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FAA Contract Tower Program Overview
Through the Federal Aviation Administration’s (FAA) Contract Tower Program, the agency contracts air traffic

control (ATC) services to the private sector at visual flight rule (VFR) airports. Since its inception in 1982, the pro-
gram has received positive endorsements from all parties involved, including the Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA), the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB), the Department of Transportation (DOT)
Inspector General (IG), airport management, Congress and, most importantly, the users of the aviation system.

A total of 219 airports are participating in the program as of January 1, 2004. Airport managers note that gov-
ernment budget constraints could force the closure of many of these facilities if they were not part of the FAA
Contract Tower Program.

The primary advantages of this program are enhanced safety, improved ATC services and significant VFR ATC
cost savings to FAA. According to the DOT Inspector General Ken Mead, in a report dated September 4, 2003,
“In fiscal year 2002, the average cost to operate the 189 full-funded FAA contract VFR towers was $365,608,
while the average cost to operate the 71 FAA-staffed VFR towers was $1,741,935. To determine the average cost
differences between comparable towers in both groups, we compared the fiscal year 2002 costs of 12 contract
towers with 12 FAA-staffed VFR towers in FAA ATC grade levels 5 and 6 that had similar levels of average
hourly aircraft operations (air traffic density). Our analysis showed that the 12 contract towers, on average, cost
about $917,000 less to operate annually than the 12 FAA-staffed VFR towers, even though they had comparable
levels of aircraft operations.” The IG said that, “If the 189 full-funded contract towers had been staffed with FAA
controllers in fiscal year 2002, the agency’s annual operaating costs could have been about $173 million higher.”

FAA contract towers receive continuous oversight and monitoring by FAA and all contract controllers are cer-
tified by the agency. Members of Congress and DOT/FAA point to this program as an example of how FAA, in
partnership with local governments and the private sector, can provide an important service to aviation users at
a substantially reduced cost to taxpayers.

The American Association of Airport Executives (AAAE) created the U.S. Contract Tower Association
(USCTA) in 1996 to promote the contract tower program and to enhance aviation safety at smaller airports.
USCTA coordinates contract tower issues on a regular basis with Congress, DOT/FAA, NTSB, the General
Accounting Office (GAO) and the DOT IG.

In 2003, USCTA received oversight from a Policy Board comprised of the following members:

Jack Schelter, A.A.E., deputy director of aviation, Phoenix Sky Harbor International Airport, Chair; 
Bryan Elliott, A.A.E., executive director, Charlottesville Albemarle Airport Authority (Va.); 

James Hansford, A.A.E., manager, Central Wisconsin Airport;
Tim Rogers, A.A.E., executive director, Salina Airport Authority (Kan.); 

Ted Soliday, executive director, Naples Airport Authority (Fla.); 
Steve Stockam, manager, Joplin Regional Airport (Mo.); 

Michael Covalt, manager, Flagstaff Pulliam Airport (Ariz.); 
Lynn Kusy, executive director, Williams Gateway Airport (Ariz.); 

Walt Strong, C.M., administrator, Max Westheimer Airport (Okla.); 
Bill Gatchell, C.M., airports supervisor, Lea County Airports (N.M.); 

Jerry O’Sullivan, manager, Greenbrier Valley Airport (W. Va.); 
Richard Baird, manager, Freidman Memorial Airport (Idaho); 

Robert Bryant, A.A.E., manager, Salisbury-Ocean City-Wicomico Regional (Md.); 
Steve Harvey, director of operations, Chennault International (La.); 

Scott Carr, C.M., deputy executive director, Titusville-Cocoa Airport Authority, (Fla.);
Russ Chandler, manager, Craig Airport (Fla.); 

Michael Feeley, C.M., manager, Spinks Airport (Texas); 
Russ Johnson, director, Manhattan Regional Airport (Kan.); 

Shane Cordes, president and CEO, Midwest ATC; 
Pete Dumont, contract manager, Serco Management Services; 

Will Mowdy, director-ATC services, RVA;
Brian Lally, vice president/manager engineering services, AJT & Assoc.

Spencer Dickerson, senior executive vice president of AAAE, is executive director of USCTA. Consultants to
USCTA are Linda Hall Daschle and Bert Randall of Baker Donelson Bearman & Caldwell; Patrick McCann of

McCann Capitol Advocates, and Larry Barnett of AB Management Associates.
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Hawaii Department of Transportation 
Oregon Department of Aviation
Mobile Downtown Airport (Ala.)
City of Phoenix Aviation Department (Ariz.)
Chandler Municipal Airport (Ariz.) 
Mesa/Williams Gateway (Ariz.)
Flagstaff Pulliam Airport (Ariz.)
Laughlin/Bullhead City International (Ariz.) 
Tucson Airport Authority (Ariz.) 
Northwest Arkansas Regional Airport
Sacramento County Department of Airports (Calif.)
San Luis Obispo County Airport (Calif.) 
Modesto City-County Airport (Calif.)
Los Angeles County Aviation Division (Calif.)
Ramona Airport-County of San Diego (Calif.)
San Diego Brown Field (Calif.)
Redding Municipal Airport (Calif.)
Salinas Municipal Airport (Calif.) 
Santa Maria Public Airport District (Calif.) 
Eagle County Regional (Colo.)
Boca Raton Airport (Fla.) 
Jacksonville/Craig Airport (Fla.) 
Kissimmee (Fla.) 
Martin County Stuart/Whitham Airport (Fla.)
Naples Municipal Airport (Fla.) 
New Smyrna Beach Municipal Airport (Fla.) 
Titusville-Cocoa Airport (Fla.) 
Page Field (Fla.) 
Lakeland Linder Regional Airport (Fla.) 
St. Augustine Airport (Fla.) 
Vandenberg Airport (Fla.) 
Ormond Beach Municipal (Fla.) 
Southwest Georgia Regional Airport
Cobb County-McCollum Field Airport (Ga.) 
Gwinnett County Airport  (Ga.) 
Valdosta Regional Airport (Ga.) 
Friedman Memorial Airport (Idaho) 
Idaho Falls Regional Airport (Idaho) 
Pocatello Regional Airport (Idaho) 
Lewiston-Nez Perce County Regional Airport (Idaho) 
Waukegan Regional Airport (Ill.) 
Quincy Municipal Airport (Ill.) 
Southern Illinois Airport 
St. Louis Regional Airport (Ill.) 
Williamson County Regional Airport (Ill.) 
Delaware County Airport (Ind.) 
Columbus Municipal Airport (Ind.)
Johnson County Municipal Airport (Kan.) 
Metro Topeka Airport Authority (Kan.)  
Salina Municipal Airport (Kan.) 
Manhattan Regional Airport (Kan.) 
Garden City Regional Airport (Kan.) 
Paducah Airport (Ky.) 
Shreveport Downtown Airport (La.) 
Alexandria International Airport (La.) 
Chennault International Airport (La.) 
Salisbury-Ocean City Wicomico Regional Airport (Md.) 
Martin State Airport (Md.) 
Worcester Regional Airport (Mass.) 
St. Cloud Regional Airport (Minn.) 
W.K. Kellogg Airport (Mich.) 
Sawyer International Airport (Mich.) 
Jackson Municipal (Miss.) 
Olive Branch Municipal Airport (Miss.) 
Tupelo Regional Airport (Miss.) 
Columbia Regional Airport (Mo.) 
Joplin Regional Airport (Mo.) 
Jefferson City Memorial Airport (Mo.) 
Rosecrans Memorial Airport (Mo.) 
Glacier Park (Mont.) International 
Gallatin Field (Mont.) 
Missoula (Mont.) 

