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1. Recommendations 
 
1.1 Executive Council is requested to: 

 
1.1.1 Approve the investment of £880,000 for the UK Met Office to implement an enhanced 

detection and monitoring programme at Mount Pleasant Airport that is expected to result in 
improved detection and prediction of rotor events, including the installation of LIDAR wind 
detection equipment. 

 
1.1.2 Authorise the Chief Executive to enter into an agreement with the UK Ministry of Defence 

and the UK Met Office to begin this work as soon as possible. 

1 
 



 
1.1.3 Refer the matter to Standing Finance Committee for financial approval. 

 
2. Additional Budgetary Implications 

  
2.1 The full breakdown of costs is provided in Section 6.1.  The exact timing of the expenditure is 

uncertain, as it will depend on whether the equipment will have to be custom-built or is available 
off-the shelf.  This will not be known until the Met Office begins the procurement process, once 
our agreement with them has been finalised.  Therefore, the breakdown by year provided below 
is provisional and based on the LIDAR Long-Lead Timeline Breakdown provided in 
REDACTED. 

 
Costs provided below are based on the Met Office proposal and are rough-order-of-magnitude 
only, provided for budget purposes.  The budget requested is rounded up REDACTED to 
£880,000 for simplicity. Actual equipment costs will be finalised once the procurement process is 
complete. 

 
 
2.2 REDACTED 

 
3. Executive Summary 

 
3.1 The Falkland Islands Mount Pleasant Airport (MPA) is operated by the UK Ministry of Defence, 

specifically the British Forces South Atlantic Islands (BFSAI), including provision of air traffic 
control.  The UK Met Office provides meteorological services for MPA.   
 

3.2 The Mount Pleasant airfield is prone to frequent wind events that can cause rotors to form, 
posing a recognised hazard to airplanes both in landing and takeoff.  The precise occurance of 
rotors, including timing and severity, is difficult to predict, in part due to an existing lack of 
sufficient weather sensing equipment.  Rotors often last only a few minutes, but airplanes 
attempting to land during periods of rotor activity experience dangerous turbulence. 

3.3 Current BFSAI operating procedures for MPA require closure of the aerodrome when rotor 
formation is predicted REDACTED, with a ≥ 30% probability of occurrence.  This has resulted 
in frequent delays or cancellations affecting both the regularly scheduled twice-weekly Airbridge 
flights from the UK and the weekly commercial flight from Santiago, Chile.  These disruptions, 
which have been increasing in frequency since 2016, have negative effects on the economy and 
on social wellbeing, driving uncertainty and additional costs into all aspects of life in the 
Falkland Islands.   

3.4 In response to concerns raised by FIG, in 2018, the Ministry of Defence requested that the Met 
Office develop a proposal for options to improve detection and prediction of rotor events.   

3.5 In  April 2019, the Met Office presented its proposal to Members, senior FIG officials and MoD 
representatives.  Subsequent to the meeting, a letter of agreement in principle was sent by the 
Chief Executive to REDACTED of the Joint Forces Intelligence Group to confirm FIG’s 
commitment to funding the enhanced detection and monitoring programme.   

3.6 While the outcomes are not certain, FIG’s objective for this programme is to improve prediction 
and real-time detection of rotor events, with the ultimate goal of providing better information for 
pilots, airlines and the aerodrome operator so that decisions on the risks of landing and/or take-
off can be made more dynamically.  This will hopefully result in fewer flight cancellations.   

3.7 The Met Office technical proposal and rough order of magnitude cost estimates are provided in 
Appendix 1 & 2.  Procurement and installation of equipment at Mount Pleasant is expected to 
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take from 12 – 18 months, so it is critical that FIG finalise an agreement with the MoD and Met 
Office to begin this project immediately. 

  
4. Background 

 
4.1 The Transportation and Communications section of the 2018-2021 Islands Plan commits the 

Falkland Islands Government to:   
 

“Explore ways to better understand rotor winds and mitigate the impact on the economy.” 

4.2 The existence of rotors, and the hazard they pose to flights landing and departing from Mount 
Pleasant Airport has been recognised since at least the early 1990s.  Rotor phenomena was 
investigated during an intensive field campaign conducted at MPA from 2000 – 2001.  The 
observations collected during that campaign led to the development of the Numerical Weather 
Prediction model that is currently in use to predict the formation of rotors.   

