Noise Model (INM) noise contours.  However, where there is a high 
concentration of aircraft flights that follow a corridor, residents and owners of noise 
sensitive uses below these corridors may be concerned about aircraft overflights and noise 
created by single events.  High noise levels from single event flyovers can be an 
annoyance as they can result in the inability to maintain communications (stopping a 
conversation while the aircraft passes overhead for example).  The more interruptions that 
occur, the more annoyance can result.  Even at general aviation airports in the state of 
Florida and elsewhere in the U.S., where the noise levels from overflights and DNL values 
are relatively low, noise is still an issue with communities due to the repetitiveness of 
flyovers.   
 
There are two flight corridors where a very large percentage of the aircraft into and out of 
RSW are concentrated.  They are the Alico Corridor located southwest of the Airport and 
the primary departure corridor to the northeast off Runway 6 (Northeast Flight Corridor).  
These corridors, shown on Exhibit 12-10 are noise abatement corridors that have been 
established since the opening of the Airport over 20 years ago.   
 
With the proposed overlay zones, noise sensitive development would be allowed in 
virtually all of the currently undeveloped property below these two flight corridors (areas 
beyond the 60 DNL), the following is recommended. 
 

• Although the Alico Corridor has been removed from the overlay zone, it is 
recommended that new noise sensitive development be discouraged within the 
Corridor.  As shown on Exhibit 4-1, the future land use plan for the Corridor 
identifies it to be developed with predominately noise compatible uses. With 
densely developed San Carlos Park located to the south of the Alico Corridor 
and Fiddlesticks and other noise sensitive developed areas to the north, the 
Alico Corridor is the only remaining area of noise compatible use southwest of 
the Airport that aircraft can use for noise abatement. 
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• Density of any future noise sensitive development proposed below the 
Northeast Flight Corridor should be consistent with the land uses allowed for 
the area by the Lee Plan. See Exhibit 4-1.  In addition, if a PUD type of 
development is proposed that is, in part, below the Northeast Flight Corridor 
the layout of the site plan should have non-noise sensitive land uses below the 
flight corridor with noise sensitive uses to the side of the corridor as much as 
possible.   

 
• In reference to noise, with the exception of potentially adjusting the splay 

within the existing primary flight corridors (Alico and Northeast), the corridors 
should not be modified in the future.  The rationale here is three fold: first, the 
flight corridors have been in substantially the same location since the Airport 
was constructed; second, any shift in the Northeast Flight Corridor would 
affect the currently developed Gateway community or would affect the 
partially developed (and residentially zoned) Lehigh Acres community as well 
as affecting densely developed communities located north and south of the 
Alico Corridor and third, with the notification requirement for development 
within the overlay zone, all new residents who will live within the overlay 
zone will have chosen to live there having had notification and full disclosure 
of the noise and overflight situation. 

 
I. PASSIVE RADAR CAPABILITY 
 

• It is recommended that the LCPA acquire a form of passive radar system 
(using Federal noise funding assistance) that has the plotting of flight tracks 
capability. Such a system would enable the LCPA to have a hard copy/digital 
record of the flight corridors that are occurring today.  

 
• This passive radar type system would also be helpful in documenting the flight 

corridors from the future runway once the runway is operational.    
 
J. FUTURE SCHOOLS 
 

• Chapter 333 of the State of Florida Statutes requires that no school be 
constructed within an area located five miles long and a width of half the 
runway length (about 6,000 feet wide for RSW’s existing runway and about 
5,000 feet from the future runway) measured from the ends of the runways.  
This requirement should be enforced to restrict all future school development 
from occurring within these limits.    

 
K. UPDATES TO THE PART 150 STUDY/NOISE CONTOURS  
 
Significant growth in aircraft activity is projected at the Airport, off-Airport land 
development is rapidly approaching and State and Federal guidelines related to noise and 
land use can change.  As a result, it is recommended that the FAR Part 150 Study aviation 
forecasts and associated noise contours be updated in five years as required by Lee Plan 
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Policy 1.7.1 or sooner if there is a significant increase in nighttime operations or if other 
events occur that would significantly alter the noise contours.   
 
L. BENEFITS  
 
Pro-active compatible land use planning and notification will benefit a number of entities 
within Lee County.    Table 12-3 identifies the benefits associated with the proposed 
overlay zones.   
 
 

TABLE 12-3 
Benefits Of The Proposed Overlay Zones 

Southwest Florida International Airport FAR Part 150 Study 
 

Entity Benefit 

Existing Residents   

 
Help insure that the current noise abatement 
operational procedures would remain in effect 
through the future development of compatible land 
uses.   
 

Prospective Purchasers or 
Proponents of Residential 
or other Noise Sensitive 
Uses 

 
Would receive notification of aircraft overflight and 
related noise through the public record notice. 
 

Local Government 
 
Would apply the overlay zone in a uniform manner. 
 

Southwest Florida 
International Airport 

 
Would protect Lee County’s investment in the 
Airport avoiding future conflicts which would have 
the potential to restrict the use of the facilities. 
 

  
 

     Source:      Environmental Science Associates   
 
 
M. IMPLEMENTATION OF LAND USE RELATED MEASURES 
 
Implementation requires Lee County to incorporate the proposed zones into the Lee Plan 
and the Land Development Code.  References and requirements pertaining to the existing 
overlay zones would be replaced with the proposed zones recommended in this study.  
The LCPA, along with its consultants, has met with County planning staff and attorneys 
through the course of this study to assist in the development of the proposed overlay 
zones, and to discuss the implementation process.  