Central Nebraska Regional Airport 
Elko Municipal Airport (Nev.) 
Henderson Executive Airport (Nev.)  
Nashua Airport Authority (N.H.) 
Lea County Airports (N.M.) 
Double Eagle II Airport  (N.M.) 
Concord Regional Airport (N.C.) 
Craven Regional Airport (N.C.) 
Hickory Regional Airport (N.C.) 
Smith Reynolds Airport (N.C.) 
Bolton Field (Ohio) 
Cuyahoga County Airport  (Ohio) 
Cleveland Burke Lakefront Airport (Ohio) 
Cincinnati Municipal-Lunken Airport (Ohio) 
Ohio State University Airport (Ohio) 
Ardmore Municipal Airport (Okla.) 
Max Westheimer Field (Okla.) 
Stillwater Municipal Airport (Okla.) 
Wiley Post Airport (Okla.)
Eastern Oregon Regional Airport 
Redmond Municipal Airport (Ore.) 
Arnold Palmer Regional Airport (Pa.) 
Capital City Airport (Pa.) 
Greenville Downtown Airport (S.C.) 
Rapid City Regional Airport (S.D.) 
Smyrna Rutherford County (Tenn.) 
Jackson Madison County Airport (Tenn.) 
Arlington Municipal Airport (Texas) 
Denton Municipal (Texas) 
Ellington Field (Texas) 
Laredo International Airport (Texas) 
Harlingen Valley International (Texas) 
Brownsville/South Padre Island International (Texas) 
Grand Prairie Municipal Airport (Texas) 
Grayson County Airport (Texas) 
McKinney Municipal Airport (Texas) 
Spinks Airport (Texas) 
Charlottesville-Albemarle Airport (Va.) 
Lynchburg Regional Airport (Va.) 
Spokane (Wash.) 
Walla Walla Municipal Airport (Wash.) 
Olympia Airport (Wash.) 
Greenbrier Valley Airport (W.Va.) 
Chippewa Valley (Wis.) Regional Airport 
Kenosha Regional Airport (Wis.) 
Milwaukee Timmerman Airport (Wis.) 
LaCrosse Municipal (Wis.)
Central Wisconsin Airport
Outagamie County Regional Airport (Wis.) 
Waukesha County Airport (Wis.) 
Cheyenne Airport (Wyo.) 
Jackson Hole Airport (Wyo.),
AJT & Associates
CI2 Aviation 
Engineering & Installation Services (EIS) 
Northrup Grumman ES Denro Systems 
Lockheed Martin ATM 
Marsh USA
Midwest Air Traffic Control Services Inc. 
PBS&J 
Quadrex Associates 
Raytheon Company-Air Traffic Management Systems 
Robinson Aviation (RVA) 
Serco Management Services 
SolaCom Technologies 
Stonefield LLC 
Washington Consulting Group 
Weather Services International 
William E. Payne & Assoc.

USCTA Members as of January 2004:
(a complete list of the 219 FAA Contract Towers is on pages 69-70)

For information on USCTA membership, please contact 
Spencer Dickerson at the AAAE/USCTA office at 
(703) 824-0500, Ext. 130, or e-mail sdickerson@airportnet.org.



Congressional approval on Nov. 21, 2003, of the $60
billion FAA Reauthorization bill preserves the agen-
cy’s 20-year-old contract tower program and validates
the important safety benefits contract towers provide
to smaller communities.

“FAA contract tower air-
ports, as well as the flying
public that benefits from
their services, greatly
appreciate the support
from the Bush
Administration, particular-
ly FAA Administrator
Marion Blakey, and con-
gressional leaders such as
Sens. John McCain (R-
Ariz.) and Trent Lott (R-
Miss.) and Reps. Don
Young 
(R-Alaska) and John Mica
(R-Fla.) in protecting the

contract tower program,” commented Spencer
Dickerson, senior executive vice president of AAAE
and executive director of its affiliated organization, the
U.S. Contract Tower Association.

“Passage of this bill will
continue a valuable pub-
lic/private partnership that
has a proven track record
for more than 20 years in
enhancing aviation safety.
The legislation also will aid
FAA and the Justice
Department in the ongoing
contract tower federal law-
suit. The bottom line is that
the FAA’s Contract Tower
Program is good govern-
ment and good for
American taxpayers,”
Dickerson added. 

A letter to Congress from Blakey that pledges to
refrain from converting additional FAA-staffed visual
flight rule (VFR) towers to the program for the remain-
der of this fiscal year “simply represents the status
quo,” Dickerson said. He pointed out that “FAA had
no plans to contract out these VFR towers at this time.” 

The Blakey letter, which resulted in the compromise
that permitted final passage of the bill, states, “During
this fiscal year, we have no plans to initiate additional
competitive sourcing studies, nor will we displace
FAA employees by entering into binding contracts to
convert to private entities any existing FAA position

directly related to our air traffic control system.”
Blakey issued a press statement immediately follow-

ing passage of the legislation that said, “The bill pre-
serves management flexibility under the status quo to
allow outsourcing where appropriate and under well-
defined circumstances.” She emphasized, however,
that FAA will continue to support the agency’s exist-
ing contract tower program. “This safe and successful
21-year-old program provides cost-effective air traffic
services to 219 airports—many of them in smaller
communities—which would not enjoy the safety bene-
fits of a tower without this program,” she said.

Mica issued a statement terming passage of the bill
“a great win for the Bush Administration and for our
hard-hit aviation industry.” He pointed out that the
measure “maintains Congress’ support for the contract
tower program, which has provided important safety
benefits for 219 smaller communities for over 20 years.
This public-private program has been widely support-
ed and was greatly expanded by the Clinton
Administration. I am also pleased that the bill will
also support the FAA’s position as it protects the pro-
gram against an ongoing lawsuit.”

National Air Traffic Controllers Association
President John Carr also issued a media statement fol-
lowing Senate passage of the legislation. It said, in
part, “From day one this has been about safety and
safety has finally won. Now it’s up to all of us con-
cerned about the safety of our skies to make sure that
the administration sticks to its promise not to priva-
tize. Actions speak louder than words and rest
assured that we will be watching.”
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USCTA Activities and FAA Contract Tower 
Developments in 2003

FAA Administrator
Marion Blakey

Rep. John Mica (R-Fla)



(From the AAAE/ACI-NA Legislatives Affairs Annual Report
2003)

It took lawmakers in the House and Senate just a
few weeks to introduce and pass multi-year FAA reau-
thorization bills in their respective chambers. The
quick pace slowed significantly, however, when
Republican lawmakers included a provision in the
conference report that would have preserved the
option for the FAA to contract out 69 FAA-staffed
Visual Flight Rules (VFR) towers at smaller airports
around the country.

Both the House- and Senate- passed versions of the
FAA reauthorization bill included language prohibit-
ing the privatization of the air traffic control (ATC)
system but exempting the current contract tower pro-
gram. When the Senate considered the FAA reautho-
rization bill, it adopted an amendment offered by Sen.
Frank Lautenberg (D-N.J.) that would have prohibited
any outsourcing or privatization of the ATC system,
flight service stations and ATC specialists. The vote
was 56 to 41. 

The administration raised strong objections to the
privatization protection language included in the
House and Senate versions of the FAA reauthorization
bill. In July, DOT Secretary Norman Mineta sent a let-
ter to lawmakers indicating that the President would
veto the final bill if it would “limit the operation and
expansion of the FAA contract tower program.”

Facing a potential veto, Republican conferees decid-
ed to preserve the option for FAA to contract out 69 of
the 71 FAA-staffed VFR towers. Two towers in Alaska
were exempt.  The conference report also called for the
prohibition on any outsourcing or privatization of the
core ATC functions to end on Oct. 1, 2007.

Proponents of the provision argued that the confer-
ence report to the FAA reauthorization bill protected
at least 94 percent of air traffic controllers for four
years. Moreover, administration officials said repeat-
edly that they have no plans to contract out or priva-
tize any ATC facilities. Despite receiving nearly all the
protections it was seeking and repeated assurances
from the administration, labor strongly opposed the
ATC provision and reportedly spent $7 million urging
lawmakers to vote against the bill.  

In an effort to garner more support, Republican con-
ferees decided to eliminate the privatization protection
language from the bill. On Oct. 30, 2003—more than
three months after lawmakers approved the initial
conference report—the House narrowly approved the
revised conference report by a vote of 211 to 207.  The
irony, of course, is that by removing the ATC provi-
sion, the bill went from protecting at least 94 percent
of air traffic controllers to protecting zero percent.  

House passage of the bill moved the debate back to
the Senate where labor continued to work hard to con-
vince lawmakers to vote against the measure. Although
the revised conference report no longer included the
ATC provision, labor opposed the legislation bill
because it did not include stronger language prohibit-
ing the FAA from privatizing air traffic controllers.

In an effort to appease lawmakers who were con-
cerned about potential contracting out of ATC facili-
ties, FAA Administrator Marion Blakey sent a letter to
Sen. John McCain (R-Ariz.), chairman of the Senate
Commerce Committee, on Nov. 17, 2003 reiterating
that the administration would not contract out any
towers during fiscal year 2004.  

