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BLUE MED FEP REPORT 
INTRODUCTION FROM THE ANSPC CHAIR 

The COVID-19 
pandemic has 
completely changed 
our lives. As 
sociologists say, 
we now have an 
extremely different 
view of space: 
we can no longer 
move as we used 
to, starting from 
jogging just around 
the block and 
ending to travelling 
around the world, 
be it for leisure or 

for business. For the moment, we are no longer the owners 
of our own space. Seemingly, also time has been affected: 
COVID-19 has introduced many different times, such 
as the “lockdown period”, “quarantine weeks”, “smart 
working time” or “vaccine time”. 

As far as the aviation industry, COVID-19 pandemic has 
instead shoved it into a “no time” period. The only sure 
things are the dramatic drop in traffic demand (we had and 
will continue to have for the near future) and the future 
traffic growth scenarios, going from the worst to the best. 
As a matter of fact, despite some positive developments 
around the world and the vaccine on its way, there is still 
uncertainty on the medium-term forecasts which prevents 
the financial and capacity planning required to enable 
ANSPs to successfully navigate the current crisis. 

A crisis within which ANSPs still maintain their operational 
continuity 24/7 to guarantee repatriation flights, cargo, 
medical and other essential traffic.

Within the BLUE MED FAB area traffic dropped at 
unprecedented levels: -80% -90% compared to the same 
period of 2019.

Within this uncertain environment, ANSPs have taken 
action by adapting their operations to this external 
shock. Focus is on keeping full continuity of service while 
investing, in some cases even accelerating, in more 

efficient, flexible, and sustainable technology and level of 
service, in order to be better prepared to face such huge 
variations in traffic demand. 

The BLUE MED FAB has been continuing the 
implementation of systems and operational concepts 
stemming from SESAR and the Single European Sky, with 
the aim to respond to the customers’ needs.

As started in Italy (2017) and in Malta (2019), we 
developed the night FREE ROUTE also in Greece (January 
2020) and the new NICFRA Network in Cyprus (March 
2020). Furthermore, also the synchronization of the Free 
Route Airspace development within the BLUE MED FAB 
area and along the cross-border areas will continue.

Similarly, the ATS Network modernization will go ahead 
by: accelerating the PBN Transition Plan, developing new 
routes and instrumental procedures in the Terminal area 
and in some airports as well as by increasing the Flexible 
Use of Airspace and, last but not least, by developing 
the new ATM concepts in a more environmental and 
sustainable way.

We have faced a “new normal” scenario and we trust our 
next report will be full of positive graphs as we are looking 
forward to fly again, as in ENAV hashtag #wewillflyagain.

   Maurizio Paggetti, ENAV COO
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he pandemic is unarguably the most consequential 
global event of 2020. The impact will not be limited 

to a few years, it might cascade, probably, over the next 
decade as well. 

When COVID19 started in January and early February 
2020 it was clear that the decline was very much steeper 
and quicker than we saw in the previous SARS episodes.

The aviation industry was, and still is, one of the most 
impacted segments in the ECAC area especially due 
to travel restrictions applied by States to contain the 
pandemic and the consequent reduced demand for air 
travel. During March and April, on our radar screens we 
watched the Mediterranean skies crossed by very few 
aircraft, mostly cargo and military flights carrying medical 
supply. 

Yet, the year had started in the best way, with growth 
values of controlled traffic in the BLUE MED FAB higher by 
around 6% than in the same period of 2019.

Values that, also considering the forecasts for the Summer 
released by both Airspace Users and tour operators, 
indicated an important traffic expectation in the BLUE MED 
States, certainly well above the values recorded in 2019.

Then, the traffic decline started in early March and 
accelerated very quickly as restrictions were enforced 
everywhere in Europe. The recovery situation seemed to 
show some signals of upturn at the beginning of June, but 
as soon as the overall medical situation deteriorated again 
at the end of August, new restrictions on travel came along 
and were to last for the rest of the year and beyond, with 
traffic volumes that started to decrease again with only a 
small increase during the holiday season at the end of the 
year.

