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Noise Policy Statement for England
1.1

The Government is committed to sustainable development and Defra plays an
important role in this by working to secure a healthy environment in which we and
future generations can prosper. One aspect of meeting these objectives is the need
to manage noise for which Defra has the overall responsibility in England.

1.2

The Government recognises that the effective management of noise requires a coordinated and long term approach that encompasses many aspects of modern
society.

1.3

The aim of this document is to provide clarity regarding current policies and practices
to enable noise management decisions to be made within the wider context, at the
most appropriate level, in a cost-effective manner and in a timely fashion.

1.4

The document seeks to clarify the underlying principles and aims in existing policy
documents, legislation and guidance that relate to noise. It has been developed
following discussions with stakeholders regarding the effects on the noise
environment of current policies and practices.

1.5

This Noise Policy Statement for England (NPSE) should apply to all forms of noise
including environmental noise, neighbour noise and neighbourhood noise. The NPSE
does not apply to noise in the workplace (occupational noise).

1.6

This Noise Policy Statement for England (NPSE) sets out the long term vision of
Government noise policy:

Noise Policy Vision
Promote good health and a good quality of life
through the effective management of noise within
the context of Government policy on sustainable
development.
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1.7

This long term vision is supported by the following aims:

Noise Policy Aims
Through the effective management and control of environmental, neighbour and
neighbourhood noise within the context of Government policy on sustainable
development:

1.8



avoid significant adverse impacts on health and quality of life;



mitigate and minimise adverse impacts on health and quality of life; and



where possible, contribute to the improvement of health and quality of life.

The vision and aims of NPSE should be interpreted by having regard to the set of
shared UK principles that underpin the Government‟s sustainable development
strategy.

Guiding principles of sustainable development
Ensuring a Strong Healthy and Just Society – Meeting the diverse needs of all
people in existing and future communities, promoting personal wellbeing, social
cohesion and inclusion, and creating equal opportunity for all.
Using Sound Science Responsibly – Ensuring policy is developed and
implemented on the basis of strong scientific evidence, whilst taking into account
scientific uncertainty (through the precautionary principle) as well as public attitudes
and values.
Living Within Environmental Limits – Respecting the limits of the planet‟s
environment, resources and biodiversity – to improve our environment and ensure
that the natural resources needed for life are unimpaired and remain so for future
generations.
Achieving a Sustainable Economy – Building a strong, stable and sustainable
economy which provides prosperity and opportunities for all, and in which
environmental and social costs fall on those who impose them (polluter pays), and
efficient resource use is incentivised.
Promoting Good Governance – Actively promoting effective, participative systems
of governance in all levels of society – engaging people‟s creativity, energy and
diversity.
Source: Securing the future – delivering UK sustainable development strategy, HM Government, March 2005.
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Noise Policy Statement for England
Explanatory Note
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Why do we need a Noise Policy Statement for England (NPSE)?
2.1

Noise is an inevitable consequence of a mature and vibrant society. For some the
noise of city life provides a desirable sense of excitement and exhilaration, but for
others noise is an unwanted intrusion that adversely impacts on their quality of life,
affecting their health and well being.

2.2

The management of noise has developed over many years as the types and
character of noise sources have altered and as people‟s attitude to noise has
changed. The Noise Abatement Act came into law in 1960 and the Report from the
Committee on the Problem of Noise was published in 1963 (the Wilson report).
Since then, examples of noise management can be found in many areas including
reducing noise at source; the use of the land use and transport planning systems,
compensation measures, the statutory nuisance and licensing regimes and other
related legislation.

2.3

Furthermore, the broad aim of noise management has been to separate noise
sources from sensitive noise receivers and to „minimise‟ noise. Of course, taken in
isolation and to a literal extreme, noise minimisation would mean no noise at all. In
reality, although it has not always been stated, the aim has tended to be to minimise
noise „as far as reasonably practical‟. This concept can be found in the
Environmental Protection Act 1990, where, in some circumstances, there is a
defence of „best practicable means‟ in summary statutory nuisance proceedings.

2.4

By describing clear policy vision and aims the NPSE provides the necessary clarity
and direction to enable decisions to be made regarding what is an acceptable noise
burden to place on society.

What types of noise are addressed by the Noise Policy Statement for England?
2.5

The intention is that the NPSE should apply to all types of noise apart from noise in
the workplace (occupational noise). For the purposes of the NPSE, “noise” includes:


“environmental noise” which includes noise from transportation sources;



“neighbour noise” which includes noise from inside and outside people‟s
homes; and



“neighbourhood noise” which includes noise arising from within the
community such as industrial and entertainment premises, trade and
business premises, construction sites and noise in the street.

What will the Noise Policy Statement for England achieve?
2.6

The application of the NPSE should mean that noise is properly taken into account at
the appropriate time. In the past, the opportunity for the cost effective management
of noise has often been missed because the noise implications of a particular policy,
development or other activity have not been considered at an early enough stage.

2.7

In addition, the application of the NPSE should enable noise to be considered
alongside other relevant issues and not to be considered in isolation. In the past, the
wider benefits of a particular policy, development or other activity may not have been
given adequate weight when assessing the noise implications.
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2.8

In the longer term, the Government hopes that existing policies could be reviewed
(on a prioritised basis), and revised if necessary, so that the policies and any noise
management measures being adopted accord with the vision, aims and principles of
the NPSE.