The letter did not satisfy opponents of the ATC pro-
vision, and the Senate failed to invoke cloture and cut
off debate on the FAA reauthorization bill.  

After being stalled for months over a dispute on pri-
vatization of the ATC system, the Senate approved the
conference report to the FAA reauthorization bill by
voice vote just four days later. The successful vote was
made possible after Blakey sent another letter to
Senate leaders on the privatization issue. This time,
the administrator assured lawmakers that FAA would
not contact out any flight service stations during the
current fiscal year.  

(The following is the full text of the USCTA press statement
issued after passage of the FAA Reauthorization bill)

The U.S. Contract Tower Association (USCTA)
applauds the Senate today (November 21) for passing
H.R. 2115, the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA)
Reauthorization bill, which contains $60 billion in crit-
ically needed aviation safety and capacity improve-
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ments, maintains the integrity of the FAA Contract
Tower Program and validates the important safety
benefits contract towers provide smaller communities.
The bill, which passed the House on October 30, now
goes to President Bush for his signature.

“In the final hours, Congress chose to protect the
FAA Contract Tower Program that benefits over 200
smaller communities across the nation,” commented
Spencer Dickerson, senior executive vice president of
the American Association of Airport Executives
(AAAE) and executive director of AAAE’s affiliated
organization, the USCTA.

The FAA legislation allows the agency to continue
the balance of operating contract towers at smaller air-
ports and FAA-staffed facilities at larger, more com-
plex air traffic facilities. Dickerson noted that a pledge
by FAA to refrain for the remainder of FY 2004 from
converting additional FAA-staffed visual flight rule
(VFR) towers to the program simply represents the
status quo “because FAA had no plans to contract out
these VFR towers at this time.”

“FAA contract tower airports, as well as the flying
public that benefits from their services, greatly appre-
ciates the support from the Bush Administration, par-
ticularly FAA Administrator Marion Blakey, and con-
gressional leaders such as Sens. John McCain (R-Ariz.)
and Trent Lott (R-Miss.) and Reps. Don Young 
(R-Alaska) and John Mica (R-Fla.) in protecting the
Contract Tower Program,” Dickerson said. “Passage of
this bill will continue a valuable public/private part-
nership that has a proven track record for more than
20 years in enhancing aviation safety. The legislation
will also aid the FAA and the Department of Justice in
the ongoing contract tower federal lawsuit. The bot-
tom line is that the FAA’s Contract Tower Program is
good government and good for American taxpayers.”

Twenty-four facilities were participating in FAA’s
contract tower cost-sharing program as of Jan. 1, 2004.

They are: King Salmon (Alaska),
Laughlin/Bullhead City (Ariz.), Springdale Municipal
(Ark.), South Lake Tahoe (Calif.), Macon (Ga.), Muncie
(Ind.), Columbus (Ind.), Bloomington (Ind.),
Manhattan (Kan.), Garden City (Kan.), Jefferson City
(Mo.), Central Nebraska/Grand Island (Neb.), Elko
(Nev.), Lebanon Municipal (N.H.), Oneida County
(N.Y.), Hickory Regional (N.C.), Concord (N.C.),
Kinston (N.C.), Stillwater (Okla.), Latrobe (Pa.),
Williamsport/Lycoming Co. (Pa.), Grand
Strand/Myrtle Beach (S.C.), McKellar-Sipes Regional
(Tenn.) and Walla Walla Regional (Wash.).

DOT Inspector General Ken Mead said in an inter-
view with AAAE’s ANTN Digicast on Dec. 8, 2003,
that he is pleased that Congress in the recently passed
FAA reauthorization bill “not only said that (FAA’s
Contract Tower Program) should continue, but also
didn’t ban consideration of its expansion.”

Mead was interviewed by Spencer Dickerson, senior
executive vice president of AAAE and executive direc-
tor of USCTA.

Mead said that the con-
tract tower program has “a
proven track record” and
he noted that the difference
in cost between operating a
contract tower and an
FAA-staffed tower is
almost $900,000 per tower.
“That’s a big difference,”
he stated, “particularly
when you aren’t getting as
much money in the way of
revenues as you once
were.” 

Most important, Mead
said, is the excellent safety record held by FAA con-
tract towers. “The safety record is very impressive (for
contract towers),” he said. He added, “It’s also impres-
sive for the FAA-staffed towers.” However, Mead
stressed that, “It’s totally unfair to allege that the con-
tract towers have a safety problem, because they
don’t. They can hold their safety record up against
anybody. It’s excellent.”

Mead noted that many places in the nation are able
to have the safety benefits of a tower only because of
the contract tower program. “And every time you
have a tower in there, obviously there’s a safety
improvement,” he said.

While FAA’s Contract Tower Program has received
much positive publicity in 2003, Mead cautioned that
in 2004, the contract tower program “will be in even
more of a fishbowl than it has been, so they should
take heed there.”

FAA in November 2003 issued the Contract Tower
Program Benefit/Cost (b/c) Guidelines in an effort to
establish consistent guidelines to help to standardize
and simplify the agency’s b/c process. 

The procedures and timelines contained in the docu-
ment were coordinated with AAAE and the U.S.
Contract Tower Association. FAA described the final
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document as a process that is not set in stone, but is,
rather, a good start in establishing an effective consis-
tent process.

The document provides:
Fully Funded Towers
FAA’s policy office (APO-200) will provide the FCT

Program Office by November 15 of every other year
the updated benefit/cost (b/c) ratios for all fully fund-
ed contract towers.

For regular contract tower airports with revised b/c
ratios that continue to be over 1.0, the FAA contract
tower program office will advise the airport sponsor of
its revised b/c ratio and that the airport’s contract tower
will continue in the regular program for full funding.

For regular contract tower airports with revised b/c
ratios that are below 1.0, the FAA contract tower pro-
gram office will send each of these airport sponsors a
letter with the updated b/c ratio and the back-up data
information used for the b/c calculation. Included in the
letter will be a request for the airport sponsor, if it so
desires, to provide, no later than (NLT) 60 days after
receipt of the letter, to the FAA contract tower program
office updated and verifiable data that will be used to
calculate the final b/c. The FAA will provide these air-
port sponsors the final b/c no later than 60 days after
the deadline for the receipt of the new data.  The airport
sponsor’s cost-share portion to operate the tower, based
on the final b/c, will become effective on October 1.

Cost Share Towers
FAA’s policy office (APO-200) will provide the FAA

Contract Tower (FCT) Program Office (ATP-140) by
May 1 of every other year the updated benefit/cost
(b/c) ratios for all cost-share contract towers.

For contract tower cost-share airports with revised
b/c ratios that are over 1.0, the FCT Program Office
will advise the airport sponsor of its revised b/c ratio

and that, effective no later than (NLT) October 1, the
airport’s contract tower will be in the regular program
for full funding.

For contract tower cost-share airports that have
revised b/c ratios that have increased but are still
below 1.0, the FCT Program Office will advise the air-
port sponsor of its revised b/c ratio and that the
revised cost-share portion for the airport will be effec-
tive NLT October 1.

For contract tower cost-share airports with revised
b/c ratios that have decreased, the FAA contract tower
program office will send each of these airport sponsors
a letter with the updated b/c ratio and the back-up
data information used for the b/c ratio calculation.
Included in the letter will be a request for the airport
sponsor, if it so desires, to provide, no later than 60
days after receipt of the letter, to the FCT Program
Office updated and verifiable data that will be used to
calculate the final b/c ratio. The FAA will provide these
airport sponsors the final b/c ratio NLT 30 days after
the deadline for the receipt of new data. The airport
sponsor’s revised cost-share portion to operate the
tower, based on the final b/c ratio, will become effec-
tive NLT six months after receipt of the initial b/c ratio.

DOT Inspector General Kenneth Mead appeared on
CSPAN’s live call-in show “Washington Journal” on
Oct. 16, 2003. Following is the question and answer
session that took place regarding FAA’s contract tower
program.

CALLER (Ken Wiegand of McKinney, Texas):
“Could you tell the audience what your agency found
when they looked at the FAA Contract Tower Program,
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which has been so beneficial for our airport? I’m an
airport director, and it has been very beneficial to us.
Our users love it; our qualified, certified contract con-
trollers have just been doing a super job. I'm just curi-
ous about what your agency may have found.” 

