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Airport engineering is a specialized branch of civil engineering that encompasses the planning, design, and 

construction of facilities for air transport. As the global demand for air travel continues to rise, the complexity of 

airport infrastructure grows proportionally. Effective airport engineering requires a multidisciplinary approach, 

integrating civil engineering, urban planning, environmental science, and advanced logistics. This guide explores 

the core principles established by industry authorities such as S.C. Saxena and Ashford and Wright, providing a

technical deep-dive into the methodologies that define modern aviation infrastructure.

1. The Strategic Importance of Airport Planning

Airport planning is a forward-looking process that involves predicting future aviation demand and determining the

infrastructure required to meet that demand efficiently and safely. The primary goal is to provide a phased

development plan that aligns with economic, social, and environmental constraints.

The Master Plan Process

The Airport Master Planis the foundational document for any facility. It typically covers a 20-year horizon and

includes:

•  Aviation Demand Forecasting: Analysis of historical data to predict passenger enplanements, aircraft 

operations, and cargo tonnage.

•  Requirements Analysis: Determining the number of runways, gates, and terminal space needed based on 

forecasts.

•  Site Selection: Identifying the optimal geographic location for new facilities or expansions.

•  Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA): Evaluating noise pollution, air quality, and local ecosystem 

disruption.

2. Site Selection and Environmental Considerations

Selecting a site for an airport is one of the most critical decisions in the engineering process. According to the 

principles outlined in Airport Engineering: Planning &amp; Designby Saxena, several technical factors must be

synchronized.

Key Site Selection Criteria



Factor Technical Requirement Impact on Design

Atmospheric Conditions Wind direction, fog frequency, and 
visibility.

Determines runway orientation and 
instrument landing needs.

Topography Slope, drainage patterns, and soil 
stability.

Affects earthwork costs and 
pavement thickness.

Airspace Compatibility Proximity to other airports and flight 
paths.

Ensures safety and avoids traffic 
congestion.

Land Availability Sufficient acreage for current needs 
and future expansion.

Influences the scalability of the 
master plan.

Accessibility Connection to ground transportation 
(highways, rail).

Impacts passenger convenience and 
logistics.

Meteorological Analysis: The Wind Rose

A fundamental step in airport design is the Wind Rose analysis. Engineers collect wind data (direction and 

velocity) over a minimum of 10 years. The goal is to orient the runways so that the crosswind component does 

not exceed established limits (usually 10.5 to 20 knots depending on aircraft size) for at least 95% of the time. This 

95% threshold is the Wind Coverage requirement set by ICAO.

3. Runway Geometric Design and Length Calculations

The runway is the heart of the airport. Its design involves complex calculations to ensure that the largest planned 

aircraft (the Design Aircraft) can operate safely under varying atmospheric conditions.

Aircraft Reference Field Length (ARFL)

The basic runway length is determined by the manufacturer for standard sea-level conditions (15°C). However,

engineers must apply three primary corrections to this length:

1.  Elevation Correction: The runway length is increased by 7% for every 300 meters above mean sea level.

2.  Temperature Correction: The length is further increased based on the airport's reference temperature (the 

monthly mean of the maximum daily temperature). The correction factor is 1% for every degree Celsius that the 

airport reference temperature exceeds the standard temperature at that elevation.

3.  Gradient Correction: For every 1% of effective gradient (the difference between the highest and lowest points 

of the runway divided by its length), the runway length is increased by 20%.

Mathematical Correction Model

The corrected length (L) can be expressed conceptually as:

L_final = L_basic × (1 + C_elev) × (1 + C_temp) × (1 + C_grad)

Where C represents the respective correction coefficients. Accurate calculation is vital; an undersized runway limits

the takeoff weight of aircraft, while an oversized runway leads to unnecessary capital expenditure.

4. Pavement Engineering: Rigid vs. Flexible Systems

Airport pavements are designed to withstand significantly higher loads than highway pavements. The ACN-PCN 

(Aircraft Classification Number - Pavement Classification Number)system is the international standard for



reporting pavement strength.