4.3 However, while the model can forecast that a threat of rotors exists, it is unable to predict exact 
details, including timing, magnitude and duration.  Compounding the difficulty faced by the 
aerodrome operator, MPA does not currently have weather observation equipment that is capable 
of detecting the formation or presence of rotors in real time, nor can it support short-notice 
forecasting of rotors. 

4.4 This can mean that there is insufficient information available to pilots to support a full 
assessment of the risk associated with landing at MPA when rotors may be present. 

4.5 When pilots have encountered rotors while attempting a landing or takeoff at MPA they report 
that the turbulence is severe, with significant horizontal and vertical wind shear that makes 
aircraft operation hazardous. 

4.6 The impreciseness of the prediction model, along with the perceived risk to operations at Mount 
Pleasant Complex, has led BFSAI to adopt conservative protocols with respect to the operation 
of the airfield, leading to the full closure of the aerodrome when a threat of rotors exists.  
Notification of an expected rotor event is published in the form of a TAF Group 56.  
REDACTED 

4.7 FIG commissioned independent air safety consultants airsight GmbH to provide an assessment of 
the current operating situation at MPA, including the frequency and duration of airport closures 
due to the probability of rotors.  The consultants noted that air industry standard is for the air 
operators to make decisions on wind, and other weather, risks associated with landing and takeoff 
at a particular airfield.  The decision to close airfields to flights is made only in exceptional 
circumstances. 

4.8 However, to support their risk assessment and the final decision on whether to land at a particular 
time, airsight confirmed that pilots and their support teams require sufficient real time 
information about wind and weather conditions.  The proposed installation of LIDAR equipment, 
and the associated research programme, are hoped to be able to provide this necessary 
information. 

4.9 Procurement and installation of the remote sensing LIDAR is expected to take from 12 – 18 
months.  The research programme will begin immediately once the equipment is in place, and 
will need to run at least 12 months in order to gather sufficient data to improve the predictive 
model.  The expected timeline as developed by the Met Office, is included in Appendix 1. 

4.10 Reliable international air service is critical to the further economic and social development of the 
Falkland Islands.  The current situation of delayed and cancelled flights imposes costs on FIG, 

3 
 



the business community and individuals, limits the development of tourism and makes 
recruitment and retention of employees more difficult.    

4.11 The proposed agreement with the Ministry of Defence and the Met Office is the only feasible 
solution to improve rotor prediction and detection.  The Met Office is the sole provider of 
meteorological services to the Ministry of Defence, both in the Falkland Islands and at its other 
national and international aerodromes.  In addition, it is an internationally recognised expert 
organisation. 

4.12 The Chief Executive met with Met Office executives and REDACTED of the Ministry of 
Defence Joint Forces Intelligence Group in May 2019.  At these meetings, it was confirmed that 
the MoD will approve and prioritise this work as part of its Service Definition Annex with the 
Met Office. 

 
5. Options and Reasons for Recommending Relevant Option 

 
5.1 Option 1 – Recommended.  Approve the expenditure of £ 880,000 and authorise the Chief 

Executive to sign a letter of agreement with the MoD and the Met Office to initiate the work as 
soon as possible, as outlined in REDACTED 

5.2 Option 2 –  Do nothing.  This option is not recommended, as there will be no change in the 
prediction or detection capacity at MPA, and therefore it can be anticipated that there will be no 
change to the frequency and/or duration of airport closures. 

 
6. Resource Implications 
 
6.1 Financial Implications 

6.2 The total capital and operating budget for this project is estimated by the Met Office to be 
REDACTED approximately £880,000.  Exact timing and budget will not be known until the Met 
Office completes the procurement phase.  Timings and costs provided below are indicative 
rough-order-of-magnitude, and based on the best-case scenario, which would see the 
procurement and installation process completed within 12 months.   

6.3 REDACTED 
   
6.4 Human Resource Implications 
 
 None.  FIG involvement in this project can be undertaken with existing staff. 
 
7. Legal Implications 
 
7.1 The Head of Finance advises that Treasury will be required to provide a dispensation in 

accordance with Financial Instructions in order to proceed with this agreement as a sole-source 
contract. 

7.2 A formal legal agreement between FIG and the UK Ministry of Defence and UK Met Office will 
need to be drafted.   

 
 
8. Environmental & Sustainability Implications 
 

None. 
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9. Consultation  
 

Members have been consulted  
 
10. Communication 

 
It is recommended that a press release be issued to inform the public of this programme once the 
formal agreement between FIG and the MoD is signed and the procurement process is underway.   
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