MEAD: “Yes, this program, as you probably know,
is about 20 years old and there are about 219 contract
towers in the program...They are non-radar controlled
facilities. What we found was they have an exemplary
safety record that has been sustained over a long peri-
od of time, and they are very economical, which is a
big issue for FAA right now. Times are tight from the
standpoint of money. And the safety record, as I said,
which is overriding in importance, is exceptional. Just
to give you an example of the costs and economics of
this, there is almost a $900,000 disparity between the
cost of running an FAA-staffed tower at one of these
lower-level facilities of similar size to the ones that are
run by the contract tower program. So I think this is a
very good program and I really don't think it should
be abandoned.”

HOST: “In a recent edition of the Washington Post,
it is written that current FAA Administrator Marion
Blakey, a Republican, has said repeatedly that she has
no intention of placing additional towers under pri-
vate contracts, even though she could under current
law, as well as legislation working its way through
Congress. Your reaction to that?”

MEAD: “I think FAA needs to retain the option to
expand the contract tower program. The regular
workforce at FAA needs to understand that the money
pot is not unlimited, and they need to be cost-effec-
tive, too. So I think FAA should retain that option. I
am not a fan of privatization as it as its called, where
you would go and privatize Chicago O’Hare’s tower,
Newark, LaGuardia. I think those towers are now and
should remain staffed by FAA controllers.”

FAA Administrator Marion Blakey and DOT Inspector
General (IG) Kenneth Mead described the significant
benefits of FAA’s Contract Tower Program in testimony
Sept. 24, 2003 before the House aviation subcommittee.

Subcommittee Chairman Rep. John Mica (R-Fla.)
convened the hearing to discuss the conclusions in
Mead’s Sept. 4, 2003 report on the program. Mead’s
report concluded that, “Contract towers provide cost-
effective services that are comparable to the quality
and safety of FAA-staffed towers.”

Mica opened the hearing by citing the contract
tower program’s success, both in financial and safety
terms. He referred to the program as “an unqualified
success story for two decades.”

Several Democratic members of the panel, however,
expressed concern that the administration planned to
use language in the conference report to H.R.2115, the
FAA reauthorization bill, as the basis for privatizing
the nation’s air traffic control system.

Blakey emphasized that, “The administration has no
plans to privatize the nation’s air traffic control sys-
tem.” She noted, however, that, “The FAA needs the
flexibility to further add to the number of towers in
the program, including several dozen existing non-
approach control towers.” Blakey referred to an earlier
IG report that recommended expansion of the pro-
gram to the remaining 71 FAA-staffed non-approach
control towers. “This is an option under existing law,
and the pending conference report continues that
option,” she said.

Blakey praised the contract tower program, noting
that if it were curtailed, “tower air traffic services at
some airports might be diminished or eliminated, and
some localities would lose the kind of access to avia-
tion they have today.”

In response to a question from Mica, Blakey agreed
that FAA already has the authority to outsource the
remaining FAA-staffed VFR towers, even though there
are no plans to do so. She stated that the pending con-
ference report prohibits outsourcing over 94 percent of
FAA controller positions. The conference report “does-
n’t mandate privatization,” she stated, despite claims
by labor groups that it does.

Mead briefly outlined the main points in his Sept. 4
report and underscored that, “In terms of safety of
operations as measured by operational errors/devia-
tions, both the contract towers and the FAA-staffed
VFR (visual flight rules) towers fell well below FAA’s
national average in fiscal year 2002.” He noted,
though, that none of the contract towers or FAA-
staffed VFR towers have a system for automatically
reporting operational errors.

In terms of cost-effectiveness, Mead said his office
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compared 12 contract towers with 12 similar FAA-
staffed VFR towers and found the average cost to fully
fund a contract tower was $365,608 annually, while the
average FAA VFR tower cost the government $1.7 mil-
lion annually. Mead cited two primary reasons for this
difference: contract tower staffing is “leaner,” and FAA
controllers have a higher salary and benefits package.

U.S. Contract Tower Association Policy Board
Member Bryan Elliott, A.A.E., executive director of
Charlottesville-Albemarle (Va.) Airport, testified about
the value of the contract tower program to his facility.
Elliott explained that Charlottesville’s tower was oper-
ated by FAA from 1972-1994, when it was converted to
the contract program. “At first, we were skeptical
about this conversion,” Elliott told the panel.
“However, Robinson Aviation, one of three private
firms selected as an air traffic control tower operator,
and FAA worked closely with all affected stakeholders
to ensure a seamless transition. Today, the airport and
our users are extremely pleased with the safety and
customer service benefits of our FAA contract tower
operation and, if given the opportunity to return to an
FAA-staffed tower, would decline to do so.”

Clark Taylor, air traffic manager at Ogden (Utah)
Airport, an FAA contract tower facility, also listed the
benefits of the program. Taylor noted that he is a retired
FAA controller with 29.5 years with FAA and seven
years in the contract tower program. He refuted
charges that contract controllers are not as well trained
as FAA controllers. “This is just not true,” he told panel
members. “The training requirements for the FAA con-
tract tower controllers are the same as for the FAA con-
trollers.” Taylor also objected to claims that contract
tower staffing is inadequate. “The staffing at an FAA
contract tower is appropriate for the demand of the sys-
tem,” he said. He added that, “All FAA contract tower
staffing plans are reviewed and approved by FAA.”

The contract tower program “is good government,”
Taylor stated. “It creates a partnership between gov-
ernment and industry. I have had airport managers
from other airports ask how they can trade their FAA
tower for a contract tower. I think that speaks volumes
for the program.”

Jerry Tuso, national field representative for the
Professional Air Traffic Controllers Organization
(PATCO), also endorsed the contract tower program.
“We do not believe that air traffic control privatization
is a panacea, but I will certainly attest to the fact that
air traffic safety is not endangered or compromised by
the highly trained contract controllers,” he said.

NATCA President John Carr also testified, noting
that Mead and FAA assert that controllers working in
contract towers are every bit as qualified as those
working in FAA towers, “a point with which we have
no dispute.” However, he said, “Our position is that a
privatized system diminishes safety because of the

introduction of incentives
to reduce the number of air
traffic controllers on duty,
not their qualifications. We
also believe that the sup-
port system behind these
controllers is degraded in
private towers.”

Following the hearing,
the House aviation sub-
committee released docu-
ments correcting “inaccu-
rate statements” made by
NATCA officials. These
included statements from

contract controllers who disputed claims that contract
towers provide lesser levels of safety. Further, the sub-
committee issued corrections “to several factual errors
in NATCA’s Analysis of Contract Towers.” The correc-
tions noted that, “NATCA’s inaccurate statistics would
lead one to believe that all 17 of the worst performer
towers have been in the contract tower program for 10
years. This is totally false. A vast majority have joined
the program, one as early as last year, and many were
converted from FAA-staffed to contract tower, some in
just the past few years.”

The Justice Department on behalf of FAA on Sept.
12, 2003, submitted a filing to U.S. District Judge Ann
Aldrich in the long-running National Air Traffic
Controllers Association (NATCA) lawsuit challenging
FAA’s Contract Tower Program.

Aldrich on May 23, 2003, denied Justice’s request for
a protective order to prevent any further discovery in
the case.

In the Sept. 12 filing, Justice argued that FAA’s
motion for summary judgment in the case should be
granted because FAA has complied with federal
requirements in issuing an A-76 circular that deter-
mined air traffic control services provided by the con-
tract tower program are not inherently governmental
and a cost comparison study could be waived.

Justice explained that NATCA “does not point to
any factor in A-76 that defendants (FAA) did not con-
sider or applied incorrectly. Indeed, plaintiffs do not
dispute, and this court has already recognized, that air
traffic control services have never been considered the
sole province of governmental entities either in the
United States or abroad. Nor do plaintiffs address the
import of the determination by Department of
Transportation Secretary Norman Y. Mineta in
December 2002 that all air traffic control services, over
and above those provided by the towers in the con-

2003 U.S. Contract Tower Association Annual Report
15

NATCA President 
John Carr



tract tower program, are not inherently governmental.
Instead of addressing the substance of FAA’s determi-
nation, plaintiffs sow confusion by raising red herring
issues, most of which have been considered and reject-
ed by this court before.”

Justice stated that its motion to dismiss the case or
for summary judgment should be granted.

A report issued Sept. 4, 2003, by DOT’s Inspector
General Ken Mead refuted charges leveled by the
National Air Traffic Controllers Association (NATCA)
that the cost of FAA’s Contract Tower Program “is rac-
ing wildly out of control.”

