A Pilot's Guide to UK Private Airstrips: What You
Need to Know

Flying into a UK private airstrip is a very different experience from the commercial terminals
most people know. Over the years | have landed on grass strips that barely look like runways
and on ex-RAF hard standings that still carry the weight of Cold War history. Each one has its
own character, its own quirks, and its own rules. If you are new to General Aviation in this
country, or even if you have a few hundred hours under your belt, understanding the landscape
of UK private airstrips is essential for safe and sensible flying.

The first thing to appreciate is that these are not airports in the Gatwick Airport sense. There is
no terminal building, no security queue, and often no one to meet you. What you get is a strip of
grass or tarmac, sometimes with a windsock, sometimes with a radio frequency scribbled on a
board. The freedom is real, but so is the responsibility. You are the pilot, the ground handler,
and the decision maker all in one.

Regulation and Reality

CAA Regulations treat private airstrips differently from licensed aerodromes. Many of these
strips operate under permissions that allow the landowner to accept visiting aircraft without
full aerodrome licensing. That does not mean anything goes. Pilot Licensing still applies, and
your aircraft must be airworthy and insured. But the regulatory touch is lighter, which is exactly
why so many of us enjoy using them.

What this means in practice is that you need to do your homework. Before you set off, check
the Airfield Guide or the Aerodrome Directory for the strip you intend to visit. Look for notes on
surface condition, slope, direction, and any local procedures. Some strips require prior
permission, often called PPR. Others are open to visiting traffic but may have specific times
when they welcome arrivals. Ignoring these details is not just discourteous. It can be
dangerous.

Flight Planning for the Unpaved

Flight Planning for a private strip is more detailed than for a paved, lit, and manned airfield. You
need to consider the surface. A well-kept grass strip in summer is a joy. The same strip in
March after weeks of rain can be a muddy trap. | have seen more than one pilot sink a
nosewheel up to the axle because they assumed a strip was usable. Aviation Fuel is rarely
available on site, so you must arrive with enough for your round trip plus reserves, or arrange
fuel in advance.



Weather Minimums also become more restrictive. Many private strips have no lighting at all,
which rules out Night VFR unless you have your own landing light and are confident of the
terrain. Even in daytime, low cloud and poor visibility can turn a straightforward approach into a
problem. | tend to set personal limits that are well above the legal minima when | am heading
to a strip | do not know well. The extra margin gives you time to divert if conditions look
marginal.

Runway Safety on Uncontrolled Strips

Runway Safety at a private airstrip is entirely in your hands. There is no Air Traffic Control to
sequence arrivals or warn you of traffic. You join the circuit visually, call your intentions on the
published frequency if there is one, and listen out for other aircraft. Some strips have a
standard overhead join, others expect you to fly a standard left-hand circuit. The key is to know
before you go. The Light Aircraft Association publishes excellent guidance on circuit
procedures for smaller airfields, and it is worth reading even if you fly something more exotic
than a microlight.

On the ground, watch for livestock, farm vehicles, and people who might not realise that a
landing aeroplane needs the whole strip clear. | once had to go around because a sheepdog
decided my active runway was a good place to sit. That kind of thing is part of the charm, but
you need to be ready for it.

Hangarage and Landing Fees

Costs vary widely. Some UK private airstrips charge a modest Landing Fee, often collected via
an honesty box or a PayPal link on the airfield's website. Others expect a phone call and a bank

transfer. Hangarage is rare at the smaller strips. Most visiting aircraft are tied down outside, so
bring good tie-down ropes and a cover if rain is forecast. If you need hangarage, you are better
off aiming for a larger GA airfield with proper facilities.

Customs for General Aviation

If you are arriving from outside the UK, Customs for General Aviation is a topic you cannot
ignore. Most private strips are not designated for international arrivals. You must land at an
airport with customs facilities and then fly on. The exceptions are few, and the penalties for
getting it wrong are severe. Always check before you cross a border. A flight from France into a
quiet strip in Kent might seem low risk, but the regulations are clear.

Gliding Clubs and STOL Operations


https://abouts.co/united-kingdom

Many private strips are home to Gliding Clubs, and these have their own rhythms. The gliding
season brings a lot of activity. Winch launches, cable breaks, and gliders turning finals from
unusual directions. If you are flying a powered aircraft into a strip that also hosts gliders, you
need to be especially vigilant. Some of these strips are very short, which is exactly what STOL
Operations are designed for. If your aircraft is not certified for short-field work, think twice
before accepting an invitation to a strip that looks like a postage stamp on the chart.

The Farnborough Airshow is a good reminder of how varied the UK aviation scene is. At one
end you have the big show with fast jets and display teams. At the other end you have a
farmer's field with a windsock and a tea hut. Both are valid parts of British flying. The skill is
knowing which one you are heading to and preparing accordingly.

Building a Personal Airfield Database

Over time, most GA pilots build a mental map of the UK private airstrips they trust. | keep a
notebook with notes on surface condition, preferred approach directions, and the best cafe
within walking distance. The Aerodrome Directory is a good starting point, but nothing replaces
local knowledge. Talk to other pilots. Join a forum. Visit a strip for the first time with someone
who knows it. That kind of shared experience is invaluable.

One thing | have learned is that a strip's appearance on a chart can be misleading. A long,
straight runway looks ideal until you realise it slopes uphill and the prevailing wind is down the
slope. A short strip that is well drained and flat can be safer than a long one that turns to mud
after two days of rain. This is where judgment comes in. No book can tell you how a particular
strip will feel on a given day.

The Future of Private Airstrips

There is ongoing pressure on small airfields from development and changing land use. Many
strips that were active twenty years ago are now housing estates or solar farms. At the same
time, Private Jet Charter companies are showing more interest in smaller airfields as a way to
bypass the congestion at major hubs. That trend might help preserve some strips that would
otherwise close. But the real future of UK private airstrips depends on the people who use
them. If pilots respect the landowner's rules, keep the noise down, and support the local
businesses that keep strips open, the network will survive.

| have had some of my best flying days on strips that barely register on a map. The freedom to
land close to a destination, to avoid the hassle of a big airport, and to experience flying in its
purest form is something | value deeply. But that freedom comes with a requirement for
thorough preparation and a humble attitude. The aeroplane does not care how many hours you
have. It only cares about the next landing.



So if you are planning to explore the world of UK private airstrips, start small. Pick a well-known
strip with good surface and clear procedures. Fly there in good weather. Walk the runway
before you take off again. And always, always have a Plan B. That way, every landing becomes
a learning experience rather than a lesson.



