Technical fault at NATS triggers fresh UK air travel chaos amid calls for leadership overhaul
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Travel chaos unfolded across the UK on the afternoon of July 30 as a technical fault at the National Air Traffic Services (NATS) control centre in Swanwick, Hampshire, disrupted flights at numerous airports nationwide, including major hubs such as London Heathrow, Gatwick, Birmingham, Manchester, Edinburgh, and Liverpool. The fault affected the London Control Area, covering approximately 200,000 square miles of airspace, forcing the suspension of departures and landings at key airports and leading to widespread delays and cancellations.
NATS confirmed the issue around 4.40 pm and stated that engineers had restored the affected system shortly thereafter. Despite the swift technical fix, the organisation cautioned that delays would continue as normal operations gradually resumed, with planes and crews out of position adding to the disruption. The operator emphasised collaboration with airlines and airports to clear backlogs safely, apologising for the inconvenience caused. Airports urged passengers to check flight statuses directly with airlines, highlighting ongoing uncertainty. British Airways reported that the incident affected the “vast majority” of its flights, while other airports such as Cardiff experienced smaller numbers of delayed departures.
The disruption echoed a similar major failure in August 2023, when a NATS system outage impacted around 700,000 passengers during the peak summer travel season. At that time, flights had to be processed manually due to automated system failure, resulting in extensive delays and cancellations, which led to significant financial losses and public outcry. Since then, NATS has faced growing criticism from airlines, which have blamed ongoing technical issues and staff shortages at various airports for persistent service disruptions.
In the wake of the latest incident, low-cost carriers EasyJet and Ryanair renewed calls for accountability at NATS. EasyJet’s CEO Johan Lundgren publicly demanded the resignation of NATS chief executive Martin Rolfe, accusing him of downplaying issues and providing misleading information. Ryanair’s chief operating officer Neal McMahon labelled the current situation "utterly unacceptable," asserting that no lessons had been learnt from last summer’s outage. These criticisms come amid mounting pressure on NATS’ leadership, even as NATS’ chair Warren East—set to take over officially in September—defended the current management’s efforts to modernise operations and tackle long-term challenges.
The aviation regulator, the Civil Aviation Authority, has also scrutinised NATS since last year’s failures, calling for improved contingency planning to better handle outages. The sector faces compounded difficulties from high flight volumes, staff shortages, adverse weather, and reduced airspace availability linked to the ongoing conflict in Ukraine. These systemic pressures suggest that while immediate technical fixes can restore service, broader structural reforms and investment in resilience are critical to preventing recurring disruptions.
Passengers caught in the latest outage faced significant delays, cancelled flights, and altered travel plans. Liverpool airport, for example, saw flights to Turkey cancelled due to the air traffic control limitation, and airports like Aberdeen, Glasgow, and Southampton urged travellers to verify their flight status directly with airlines.
As airports continue their efforts to normalise services in the aftermath, the incident highlights the delicate balance in managing an increasingly congested and complex airspace network. With public patience tested and industry voices demanding greater accountability, the sector stands at a crossroads that will determine how efficiently and reliably UK air travel infrastructure can serve passengers in an evolving aviation landscape.
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