Mead included safety and operational issues at con-
tract towers in his Aug. 8-Sept. 1, 2003, investigation
of the program, explaining that safety is the primary
mission of all air traffic control (ATC) facilities. In
addition, Mead analyzed comparable data for 71 FAA-
staffed visual flight rules (VFR) towers. 

FAA Administrator Marion Blakey issued a statement
saying that the IG’s report, “confirms the contract tower
program continues to serve the flying public safely and
efficiently as it has for more than two decades.” 

Further, Blakey said, “The report’s findings make it
clear that contract towers have a very strong safety
record. At the same time, they also cost significantly
less than federally staffed towers and provide substan-
tial savings to taxpayers—$173 million to be exact,
according to the IG’s report. The report proves that
recent charges regarding the contract tower program
are wholly without merit. FAA believes it is highly
irresponsible to jeopardize legislation that provides
critical funding for our entire aviation system in an
attempt to add thousands of new employees to the
federal payroll.”

NATCA had been waging an intense battle to strike
down a pending House-Senate conference agreement
on FAA reauthorization legislation, claiming that a
provision in the agreement paves the way for privati-
zation of the nation’s ATC system. The provision
maintains the status quo by preserving the option for
FAA to add 69 of the 71 FAA-staffed VFR towers to
the contract tower program, if the agency determines
it can be done safely and efficiently. 

On safety issues, Mead’s new report stated that, as
measured by operational errors/deviations
(OEs/ODs), both the contract VFR towers and the
FAA-staffed VFR towers fell well below FAA’s fiscal
year 2002 overall average of 6.70 operational errors for
every one million operations handled. Specifically,
contract towers had a rate of 0.49 OEs/ODs per mil-
lion operations handled, while the 71 FAA-staffed
VFR towers had a rate of 2.70 incidents per million

operations handled. The FAA-staffed towers most
comparable to contract towers had a rate of 2.03 inci-
dents per million operations handled.

Mead found that in fiscal year 2002 the average cost
to operate the 189 fully funded FAA contract VFR tow-
ers was $365,608 per tower, while the average cost to
operate the 71 FAA-staffed VFR towers was $1.74 mil-
lion per tower. If the contract towers in 2002 had been
staffed with FAA controllers, Mead said FAA’s annual
operating costs could have been $173 million higher. 

Rep. John Mica (R-Fla.), chairman of the House avia-
tion subcommittee, praised Mead’s report, calling it
“An ‘A’ for the contract tower program.” Mica noted,
“His report confirms what we already knew—this
program is safe and saves the taxpayers money.”

Sen. John McCain (R-Ariz.), chairman of the Senate
Commerce Committee, stated, “The report clearly
shows that contract towers are just as safe, or in some
cases safer, as FAA-staffed towers.”

AAAE President Charles Barclay told reporters at an
Aug. 13, 2003 press briefing in Washington, D.C., that
defeat of the House-Senate conference report on FAA
reauthorization would jeopardize $60 billion in much-
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needed aviation industry safety initiatives, security
programs and airport grants over the next four years. 

Barclay noted that the dispute centers over a provi-
sion in the report that labor groups claim would lead
to privatization of the nation’s air traffic control sys-
tem, initially by converting 69 FAA-operated towers to
the agency’s contract tower program. “Not only is this
shortsighted, it is simply not true,” he stated.

Barclay pointed out that the entire aviation industry
is facing an uncertain future due to the downturn in
the economy and the added requirements and costs of
anti-terrorist security measures. “Now is not the time”
to have a lapse in federal funding for critical safety,
security and capacity initiatives, he stated. He
described the argument that threatens final passage of
the conference report as “an old Washington trick”
that involves “dressing a sheep in wolf’s clothing and
then trying to sell a fear of wolves.”

The reauthorization bill is comprehensive, Barclay
told reporters, with provisions that range from $1 bil-
lion for airport security projects to funding for innova-
tive programs that will help small communities attract
and retain air service. “Not all agree on everything,”
he said, “but we see the larger picture.”

AAAE Senior Executive Vice President and U.S.
Contract Tower Association Executive Director
Spencer Dickerson stated that the congressional agree-
ment maintains the status quo by preserving the
option for FAA to add 69 FAA-staffed VFR towers to
the agency’s contract tower program, if FAA deter-
mines it can be done safely and efficiently. The confer-
ence report protects the present FAA contract towers,
which currently number 219, and provides job protec-
tion for 94 percent of FAA’s controller workforce.
Dickerson noted that FAA Administrator Marion
Blakey has said that the bill preserves the manage-
ment flexibility FAA needs and would avoid a White
House veto of the legislation.

“The bottom line,” Dickerson said, “is the facts of
this issue simply do not support the rhetoric from cer-
tain labor groups. The bill does not privatize ATC. It
only protects a public/private sector partnership that
has a proven track record of over 20 years in enhanc-
ing aviation safety for the flying public.”

Air Transport Association President and CEO Jim
May told reporters that many elements in the FAA
reauthorization legislation are important to the
nation’s airlines. He said it is regrettable that a single
union is pressing members of Congress to defeat the
measure, which he referred to as a “must pass” bill.

Steve Van Beek, senior vice president of ACI-NA,
stated that infrastructure development provisions in
the legislation will provide an economic stimulus to
communities. He added that, “Projects are ready to go
as soon as we get the money.”

The AAAE/U.S. Contract Tower Association
(USCTA)/FAA Contract Tower Program Workshop,
held June 22-24 in Washington, D.C., drew more than
100 delegates to discuss the progress of the program
and hear projections for its future from congressional,
regulatory and industry officials.

Keynote speaker Peter Challan, FAA deputy associate
administrator for air traffic services, expressed satisfac-
tion with the program and described it as a “very profes-
sional and focused” government-industry partnership. 

David Dobbs, assistant DOT inspector general for
aviation audits, provided an update on the program
from the point of view of his office. The IG at that
point had issued three reports that affirm the value of
the contract tower program.

Rich Efford, majority clerk for the House transporta-
tion appropriations subcommittee, and Paul Doerrer,
majority clerk for the Senate transportation appropria-
tions subcommittee, updated workshop attendees on
the status of legislation affecting FAA funding. Noting
that FAA is under congressional pressure to control its
operating budget, Efford said this will lead the agency
to support programs such as the contract tower pro-
gram to alleviate the financial strain.

FAA Contract Tower Program Office Manager
Harold Thomas and staff members outlined the status
of the program’s operation, including security issues,
tower displays and the National Air Traffic Controllers
Association (NATCA) lawsuit.

A panel comprised of Shane Cordes, president and
CEO of Midwest Air Traffic Control Services; Pete
Dumont, contact manager for Serco Management ser-
vices, and Will Mowdy, vice president of air traffic
control services for Robinson Aviation (RVA), dis-
cussed the contract tower program from the perspec-
tive of a contractor, as well as customer service issues.

An update on tower radar displays and tower con-
struction was given by David Kunen, STARS Lite prod-
uct manager for Raytheon Co.; Rachel Jackson, market-
ing manager for Lockheed Martin ATM, and Bryan
Lally, control towers project manager for AJT & Assoc.

Tim Rogers, A.A.E., director of Salina Municipal
(Kan.) Airport, and J. Bryan Cooper, assistant airport
director at St. Augustine (Fla.) Municipal Airport, out-
lined the process involved in constructing an FAA
contract tower.

USCTA Policy Board Chair Jack Schelter, A.A.E.,
deputy aviation director at Phoenix Sky Harbor, and
Spencer Dickerson, AAAE senior executive vice presi-
dent and executive director of USCTA, presented the
first annual Willie F. Card Customer Service Award to
Lewiston-Nez Perce (Idaho) Regional Airport and its
contract tower, which is operated by Serco
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Keynote speaker Peter Challan, FAA deputy
associate administrator for air traffic

services, praises USCTA services.
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USCTA Policy Board members Jack Schelter, A.A.E., deputy director
of Phoenix Sky Harbor (left), Lynn Kusy, C.M., executive director of
Williams Gateway (Ariz.) Airport (center), and Bryan Elliott, A.A.E.,

executive director of Charlottesville-Albemarle (Va.) Airport (right).

Wes Cozart (right) of Robinson Aviation participates in the
exhibit area of the workshop.