Having in mind the schedule of the BLUE MED 
Implementation Programme, starting from the first 
AIRAC of the year, each of the 4 FAB States continued the 
implementation activities foreseen for each AIRAC cycle.

Indeed, the dramatic reduction in traffic demand created 
challenges to ANSPs in terms of optimization of airspace 

operational configurations, while preparing the future 
in terms of Capacity and Staff updating and planning, 
having in mind to approach and invest in Digitalization and 
Sustainability of operations.

And exactly these two last items, Digitalization and 
Decarbonization (Sustainability) with the integration of 
Technological developments, are the focal targets that the 
European Green Deal, released by European Commission, 
wishes to accomplish supporting its objective to reach 
Europe climate neutral by 2050.

Even if Digitalization is a term that became popular during 
these last years, it is not a new concept in ATM, especially 
because higher levels of operational efficiency require the 
implementation of new supporting technologies backing 
Operations.

To better understand, the concept definitions of 
Digitalization, i.e. the use of digital technologies and 
digitized data/communication to enable or enhance/
improve business processes, and Digital Transformation 
that refers to changes in culture organizational for 
adoption of digital technologies, both help to address 
policy discussions on ATM changes versus backdrop or 
lack of deployment of new technologies.

And these concepts recap the real meaning of Digitalization 
process, that concentrates the sense of “Transformation 
as the wider adoption of new technologies that requires 
to move towards a new evolving organization embracing 
dynamic system and change methodologies supported by 
organizational policies and processes and integrated with 
an integrated role of AI (Artificial Intelligence) and ML 
(Machine Learning)”.

Going back to the first item above mentioned, optimization 
of airspace operational configurations, its target is focused 
on reducing fuel burn for AUs on a G2G (Gate-to-Gate) 
perspective by monitoring and adopting mitigation actions 
to accomplish the target.

One of the performance indicators used for the scope is 
the Horizontal flight efficiency, and Vertical is another in 
parallel, that measures the average per distance (and/or 

T

vertical flight harmonization) on City Pairs within a given 
airspace. 

The KPIs take in consideration, as reference for the entire 
flight, the great circle distance between the origin and 
destination, and wish to compare this shortest distance 
or so called direct routing (that is no guarantee of shorter 
flight length amongst the direction and that might not 
be considered as the correct routing) versus the Short 
Constrained route (trajectory that take in consideration 
the constraints imposed by ANSPs as route or airspace 
structures or airspace availability, etc.) that doesn’t 
take in consideration any weather conditions or airline 
preferences (including cost consideration and trade-offs)  
though, that are instead considered in last flight planned 
trajectory and that might be subjected to any airspace 
bottlenecks that flow measures mitigate by proposed 
rerouting.    

The definition of Flow measures concentrates principally 
to manage the capacity to remove traffic (by rerouting 
proposals or level capping) from congested areas while, 
at the meantime, airspace optimization means to optimize 
or remove all the constraints no longer necessary. The gap 
between flight plan and actual trajectory (that is shorter 
than SCR) reflects a trade-off between conservative 
constraints in flight planning and flexibility in operation, 
the new objective for flight efficiency. All this cooperates 
to implement aeronautical flight efficiency on climate 
effect, that is parallelly linked with environmental impact 
caused by the aviation segment, and that results both from 
greenhouse gas emissions (GHG) generated by aircraft 
engine exhaust and from aerodrome local emissions due 
to infrastructures and aircraft supports.

The environmental analysis of this BLUE MED FEP Report 
focuses on CO2 emissions that are directly proportional to 
the fuel burnt by the aircraft and that is considered as the 
most important part of the GHG, even if other emissions 
and their effects come out from the fuel burnt from the 
aircraft engines.

The COVID-19 pandemic and the connected drop in 
traffic demand in 2020 counted CO2 emissions reduced 
more than 50% when compared with 2019, suggesting 
(if it were still necessary) that this assessment should 
remain the same throughout the incoming (let’s hope 
soon) recovery phase and behind.