How should the Noise Policy Statement for England be used?
2.9

Noise management is a complex issue and at times requires complex solutions.
Unlike air quality, there are currently no European or national noise limits which have
to be met, although there can be specific local limits for specific developments.
Furthermore, sound only becomes noise (often defined as „unwanted sound‟) when it
exists in the wrong place or at the wrong time such that it causes or contributes to
some harmful or otherwise unwanted effect, like annoyance or sleep disturbance.
Unlike many other pollutants, noise pollution depends not just on the physical
aspects of the sound itself, but also the human reaction to it. Consequently, the
NPSE provides a clear description of desired outcome from the noise management
of a particular situation.

2.10

The guiding principles of Government policy on sustainable development, (paragraph
1.8), should be used to assist in its implementation. The development of further
principles specifically to underpin implementation of noise management policy will be
kept under review as experience is gained from the application of the NPSE.

What does the vision of the Noise Policy Statement for England mean?
2.11

There are several key phrases within the NPSE vision and these are discussed
below.
“Health and quality of life”

2.12

The World Health Organisation defines health as a state of complete physical, mental
and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity, and
recognises the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of health as one of the
fundamental rights of every human being.

2.13

It can be argued that quality of life contributes to our standard of health. However, in
the NPSE it has been decided to make a distinction between „quality of life‟ which is a
subjective measure that refers to people‟s emotional, social and physical well being
and „health‟ which refers to physical and mental well being.

2.14

It is recognised that noise exposure can cause annoyance and sleep disturbance
both of which impact on quality of life. It is also agreed by many experts that
annoyance and sleep disturbance can give rise to adverse health effects. The
distinction that has been made between „quality of life‟ effects and „health‟ effects
recognises that there is emerging evidence that long term exposure to some types of
transport noise can additionally cause an increased risk of direct health effects. The
Government intends to keep research on the health effects of long term exposure to
noise under review in accordance with the principles of the NPSE.
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“Promote good health and good quality of life”
2.15

This statement expresses the long term desired policy outcome, but in the use of
“promote” and “good” recognises that it is not possible to have a single objective
noise-based measure that is mandatory and applicable to all sources of noise in all
situations.
“Effective management of noise”

2.16

This concept confirms that the policy applies to all types of “noise” (environmental,
neighbour and neighbourhood) and that the solution could be more than simply
minimising the noise.
“Within the context of Government policy on sustainable development”

2.17

Sustainable development is a core principle underpinning all government policy. For
the UK Government the goal of sustainable development is being pursued in an
integrated way through a sustainable, innovative and productive economy that
delivers high levels of employment and a just society that promotes social inclusion,
sustainable communities and personal wellbeing. The goal is pursued in ways that
protect and enhance the physical and natural environment, and that use resources
and energy as efficiently as possible.

2.18

There is a need to integrate consideration of the economic and social benefit of the
activity or policy under examination with proper consideration of the adverse
environmental effects, including the impact of noise on health and quality of life. This
should avoid noise being treated in isolation in any particular situation, i.e. not
focussing solely on the noise impact without taking into account other related factors.

What do the aims of the Noise Policy Statement for England mean?
2.19

There are several key phrases within the NPSE aims and these are discussed below.
“Significant adverse” and “adverse”

2.20

There are two established concepts from toxicology that are currently being applied
to noise impacts, for example, by the World Health Organisation. They are:
NOEL – No Observed Effect Level
This is the level below which no effect can be detected. In simple terms, below this
level, there is no detectable effect on health and quality of life due to the noise.
LOAEL – Lowest Observed Adverse Effect Level
This is the level above which adverse effects on health and quality of life can be
detected.
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2.21

Extending these concepts for the purpose of this NPSE leads to the concept of a
significant observed adverse effect level.
SOAEL – Significant Observed Adverse Effect Level
This is the level above which significant adverse effects on health and quality of life
occur.

2.22

It is not possible to have a single objective noise-based measure that defines SOAEL
that is applicable to all sources of noise in all situations. Consequently, the SOAEL is
likely to be different for different noise sources, for different receptors and at different
times. It is acknowledged that further research is required to increase our
understanding of what may constitute a significant adverse impact on health and
quality of life from noise. However, not having specific SOAEL values in the NPSE
provides the necessary policy flexibility until further evidence and suitable guidance is
available.
The first aim of the Noise Policy Statement for England
Avoid significant adverse impacts on health and quality of life from
environmental, neighbour and neighbourhood noise within the context of
Government policy on sustainable development.

2.23

The first aim of the NPSE states that significant adverse effects on health and quality
of life should be avoided while also taking into account the guiding principles of
sustainable development (paragraph 1.8).
The second aim of the Noise Policy Statement for England
Mitigate and minimise adverse impacts on health and quality of life from
environmental, neighbour and neighbourhood noise within the context of
Government policy on sustainable development.

2.24

The second aim of the NPSE refers to the situation where the impact lies somewhere
between LOAEL and SOAEL. It requires that all reasonable steps should be taken to
mitigate and minimise adverse effects on health and quality of life while also taking
into account the guiding principles of sustainable development (paragraph 1.8). This
does not mean that such adverse effects cannot occur.
The third aim of the Noise Policy Statement for England
Where possible, contribute to the improvement of health and quality of life
through the effective management and control of environmental, neighbour
and neighbourhood noise within the context of Government policy on
sustainable development.

2.25

This aim seeks, where possible, positively to improve health and quality of life
through the pro-active management of noise while also taking into account the
guiding principles of sustainable development (paragraph 1.8), recognising that there
will be opportunities for such measures to be taken and that they will deliver potential
benefits to society. The protection of quiet places and quiet times as well as the
enhancement of the acoustic environment will assist with delivering this aim.
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