Contractors (left to right) Shane Cordes of Midwest ATC Services,
Will Mowdy of Robinson Aviation (RVA), and Pete Dumont of Serco

Management Services, take part in the program.

Scenes from the AAAE/USCTA/FAA Contract Tower Workshop, held June 22-24, 2003, in Washington, D.C.

U.S. Senate and House appropriations staff members Paul Doerrer
(left) and Rich Efford (right), respectively, discuss FAA funding

prospects for next year, including contract tower funding.

Robert Bryant, A.A.E., manager of Salisbury-Ocean City-
Wicomico (Md.) Regional Airport, and a USCTA Policy Board

member, makes a point.

More than 100 delegates participated in the workshop.



Management Services. Tower Manager Wendy
Fredrickson accepted the award.

AAAE/USCTA express appreciation to the follow-
ing workshop sponsors: AJT & Associates; Lockheed
Martin ATM; Midwest Air Traffic Control Services;
Northrup Grumman, Denro Systems; Quadrex
Associates; Raytheon Co.; Robinson Aviation (RVA);
Serco Management Services; Solacom, and WSI Corp. 

At the conclusion of the workshop, Dickerson con-
ducted a press briefing for a dozen members of the
trade and consumer press. Cordes of Midwest ATC
and Lynn Kusy, C.M., manager of Arizona’s Williams
Gateway Airport, also answered media questions
about the contract tower program.

The following excerpts are from the Senate floor debate June 12,
2003, on Sen. Frank Lautenberg’s (D-N.J.) anti-ATC outsourcing
amendment to the FAA reauthorization bill, S.824.

Sen. Lautenberg (D-N.J.): I rise to offer a critical
safety and security amendment to this FAA bill. My
amendment would ensure that the air traffic control
system and its personnel remain a government func-
tion. There is an attempt underway right now in the
executive branch to open up air traffic control to pri-
vate contractors. I believe we in the Congress must
put a stop to this. There are some areas where it
makes sense to contract out to private entities, but air
traffic control is not one of them. The safety of our
skies should not be put in the hands of the lowest bid-
der. We should not be looking to buy security on the
cheap. I believe those who operate and maintain our
air traffic control system are almost like a wing of the
military. They keep us safe. They police our skies…

If the American people demanded that baggage
screeners become federal employees at substantially
increased salaries, this was an enormous cost burden
we picked up. We took it out of the hands of the pri-
vate sector, away from the airlines, to say: You were
not buying security appropriately; you were not
spending the money needed to keep the people inter-
ested, trained, and functioning. Why in the world, if
we wanted the baggage screeners to become federal
employees, would we contract out air traffic control to
the lowest bidder? It does not make sense. One bag
getting through at the wrong time could be a terrible
tragedy. But one airplane in the wrong place at the
wrong time would dwarf many of the opportunities
others have to attack an airplane with a piece of bag-
gage. The safety and security of the American people
should not be the responsibility of the lowest bidder.
It is a core responsibility of our government. To be
able to muster the forces we need for our military
endeavors, we have to know the people in the towers

and their support system are always on the job, that
they are reliable, that there is no dispute between a
company or corporate headquarters and the need of
the people. That is why it is so shocking the FAA is
being asked to take steps to privatize air traffic control
in this country. It makes no sense, especially after
Sept. 11. It is the opposite of what the public wants.

Sen. Trent Lott (R-Miss.): I, like you, have concerns
about privatizing the air traffic controllers themselves.
I also have sympathy for the flight weather service
people because, in effect, in some areas I am familiar
with, they are the air traffic controllers. But the
amendment, as I understand it, and I think the
Senator admitted, goes beyond demanding the tower
or demanding the actual person looking at the screen
and the flight weather service, it does expand to the
other employees who are employed in the area—the
service people, the repairmen, and perhaps even fur-
ther than that. My question is, is that a fact? 

Sen. Lautenberg: We are including all parts of the
FAA, of the controller system, systems specialists, and
the safety inspectors. As I tried to demonstrate, it is a
whole unit. One thing is quite apparent. Very often
when you have an organization the size of FAA, when
functions are parceled out, very often the segment you
have taken out—look at railroads where you have dif-
ferent unions that control different parts. If one of
those unions has a disagreement with the manage-
ment or with the operations of the company, they go
out and can tie the whole thing up. Keeping this team
together—the nurses in the operating room, the order-
lies, all those people, beside the doctor and the guy
now who is the person developing the equipment that
in many cases now is doing the surgery—is all one
thing. Would you think of splitting off parts of that
and saying one part ought to be here, one part ought
to be there? I think not. We include them all. We say
this is one integrated system. 
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Sen. Lott: I want to make note of the fact for the
record that Secretary Mineta has determined that air
traffic control is a core function of the FAA and as
such the administration would not consider outsourc-
ing beyond the current contract tower program. I note
that is a program that is in place, the contract towers,
and it has broad general support. Twenty-five percent
of all takeoffs and landings, mainly general aviation in
the United States, occur at these traffic towers. There
is an example of how contracting out has been done
and is working. We will continue to work with the
Senator. While I have some sympathy with what the
Senator is trying to do as the amendment presently
exists, it is too broad and I would have to oppose it. 

Sen. Lautenberg: We are leaving out the contract
tower program. We do not touch that at all. Those are
special situations, smaller airports where more is
demanded from the operation than can be given as
part of the FAA. We have no problem with those. The
amendment we offer now is smaller in scope than my
original bill. It covers only air traffic control, separa-
tion functions, system specialists, and flight service
station controllers. There is a world far larger than
that, that could be included which we have not
included. The administration has already changed the
designation of air traffic control from ‘‘inherently gov-
ernmental’’ to ‘‘commercial.’’ It is more than a techni-
cal change. It opens the door to privatizing the air

traffic control system. We currently have the best air
traffic control system in the world, with 15,000 dedi-
cated federal air traffic controllers who guide home
safely more than 2 million passengers a day. They are
expert professionals who perform under pressure
every day to keep our skies safe. Air traffic controllers
play a major role in homeland security…

Some claim privatization will save money, but we
have to take a look at other countries’ experiments
with air traffic control privatization. When you do,
you see financial messes and safety hazards. Australia,
Canada, and Great Britain have all privatized systems
that are now in crisis. Costs have gone up and safety
has gone down. Since Great Britain adopted privatiza-
tion, near misses have increased. That means near
misses in the sky…Near misses have increased by 50
percent, and delays have increased by 20 percent. The
British government has already had to bail out the pri-
vatized air traffic control company twice. Look at this
quote from a Member of the British Parliament. The
privatization of the U.K.’s air traffic control system
was a grave mistake, and one that the United States
can still avoid making. British air traffic controllers are
among the best in the world, and they fought tooth
and nail to keep ATC in the public sector. They insist-
ed that the sale of the National Air Traffic Services—
NATS—would lead to a collapse in morale, the
unwise introduction of inadequate and unreliable
equipment, and an increasing danger of catastrophic
accidents. The government did not listen and went
ahead. They were wrong and the air traffic controllers
were right. This is from Gwyneth Dunwoody, a British
MP in the House of Commons. Why should we jeop-
ardize the public’s safety in the skies? We have the
best system in the world now. Why should we risk
making it more dangerous and costly. We should not
repeat the mistake other countries have already made.
I want to make clear to my colleagues my amendment
does not affect the expansion of the contract tower
program. That is one that is contracted out away from
the FAA, typically in smaller communities, and that
service seems to function very well. It has been in
place a long time. That program, which affects the
small visual flight-rules airports, can be expanded to
any of the 4,000 airports that are eligible. My amend-
ment only affects FAA towers. 