The philosophy to reduce the environmental impact that 
is behind the European Green Deal is based on four main 
pillars. The first two (aircraft technology for engines and 

airframes/avionics and Sustainable Aviation Fuel - SAF) 
are in charge exclusively to aeronautical industry and the 
implementation of both of them would bring a potential 
reduction almost of 80% on total, while pillar three is 
linked with Economic measures and finally, the fourth 
one, is linked with the ANSPs’ activities in particular for 
improved infrastructure and operations.

With regards to ANSPs’ activities, having established that 
Safety levels must remain high as usual in ECAC, these are 
connected to the Operational Performances (Trajectory 
and Fuel Efficiency) provided with the aim to reduce 
inefficiencies in planning and flown. Although it is really 
clear that improvements need to be maintained with the 
same effort and progress, it is fundamental to clarify that 
flight inefficiencies cannot be reduced to Zero as well as 
they cannot imputed completely to ANSPs.

Inefficiencies linked with adverse weather conditions 
both EnRoute and on aerodromes or Military Areas and 
military activities or Airspace constraints due to lack of 
Capacity or airspace availabilities, and so on, are part of 
this impossibility. The fraction on the total attributable to 
operational performances corresponds to roughly 10% 
of the approximately total accounted to aviation, that 
correspond to 4% of total GHG emissions attributed to 
Aviation.

Most of the Operational Improvements with Flight 
Efficiency scopes are in the BLUE MED Implementation 
Programme, and all Member States accomplish their 
actions that have been included therein. 

Analyzing the 2020’s Flight Efficiency implementations, 
the  most important planned in the EnRoute environment 
was carried on by Greece with the institution of the Free 
Route airspace during the night in their national airspace, 
the so-called Hellas FRA (see details in the dedicated box 
later in this document). Soon after, it was Cyprus’ turn 
with the implementation, planned and executed at the 
end of March, of the new EnRoute Network, the so-called 
NICFRA, pioneer of the FRA airspace being implemented 
and expected to be full in few years (see the ad-hoc article 
later on these pages). 

Then, another project among those planned for 
implementation in 2020, was focused on the Terminal 
Network optimization and the related Departure/Arrival 
procedures to/from a set of national airports of the FAB 
Member States; all executions were introduced on time 
as planned, in line with the GANTT defined in the BLUE 
MED Implementation Programme. 
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To keep an optimistic perspective, we should consider 
that when the trend of traffic started to rise again at 
the beginning of the summer season 2020, and the 
increase of tourism demand partially returned, the above 
mentioned improvements implemented in the Network 
and Aerodromes (with additional improvements coming 
from the temporary suspension of the constraints for 
Routing & Airspace Availability, also integrated with the 
recommendation for AUs to apply Continuous Climb and 
Continuous Descent procedures) determined positive 
results even in the context of traffic values around 50% 
less than the previous year’s. 

Summarizing, all European ANS Providers including those 
in the BLUE MED FAB, in cooperation with the Network 
Manager, contributed to mitigate the impact of the 
pandemic crisis on the Network and in particular on AOs’ 
flight schedules, through RAD restrictions relaxation and 
the consequent additional rerouting opportunities that 
were connected with the low traffic volumes. 

Thus, Airspace Users benefited from facilitations to plan 
their optimal trajectory taking advantage of the limited 
traffic flows and to optimize their taxi time thanks to 
the smooth management of ground operations. Also, 
the almost total suspension of military areas activations 
was beneficial for all AUs, as well for ANSPs for which 
there was almost no need for any emission of ATFCM 
Regulations, except for some events of unplanned peaks 
of traffic.

Therefore, important qualitative and quantitative results 
were achieved, even with limited traffic quantities.

The implementation of the Hellas Free Route Airspace 
during the night hours, greatly favored the improvement 
of the planned trajectory. Quantitative strategical 
analysis as well as post analysis of the traffic flows 
that affected the BLUE MED FRA airspace (such as new 
City Pairs that previously did not interest the Airspace 
of any of the ANSPs of the BLUE MED FAB) confirmed 
the expectations mainly in terms of occupancy, i.e., a 
trajectory that persists longer in the BLUE MED FAB 
Airspace, or other optimization on flight trajectories 
in terms of Vertical Flight Efficiency, also incentivized 
by bilateral collaboration among ATCOs (EnRoute and 
Aerodrome). 

