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Definition 

Optimum Sector capacity: 

The number of flights 

• in a given sector 

• for a specified period of time 

 

that can be managed safely and efficiently 
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Definition 

Sector capacity: 

Optimum sector capacity adjusted for local considerations 
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Factors that affect sector capacity: 

Airway structure in the sector 

 

Airspace volume of the sector 

• Vertically and horizontally 

 

Complexity of operations in the sector 

• Number of adjoining sectors 

• Amount of climbing/descending traffic 

• Terrain 

• Military operations and special use airspace 
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Determining optimum sector capacity – Step 1 

 

For each 15-minute time period: 

• Measure and determine the average time a 

flight spends in a sector  

• In most cases, this will be measured 

 from 7am to 7pm 

 Monday through Friday    
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Example: Average flight time in a sector 

 

• You observe 20 flights in the sector in 15 

minutes  

 

• Add their individual sector times together 
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Example: Average flight time in a sector 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

120 minutes, in this example 
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Flight number Time in sector Flight number Time in sector 

Flight 1 5 minutes Flight 11 6 minutes 

Flight 2 7 minutes Flight 12 5 minutes 

Flight 3 5 minutes Flight 13 6 minutes 

Flight 4 6 minutes Flight 14 6 minutes 

Flight 5 7 minutes Flight 15 5 minutes 

Flight 6 8 minutes Flight 16 5 minutes 

Flight 7 6 minutes Flight 17 6 minutes 

Flight 8 7 minutes Flight 18 7 minutes 

Flight 9 8 minutes Flight 19 5 minutes 

Flight 10 5 minutes Flight 20 5 minutes 



Example: Average flight time in a sector 

 

• Divide 120 minutes by 20 (flights) 

 To obtain the average 

 

• The quotient is the average sector flight time, in 

minutes 

 

120 / 20  =  6 minutes average sector flight time 
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Determining optimum sector capacity – Step 2 

 

Multiply the average sector flight time in minutes 

by 60 seconds 

 

To determine the average sector flight time,        

in seconds 
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Determining optimum sector capacity – Step 2 

 

In this example: 

• The average sector flight time is 6 minutes 

• Multiply 6 minutes by 60 seconds 

 

6 minutes X  60 seconds = 360 seconds 

 

This is the average sector flight time,              

in seconds 
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Determining optimum sector capacity – Step 3 

 

Divide the average sector flight time in seconds by 36 

seconds 

  

• Why 36 seconds? 

 

• It is the value established by human factor 

experts at the U.S. Department of Transportation 

 

• It represents the average time a controller 

interacts with a flight while in a sector  
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Determining optimum sector capacity  

In this example: 

• The average sector flight time is 360 seconds 

 

• Divide 360 seconds by 36 seconds 

 

360 seconds / 36 seconds = 10 

 

• 10 is the optimum sector capacity value for 

each 15 minute time period 
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    Determining Optimum Sector Capacity – table method 

 

 

 

13 



Determining sector capacity – Step 4 

 

Adjust the optimum sector capacity value 

• Apply local, professional judgment and 

adjust the optimum sector capacity value, 

as necessary  

 

• May be adjusted up or down  
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Determining sector capacity – Step 4 

Adjust the optimum sector capacity value 

• Take into consideration the factors that affect the 

sector 

 Airway structure in the sector 

 Airspace volume of the sector 

o Vertically and horizontally 

 Complexity of operations in the sector 

o Number of adjoining sectors 

o Amount of climbing/descending traffic 

o Terrain 

o Military operations and special use airspace 
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Determining sector capacity -- Step 4 

 

    Optimum sector capacity value 

     + / -           Adjustment factors 

             ---------------------------------------- 

                            Sector capacity 
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Thank you! 