Sen. John McCain (R-Ariz.): I oppose this amend-
ment and I think we ought to understand this amend-
ment does more than tie FAA’s hands with respect to
air traffic control management. It would prevent a
host of broader measures as well. Certain FAA respon-
sibilities are best fulfilled by contract, using a combi-
nation of government and private services, as is the
case today. Congress gave the FAA unique procure-
ment authority for exactly this reason and the amend-
ment would compromise that authority. For example,
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the FAA’s air traffic control systems are increasingly
composed of commercial components and software
that build upon privately developed computer pro-
grams. If this amendment passes, the FAA’s costs to
maintain and install its systems would most likely
increase significantly as the FAA tries to acquire need-
ed data rights to maintain the equipment or forgoes
the advantages of using commercial products.
Furthermore, the FAA would pay ever-escalating
training costs to provide its workforce with the chang-
ing skills needed to maintain multiple systems. The
amendment prevents the FAA’s ability to reduce its
operating costs by contracting out certain operations—
such as providing weather information to pilots.
Congress has been very critical of the FAA’s continual-
ly increasing operating costs. This amendment would
take a very important tool for controlling costs away
from the FAA. The FAA is currently conducting a
competition to evaluate the performance of its 61
flight service stations, which provide needed services,
such as weather briefings, to general aviation pilots.
The FAA expects that the competition will identify
innovations and lead to greater value for America’s
pilots at a lower cost to the taxpayer. The bottom line
is that the legislation would stop this study. Finally,
this amendment prevents the FAA from expanding the
existing contract tower program. This program allows
smaller airports to continue to have air traffic control
where an FAA tower might not be fully justified. The
Transportation Department’s Inspector General has
examined this program. He found that contract towers
are just as safe and effective as FAA towers and on
average cost $800 thousand a year less. This amend-
ment would prohibit any other existing towers from
becoming contract towers. FAA continues to operate
about 71 towers that are similar in traffic and com-
plexity to towers currently in the contract program.
For example, in Virginia, the tower at Manassas
Regional Airport, which has general aviation only, is
FAA-operated but the tower at Charlottesville-
Albemarle Airport, which has frequent commercial
service, is a contract tower. Converting these towers
could save the FAA about $57 million dollars per year
in operating costs and free up 900 controllers that
could be used in more complex facilities and help
meeting the pending wave of controller retirements.
The administration is adamantly opposed to this
amendment or any other provisions that would
reduce the FAA’s flexibility and ability to control costs.
In a letter to the House, Secretary Mineta indicated
that he will recommend a veto of any bill that con-
tained provisions similar to this amendment. We will
hear today a lot of discussion about how admirably
the air traffic controllers performed on Sept. 11, and it
is true. It is absolutely true. They did a magnificent
job. It is also true that the air traffic controllers in

Canada worked extremely well with their partners,
the counterparts in the U.S., and they are not govern-
ment employees. They are privatized air control
providers. All of us appreciate the enormous contribu-
tions and terrific jobs that our air traffic controllers
did, and do. The question is, Will the administration
be able to have the flexibility necessary to do such
things as contract towers that operate without the
complexities and difficulties that are associated with
major air traffic control centers?

Sen. Lautenberg: I want to say that there are places
where the contract tower process can be used. There
are some 4,000 airports across the country where the
contract tower program might apply. I have no objec-
tion to those smaller airports converting to that sys-
tem. But we are grandfathering those that are present-
ly FAA controlled to continue in that vein to make
sure that the system is intact, and that the integrity of
the functioning is as planned. If there is a point in
time at some future date when we want to look at this,
I am more than willing to discuss it. But I want to
know exactly what the implications are to the total
system, and not simply look at this as a financial gain
because in the long run, the financial gains are
ephemeral…”

The Lautenberg amendment passed by a vote of 56-41. The vote
was mostly along party lines with most of the Republicans voting
against Lautenberg and almost all of the Democrats voting with
Lautenberg. Senators who voted with the Democrats were Lisa
Murkowski (Alaska), Judd Gregg (N.H.), Christopher Bond (Mo.),
Jim Talent (Mo.), Mike DeWine (Ohio), George Voinovich (Ohio),
Lincoln Chaffee (Rhode Island), James Inhofe (Okla.), Pete Domenici
(N.M.), Arlen Specter (Pa.) and Peter Fitzgerald (Ill). The one
Democrat to vote with the Republicans was Zell Miller (Ga.).
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Ten aviation organizations, including
AAAE/USCTA, endorsed increased federal funding in
fiscal year 2004 for FAA’s Contract Tower Program to
permit the continuation of important air traffic control
safety benefits at small communities nationwide.

The organizations wrote letters to key members of
Congress, urging the lawmakers to provide $82.5 mil-
lion for the contract tower program in the fiscal year
2004 transportation appropriations bill, along with an
additional $6.5 million to be used exclusively for con-
tinuation of the contract tower cost-sharing program.

FAA since 1982 has provided air traffic control ser-
vices (ATC) at many visual flight rule airports through
contracts with private sector ATC companies.
Currently, 218 smaller airports in 46 states participate
in FAA’s Contract Tower Program, which has benefit-
ed from strong and consistent bipartisan support in
Congress, the organizations stated.  Support for the
program also has come from the airports, system
users, the National Transportation Safety Board and
several comprehensive audits by DOT’s Inspector
General (IG). The IG concluded that the program
improves safety, efficiency and security and increases
economic productivity in smaller communities across
the country, among other benefits. FAA provides com-
prehensive oversight for towers in the program and
all contract air traffic controllers meet FAA certifica-
tion requirements.

Full funding of the contract tower program in fiscal
year 2004 will permit additional non-federal towers and
non-towered airports to receive the vital safety benefits
of a control tower, the organizations said. Further, they
said that this funding level will provide enhanced con-
troller training initiatives at contract towers.

The organizations sent letters supporting contract
tower funding to Rep. C.W. Bill Young (R-Fla.), chair-
man of the House Appropriations Committee; Rep.
Ernest Istook Jr. (R-Okla.), chairman of the House
transportation appropriations subcommittee; Rep.
David Obey (D-Wis.), ranking member of the House
Appropriations Committee; Rep. John Olver 
(D-Mass.), ranking member of the House transporta-
tion appropriations subcommittee; Sen. Ted Stevens
(R-Alaska), chairman of the Senate Appropriations
Committee; Sen. Richard Shelby (R-Ala.), chairman of
the Senate transportation appropriations subcommit-
tee; Sen. Robert Byrd (D-W.Va.), ranking member of
the Senate Appropriations Committee, and Sen. Patty
Murray (D-Wash.), ranking member of the Senate
transportation appropriations subcommittee.

Organizations signing the letters in addition to
AAAE/USCTA, were: ACI-NA, National Business
Aviation Association, Regional Airline Association, Air

Transport Association, National Air Carrier Association,
Cargo Airline Association, National Association of State
Aviation Officials, National Air Transportation
Association, and Air Traffic Control Association.

DOT Inspector General Ken Mead told delegates April
30, 2003, at AAAE’s Annual Conference and Exposition
in Los Angeles that FAA’s Contract Tower Program
offers multiple federal benefits to the federal government
while enhancing safety at smaller airports.

“I want to put a plug in for the contract tower pro-
gram,” Mead stated. “Speaking of cost effectiveness,
the contract tower program right now has 218 towers
and it has been a good example of a program that
runs efficiently and safely and saves the government a
lot of money—to be exact, about $780,000-$800,000 per
tower.

“There are 71 VFR towers out there that are still oper-
ated by FAA,” Mead said. “I don’t see a lot of steam
within the administration behind a move to make those
into contract towers—(it’s) very controversial among
the controllers. They see this, I think, as a camel’s nose
under the tent for privatization. I don’t see it that way
for several reasons, beginning with the fact that I’m not
in favor of privatization. I wouldn’t support expanding
this contract tower program to IFR facilities, which are
the majority of FAA-operated towers. Second, contract
towers are not operated as independent, private enti-
ties. They operate under FAA rules; FAA oversees them;
FAA pays for them; they are accountable to FAA, and
they have a good safety record.
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“Third, it would help FAA with the controller retire-
ment issue. FAA is saying that over the next eight to
nine years they are going to lose 7,000 controllers to
retirement. I think the contract tower program offers
some opportunities to redistribute controllers from
their positions to other FAA locations that have a
greater need.”

Legislation was introduced in both the House and
Senate early in 2003 to prohibit the federal government
from privatizing or outsourcing the nation’s air traffic
control (ATC) system. However, the measures would
not impact FAA’s existing contract tower program.

The legislation responded to the Office of
Management and Budget’s (OMB) decision to put con-
trollers on its 2002 Commercial Activities list, which
could make ATC subject to competition.

The Air Traffic Control System Integrity Act of 2003
(H.R.1711) was introduced April 10, 2003, by Rep. Jim
Oberstar (D-Minn.), ranking Democratic member on
the House Transportation and Infrastructure
Committee; Rep. Frank LoBiondo (R-N.J.), chairman
of the subcommittee on Coast Guard and maritime
transportation; Rep. Peter DeFazio (D-Ore.), ranking
Democrat on the aviation subcommittee, and Rep.
Jack Quinn (R-N.Y.), chairman of the railroads sub-
committee.