Comparison of Pavement Types



Feature Flexible Pavement (Asphalt) Rigid Pavement (Concrete)

Load Distribution Grain-to-grain transfer; stress 
decreases with depth.

Slab action; load distributed over a 
large area.

Life Span 15–20 years (requires frequent 
maintenance).

30–40 years (durable but harder to 
repair).

Failure Mode Rutting, cracking, and shoving. Faulting, pumping, and joint failure.

Cost Lower initial cost, higher maintenance. Higher initial cost, lower maintenance.

Modern engineering trends favor Rigid Pavement for aprons and runway ends where fuel spills and heavy static 

loads are common, while Flexible Pavementis often used for taxiways and the central portions of runways due to

its smoother ride and easier maintenance cycles.

5. Terminal Design and Passenger Flow Logistics

The terminal building serves as the interface between ground and air transportation. The primary objective is to

minimize passenger walking distances while maximizing the efficiency of security and baggage handling systems.

Terminal Configurations

•  Linear Concept: Gates are arranged along a long building. Good for small airports but leads to long walking 

distances in larger ones.

•  Pier (Finger) Concept: Extensions from a main building allow for more gates. Common in mid-sized 

international hubs.

•  Satellite Concept: Gates are located in a separate building reached via underground tunnels or people 

movers.

•  Transporter Concept: Passengers are moved to aircraft via buses or mobile lounges. Used to reduce 

infrastructure costs.

Level of Service (LoS) Standards

Engineers use the IATA Level of Serviceframework to determine the required space per passenger in various

zones (check-in, security, gate). An LoS of "C" (Good) is typically the target for design, balancing passenger

comfort with economic reality.

6. Visual Aids and Navigation Systems

Safety in low-visibility conditions is maintained through a complex array of lighting and marking systems, governed 

by ICAO Annex 14.

Critical Visual Components

•  PAPI (Precision Approach Path Indicator): A system of lights that provides visual guidance to pilots to 

maintain the correct glideslope.

•  REIL (Runway End Identifier Lights): Synchronized flashing lights located at the runway threshold.

•  Approach Lighting System (ALS): A sequence of light bars extending from the runway end to assist pilots in 

transitioning from instrument to visual flight.

•  Runway Markings: Includes the threshold, centerline, touchdown zone, and aiming point markings, all 

designed to be highly visible from the air.



7. Case Study: Mitigating Drainage Challenges in Airport Design

Effective drainage is paramount in airport engineering to prevent hydroplaning and protect the structural integrity of

the pavement. In a hypothetical case study for a coastal airport, engineers face the challenge of a high water table

and high intensity rainfall.

Technical Solution: Subsurface Drainage and Ponding

Engineers implement a dual-drainage system:

1.  Surface Drainage: Precise longitudinal and transverse slopes (typically 1% to 1.5%) guide water to catch 

basins.

2.  Subsurface Drainage: A layer of permeable base material and perforated pipes (French drains) intercept 

groundwater.

3.  Attenuation Tanks: Large underground reservoirs or surface detention ponds manage peak runoff before 

discharging into local waterways, preventing downstream flooding.

8. Future Trends in Airport Engineering

The industry is currently shifting toward Sustainable Airport Design (Green Airports). This includes the integration 

of solar farms on airport property, the use of recycled materials in pavement construction, and the implementation 

of Smart Airporttechnologies such as biometric processing and automated baggage handling to reduce the

physical footprint of terminals.

Digital Twin Technology

Modern engineers use BIM (Building Information Modeling)and Digital Twins to create a virtual replica of the

airport. This allows for real-time monitoring of structural health and predictive maintenance of critical assets,

significantly reducing operational downtime.

In conclusion, airport engineering is a dynamic field that demands rigorous adherence to international standards 

and a deep understanding of the interplay between aircraft performance and infrastructure design. By following the 

foundational methodologies of experts like Subhash C. Saxenaand adapting to modern technological

advancements, engineers can create safe, efficient, and sustainable gateways to the world. The complexity of

these projects underscores the necessity of detailed planning, precise mathematical modeling, and robust

construction management in every phase of the airport lifecycle.
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