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Airport engineering is a multifaceted discipline that sits at the intersection of civil engineering, urban planning, and 

logistics management. It involves the meticulous process of planning, designing, and constructing facilities that 

facilitate the safe and efficient movement of aircraft and passengers. The seminal work of S.K. Khanna, M.G. 

Arora, and S.S. Jainin the field of airport planning and design has served as the foundational framework for

engineers worldwide, particularly in the Indian subcontinent. As global air traffic continues to expand, the demand

for sophisticated airport infrastructure—ranging from massive international hubs to localized regional airfields—has

never been higher.

The Strategic Framework of Airport Planning

The initial phase of any airport project is the planning stage, which dictates the long-term viability and operational 

efficiency of the facility. Planning is not merely about finding a flat piece of land; it involves a complex analysis of 

socio-economic factors, meteorological data, and environmental impact. The National Plan of Integrated Airport 

Systems (NPIAS) or similar regional frameworks usually guide these developments.

Site Selection Criteria

Selecting the optimal site for an airport is a multi-dimensional challenge. According to the principles laid out in 

Airport Planning and Design by Khanna and Arora, the following factors must be evaluated:

•  Regional Economy and Population: Airports must be located near centers of commerce and population to 

ensure a steady flow of passengers and cargo.

•  Atmospheric and Meteorological Conditions: Presence of fog, smoke, and haze can significantly reduce 

visibility. Wind direction and intensity are the most critical factors for runway orientation.

•  Topography and Soil Conditions: Flat terrain is preferred to minimize earthwork costs. Soil bearing capacity 

determines the structural thickness of the pavements.

•  Surrounding Obstructions: High-rise buildings, mountains, or telecommunication towers can pose hazards to 

landing and departing aircraft.

•  Noise Pollution: Airports must be situated at a distance from residential areas to comply with environmental 

regulations and minimize the impact of noise on local communities.

Aircraft Characteristics and Their Influence on Design

An airport is essentially a facility designed to accommodate specific types of aircraft. Therefore, the physical and

performance characteristics of the design aircraft dictate the geometric requirements of the airport. These

characteristics include:

1. Weight and Landing Gear Configuration

The maximum takeoff weight (MTOW) of an aircraft determines the thickness and strength of the runway, taxiway,

and apron pavements. The landing gear configuration (single wheel, dual wheel, or dual-tandem) affects how the

load is distributed across the pavement surface.

2. Wingspan and Length



The wingspan dictates the width of runways and taxiways, as well as the clearance distances between parallel

taxiways and objects. The overall length of the aircraft influences the dimensions of parking aprons and the turning

radii required on taxiway curves.

3. Performance Metrics

Takeoff and landing distances, which are influenced by the aircraft's weight and engine performance, are the 

primary determinants of the required runway length. The ICAO (International Civil Aviation Organization)

provides standardized reference codes based on these characteristics.



Aerodrome Code Number Reference Field Length 
(meters)

Aerodrome Code Letter Wingspan (meters)

1 &lt; 800m A &lt; 15m

2 800m - 1200m B 15m - 24m

3 1200m - 1800m C 24m - 36m

4 &gt; 1800m D / E / F 36m - 80m

Geometric Design of Runways

The runway is the most critical component of an airport. Its design involves determining the orientation, length, and

width to ensure safe operations under various conditions.

Runway Orientation and the Wind Rose

Runways are oriented in the direction of the prevailing winds to take advantage of headwind components, which 

reduce the ground speed required for takeoff and landing. The Wind Rose Methodis used to determine the

optimum orientation. Engineers analyze 5 to 10 years of wind data, plotting wind direction and speed on a polar

diagram. The objective is to achieve at least 95% "wind coverage," meaning the crosswind component does not

exceed specified limits for the design aircraft.

Basic Runway Length and Corrections

The basic runway length is calculated for standard conditions: sea level, 15&deg;C temperature, and zero gradient.

However, real-world conditions require corrections:

1.  Elevation Correction: The basic length is increased by 7% for every 300-meter rise above mean sea level. 

This accounts for the thinner air at higher altitudes, which reduces lift and engine thrust.

2.  Temperature Correction: The length is further increased by 1% for every 1&deg;C that the airport reference 

temperature exceeds the standard temperature at that elevation.

3.  Gradient Correction: A steeper gradient requires more distance for takeoff. The length is typically increased 

by 20% for every 1% of effective gradient.

Geometric Standards

Standard runway widths vary from 18 meters for small aircraft to 45 or 60 meters for large commercial jets.

Additionally, a "Runway Strip" must be maintained—a cleared and graded area surrounding the runway to reduce

the risk of damage if an aircraft veers off the paved surface.

Structural Design of Airport Pavements

Airport pavements are designed to withstand much higher loads than highway pavements. They are categorized 

into two main types: Flexible Pavements and Rigid Pavements.