The image above validates the assumption; an interesting 
overview in terms of NM saved as a direct consequence 
of an airspace (FRA) no more characterized by any 

constraints of the Network, with the possibility for AUs to 
choose the best entry/exit point from FRA airspace mixed 
with the opportunity to select their optimal Network 
both before and after entering the FRA as well as the 
opportunity to reduce congestions in ‘bottleneck’ areas 
on the southern part of the ECAC Area by being able to 
optimize their Flight Efficiency due to best available 
network, and so on. 

On the next pages, an ad-hoc box will clarify the 
characteristics of the Hellas FRA airspace and the 
benefits produced both locally and at FAB level.

The new Network in the Nicosia FIR was completed 
on March 26, in line with the scheduled AIRAC cycle. 
A new EnRoute Network was designed, in line with the 
expectations coming from the planned traffic flows, 
which makes the airspace ready to continue towards the 
implementation of the Free Route concept within a few 
years. 

The Network also considers the entry/exit flow constraints 
posed by Israeli FIR, ready to allow AUs to fly over its 
airspace to/from routings that connect the Mediterranean 
Sea to the Persian Gulf, starting from the last quarter 
of 2020, as well as the necessities coming from the 
optimized management of traffic flows that interact with 
the Lebanese FIR.

These consolidated results (see table below) are 
significant, even if we consider the lack of traffic. 

When considering the difference in flight trajectories 
of AUs, it is evident the variation (quantified in -1.84%) 
between direct trajectories allowed by BLUE MED ATCOs 
compared to the GCD on the same routing; a similar 
analysis can be done of the difference between routings 
planned by AUs compared to the GCD, that equals -4.34%. 

Both values are significant in terms of flight efficiency 
for AUs involved in the BLUE MED Airspace. The efforts 
addressed by ANSPs to improve Airspace Design and 
Availability into their Area of Responsibility are evident 
when comparing the BLUE MED FAB consolidated results 
to those of previous years and to other FABs results. 

Additional, flight efficiency gains are evident in the BLUE 
MED FAB Area of Responsibilities with regard to the 
Terminal and Airport segment of flights, where flight

efficiency benefits were allowed thanks to the 
implementations introduced by national Airspace Design 
Teams both to the Terminal Network and to the ARR/DEP 
procedures.

Data Source: Network Manager – Performance Review Unit (PRU) elaborated by ENAV 
Operations Airspace Design and Consulting - Research and Operational Analysis.6 7www.bluemed.aero



Other significant flight efficiency benefits resulted from PBN procedures implemented on many Greek airports, 
especially on the islands, and on a few Italian airports, some of them in anticipation of the planned changes to the 

airspace structure scheduled for 2021. 

Other flight efficiency gains were also obtained by the improved use of CCO & CDO procedures, 
supported by ATCOs with the aim to allow AUs to select their optimal Top of Descent and Top of 
Climb according to the characteristics of the aircraft, also taking advantage of the conditions 

of traffic that permit such coordination. 

In terms of planned distance reduction, when compared with the previous Network in 
Terminal, benefits amounted to almost 5 NM per aircraft, corresponding to more than 20 

kg of fuel saved; this result, in the future, can surely be obtained H24/7.

In conclusion, the situation for the aviation sector in ECAC is certainly not the same as 
in previous years, when the estimation to obtain improvements on flight efficiency 
was based on a consistent traffic evolution supported by coordinated actions 

among ANSPs of neighboring airspace. 

Today, our main expectation for the years to come is to see again our skies 
crossed by the white trails of overflying airplanes and to recover quickly, 

keeping our focus on the continuous improvement of airspace design and 
airspace structure’s optimization, with benefits for all the actors of the ATM 

world and the environment too.