Flexible Pavements

Flexible pavements consist of multiple layers, including a bituminous surface course, a base course, and a sub-

base course. The load is distributed downward through grain-to-grain contact. The California Bearing Ratio (CBR) 

Method is frequently used to determine the total thickness required based on the strength of the subgrade soil.



Rigid Pavements

Rigid pavements are constructed using Portland Cement Concrete (PCC) slabs. These slabs act as structural 

members, distributing the load over a wide area through slab action (flexural strength). Westergaard’s Analysisis

the classical theoretical approach used to calculate stresses at the corners, edges, and interiors of the slabs

caused by aircraft wheel loads and temperature variations.

Comparison of Pavement Types



Feature Flexible Pavement Rigid Pavement

Material Bituminous / Asphalt Cement Concrete (PCC)

Load Distribution Grain-to-grain contact Slab flexural action

Maintenance Frequent surface treatments Lower maintenance, higher initial cost

Durability 15-20 years 30-40 years

Visibility Lower (dark surface) Higher (light surface)

Taxiway Design and Airport Layout

Taxiways provide the link between runways and the terminal area. Their design focuses on minimizing the time

aircraft spend taxiing, thereby increasing the overall capacity of the airport. Key design elements include:

•  Turning Radius: Must be sufficient to allow aircraft to negotiate curves without the wheels leaving the 

pavement.

•  Exit Taxiways: High-speed or "rapid exit" taxiways are designed at acute angles (usually 30 degrees) to allow 

aircraft to turn off the runway at higher speeds, reducing runway occupancy time.

•  Separation Distances: Safe clearances must be maintained between taxiways, runways, and fixed objects to 

prevent collisions.

The Terminal Area and Support Facilities

The terminal area is the interface between ground transportation and air transportation. Its planning requires a 

deep understanding of passenger flow, security protocols, and baggage handling. Khanna and Aroraemphasize

the importance of modularity in terminal design to allow for future expansion.

Terminal Configurations

1.  Linear Concept: Simplest form, where the terminal is a long building with gates on one side.

2.  Pier or Finger Concept: Extensions from a central terminal building provide more gate capacity.

3.  Satellite Concept: Separate buildings (satellites) are connected to the main terminal via underground tunnels 

or automated people movers.

4.  Transporter Concept: Passengers are moved from the terminal to the aircraft parked on remote aprons via 

buses or mobile lounges.

Visual Aids and Navigation Systems

For safe operations, especially at night or in low visibility, airports must be equipped with standardized lighting and

marking systems.

Runway and Taxiway Markings

White markings are used for runways, while yellow markings are used for taxiways. Critical markings include the 

Threshold Markings (vertical stripes), the Designation Number (based on magnetic azimuth), and Aiming 

Points for pilots during landing.

Lighting Systems



•  Approach Lighting System (ALS): A sequence of lights extending from the runway threshold to guide pilots 

during the transition from instrument to visual flight.

•  PAPI (Precision Approach Path Indicator): A system of lights that provides visual cues to the pilot regarding 

the correct glide slope.

•  Runway Edge Lights: White lights defining the lateral limits of the runway.

Airport Drainage and Environmental Management

Effective drainage is vital for maintaining the structural integrity of pavements. Water on the runway can lead to 

hydroplaning, where tires lose contact with the surface. Drainage systems include surface drains (gutters and

inlets) and subsurface drains (perforated pipes) to lower the water table beneath the pavement.

Furthermore, modern airport engineering must address environmental concerns. This includes managing de-icing 

fluid runoff, which can contaminate local water sources, and implementing noise abatement procedures through

the use of noise barriers or specialized departure routes.

Modern Challenges: Sustainability and Smart Airports

As we move further into the 21st century, airport engineering is evolving to incorporate "smart" technologies and 

sustainable practices. This includes the use of Building Information Modeling (BIM) for construction 

management, the integration of renewable energy (solar farms on airport land), and the implementation of A-CDM 

(Airport Collaborative Decision Making) systems to optimize gate usage and fuel consumption.

The principles established by S.K. Khanna, M.G. Arora, and S.S. Jainremain the bedrock of the discipline.

However, the application of these principles now requires a synergy with digital tools and a commitment to

environmental stewardship. Whether it is the calculation of a corrected runway length or the design of a complex

multi-level terminal, the core objective remains constant: the safe, efficient, and sustainable facilitation of flight.

In conclusion, airport engineering is an exhaustive field that demands precision in every calculation and foresight in

every planning decision. By understanding the interplay between aircraft performance, soil mechanics, and human

logistics, engineers can create infrastructure that stands the test of time and supports the global movement of

people and goods. The study of airport planning and design is not merely a technical requirement but a vital

contribution to the connectivity of the modern world.
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