The target to reduce carbon emission remains and also will 
became more pressing while recovering from COVID-19 

crises; exactly for these reasons, the applied process 
to reduce constraints affecting flight efficiency 

in the ATM Network and to maintain the 
achieved flight performances are the 

target to accomplish as soon as 
when traffic returns.

#wewillflyagain

The Free Route Airspace project for Nicosia 
FIR (NICFRA) will consist of the airspace of 
Nicosia FIR, including the airspace over the 
High Seas within which Cyprus is providing 
the air traffic service. 

Free Route Airspace operations will be 
introduced in a single phase, between flight 
levels FL205 - FL660, on a continuous 
24hr basis encompassing the horizontal 
boundaries of the Nicosia FIR. The initial 
FRA implementation is due before 31st 
December 2022, whilst  complete NICFRA 
is aimed by December 2022.

The main aim of NICFRA is to provide 
better solutions for airspace design, 
new airspace operating concepts and 
enhanced operational performance from 
a pan-European and not just a a regional 
perspective. This Operational Concept is 
based on the European Route Network 
Improvement Plan (ERNIP) Part 1, Chapter 6, En-Route 
Design Methodology, paragraph 6.5. Free Route Airspace 
Design, and in the Free Routes Airspace (FRA) Design 
Guidelines (version 1.0 Edition June 2019).

NICFRA will be based on a set of Entry, Exit and Intermediate 
points. Entry and exit to and from the NICFRA area shall be 
performed only via the points defined as an FRA Horizontal 
Entry, FRA Horizontal Exit or FRA Horizontal Entry/Exit 
points. 

NICFRA PROJECT

The project initiated the last quarter of 2020 and is 
supported by the Network Manager (NM). The CONOPS was 
drafted and has been signed. Additionally, after carrying out 
an initial simulation by NM, utilizing the traffic sample of the 
busiest day within Nicosia FIR (1543 flights, 18/08/2019), 
the initial NICFRA airspace was designed for the purpose of 
thorough assessment. To facilitate the introduction of FRA 
operations, Nicosia ACC is intending to lower the limits of the 
existing DCTs and the implementation of new DCTs routes. 
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BLUE MED FAB
Administrative Secretariat
+ 39 06 8166 4572
gioia.magliozzi@enav.it

Department of Civil Aviation of Cyprus (DCAC)  
Christos Komodromos       
+357 22 305088
ckomodro@cytanet.com.cy
Cyprus

Hellenic Civil Aviation Authority (HCAA)
Harry Panorios  
+30 210 997 2604 
hansp.fep@hcaa.gr
Greece

ENAV S.p.A. (ENAV)
Giuseppe Romano
+39 06 8166 2131  
giuseppe.romano@enav.it
Italy

Malta Air Traffic Services Ltd. (MATS)
Naomi Galea
+356 2235 5340
naomi.galea@maltats.com
Malta

POINTS OF CONTACT

On January 30th, 2020 in HELLAS UIR a new Free 
Route Area was implemented, activated daily 
(weekends included) 2100 – 0400 UTC, FL335 – 
460. Users now have the option to file direct from 
entry to exit point. Intermediate FRA points and also 
fixed airways network remains available providing 
easy adaption in the new concept of operations. 

ATCOs had the opportunity to get used with the new 
operations on the job and developing new tactics 
and improving their skills.

Unfortunately, the new COVID era came and put the 
whole civil aviation in jeopardy. HELLAS FRA was 
ready just on time to support them. Although the 
number of flights had decreased, the benefit was 
significant. 

In parallel during daytime, “old” DCTs were still 
available and offered an additional option to airspace 
users – 313.448 NM less in routings across DCTs having saved approximately 2.400 tons of fuel.

Free Route Project 

Phase 1 – Night implementation 

• 1.a Night FRA implemented on Jan. 2020 DAILY from 21:00 UTC until 04:00 UTC, FL335 - FL460.

• 1.b Night FRA implementation on Nov 2021 DAILY from 21:00 UTC until 04:00 UTC, FL305 – FL660.

Phase 2 – FRA H24 implementation

• FRA implementation H24 daily, FL 305 – FL660, end 2022.

HELLAS FRA PROJECT
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