In his statement introducing the bill, Oberstar noted
that the legislation would not impact FAA’s Contract
Tower Program, “the safety benefits of which have
been well documented.”

Oberstar also issued a press release in which he
objected to OMB’s decision to add controllers to the
Commercial Activities list. “The National Air Space
system is not one well-defined piece of equipment,”
Oberstar said. “It is a complex, integrated arrange-
ment of thousands of distinct systems, as well as regu-
lations, procedures, and people, all interfacing with
one another to accomplish one of the most intricate
missions in the world—ensuring our country’s ability
to safely and efficiently move over 600 million passen-
gers a year. Should we risk the uncertainties of creat-
ing a new system to promote ATC safety and security
when we already have in place a system with an out-
standing safety record?  The answer is simple:  No.” 

Sen. Frank Lautenberg (D-N.J.) introduced S.338, the
Safe and Secure Skies Act, in February, 2003. The bill
declares air traffic control functions to be “inherently
governmental.” As drafted, Lautenberg’s bill also
exempts all towers in FAA’s Contract Tower Program.

AAAE and its affiliate the U.S. Contract Tower
Association worked closely with key congressional
staff  to ensure that FAA’s current contract tower pro-
gram would be protected in both House and Senate
versions of the legislation. The contract tower pro-
gram then included 218 towers in 46 states.

FAA Administrator Marion Blakey was questioned on
March 27, 2003 by members of the House aviation sub-
committee regarding her views on ATC privatization.

Blakey responded: “On the issue of air traffic control,
I must tell you that this is truly a non-issue. The fact is
that there was an act in 1998 called the Fair Act that
has required that government look at the activities of
government and classify those according to a series of
designations. This required that we do this along with
everyone else. Air traffic control has been classified in
the category of commercial but, most significantly,
Category A, which says (it’s) not subject to contracting
out. That, therefore, really ends the discussion as far as
I am concerned because we have no plans to signifi-
cantly move further with any kind of contracting out
when it comes to our towers, TRACONs, (or) our cen-
ters. This has been something of an issue of late, but it
is one that I would urge the committee to be aware of
the reality and the reality is that we’re not moving
there. Facts are stubborn things and in terms of looking
at the question of looking at designations, contract
towers exist. The fact of the matter is they do a very
good job for a lot of communities around the country.
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So it is very hard to say that air traffic control does not
have a commercial aspect to it, but again the designa-
tion that we have selected means that we have no
intent to move forward with contracting out and that’s
very clear with the designation.”

Following several years of steady increases in opera-
tional errors and runway incursions, FAA has made
progress in reducing these incidents, DOT’s Inspector
General reported April 3, 2003. Yet, the IG cautioned
that the number of incidents “is still too high consider-
ing the potential catastrophic results of a midair colli-
sion or a runway accident.”  

The IG’s report lists 38 airports that have had 10 or
more runway incursions over the past four years. Ten
of those 38 facilities are VFR towers operated by FAA.
No FAA contract towers are on the list.

In fiscal year 2002, operational errors decreased 11
percent to 1,061 and runway incursions decreased 17
percent to 339 from fiscal year 2001 levels, the IG said.
This still means, however, that in fiscal year 2002, on
average, one runway incursion and three operational
errors occurred each day. Further, the most serious
runway incursions occurred, on average, once every
10 days, and the most serious operational errors
occurred once every eight days. In fiscal year 2002, at
least one commercial aircraft was involved in a serious
runway incursion or operational error once every 10
days, the IG said. 

The IG said that while FAA has made progress in
implementing some technologies to reduce runway
incursions, more technology solutions are still needed.

Although the decrease in incidents has been due, in
part, to a reduction in air traffic operations since 2001,
FAA must reduce the number of errors and runway
incursions, the IG said, since air traffic operations are pro-
jected to return to pre-Sept. 11 growth patterns by 2007.

The Reason Foundation’s Public Policy Institute
(RPPI) devoted the March 18, 2003, issue of its ATC
Reform Newsletter to responding to a White Paper
issued by the National Air Traffic Controllers
Association (NATCA) that argued against the privati-
zation of ATC services.

The full version of the RPPI response is available at
www.rppi.org/ps307.pdf.

An executive summary of the RPPI response by
Robert Poole Jr., director of transportation studies,
states: “Overall, the White Paper is off-target, in that
much of its argument is directed against a form of pri-

vatization—outsourcing—which no one has seriously
proposed for the national ATC system. The White
Paper does acknowledge several examples of ATC
reform overseas that do follow the models proposed
for this country: conversion of the FAA’s existing ATC
organization into a user-fee-supported business entity.
But instead of dealing seriously with this model, the
White Paper simply takes potshots at three of the over-
seas ATC corporations. In doing so, the paper provides
no quantitative data or analysis. Its case is presented
only in the form of anecdotes and assertions.

“The White Paper also misleads by omission. It fails
to explain the global trend toward converting ATC
departments of government into user-fee-supported
ATC corporations. That trend now extends to 29 coun-
tries (including much of Europe, Canada, and both
Australia and New Zealand). Corporatized ATC
providers now control over 80 percent of the world’s
air traffic and well over half the world’s airspace.

“When it comes to specifics, the White Paper is fac-
tually incorrect on a host of major issues in which it
uses selective or incorrect information about the cor-
poratized ATC providers of Australia, Canada and the
U.K. For example:

“Safety—Contrary to the White Paper, air safety has
improved in Canada and the U.K. since corporatiza-
tion. Moreover, safety is greater at the U.S. control
towers run by private contractors than at comparable
towers run by the FAA.

“Security—Converting to a corporate form of orga-
nization would not compromise national security, or
29 countries would not have done so. Nav Canada
cooperated smoothly with NORAD and the FAA in
bringing down all planes on Sept. 11, 2001.

“Cost Savings—Contrary to the White Paper’s asser-
tions, significant cost savings have been achieved by
ATC corporations overseas, which have led to reduc-
tions in user fees.

“Staffing—The White Paper distorts actual staffing
changes in Canada, where Nav Canada is increasing
the size of the controller workforce to adequate levels.
But it also discounts the possibility of future cost sav-
ings thanks to facility consolidation and advanced
technology, savings which have been achieved since
Australia’s corporatization in 1995.

“Cross Subsidy—Contrary to NATCA, the globally
accepted method of charging aircraft for ATC services
includes significant cross subsidies (which NATCA
claims would be a casualty of “privatization”). And
special protections have been legislated for remote
areas in Canada, a provision which could be adapted
for rural areas in this country.

“Modernization and Funding—The White Paper
dismisses the argument that a shift to user fee funding
will facilitate modernization. But the overseas experi-
ence demonstrates not only that this does occur, but
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illuminates how and why it does.
“Contract Towers—Long the target of NATCA litiga-

tion, the more than 200 small-airport U.S. control tow-
ers are subjected to much innuendo in the White
Paper, which ignores their superior safety record in
addition to major cost savings.”

The report also objected to NATCA’s complaint that
the government plans to “privatize” air traffic control.

With the enactment into law on Feb. 20, 2003, of the
omnibus appropriations bill for fiscal year 2003
(Public Law Number 108-7), airports were able to use
certain Airport Improvement Program (AIP) funds for
contract tower construction and equipment, a change
that fulfills a key legislative priority advocated by
AAAE/USCTA for more than three years. The law
also provides partial reimbursement for airports that
have built FAA contract towers since Oct.1, 1996. For
specific details on contract tower provisions in the
law, check AAAE’s website at http://www.airport-
net.org/depts/federal/budget/ConTower.pdf. 

Specifically, the new law allows primary airports
(those with more than 10,000 annual enplanements) to
tap either primary entitlement funds or cargo entitle-
ment funds (if they qualify for cargo entitlements) to
pay for construction of a new control tower and/or for
the acquisition of equipment for that tower. Non-pri-
mary airports (GA airports and airports with fewer
than 10,000 annual enplanements) can use either cargo
entitlement funds (if they qualify for them) or their
general aviation entitlement funds to pay for new con-
struction or equipment. Money from the AIP state
apportionment account can also be used for new tower
construction and equipment at non-primary airports. 

Primary airports that built towers after Oct. 1, 1996,
can use the same sources of AIP funding (primary
entitlements/cargo entitlements) to reimburse them-
selves for construction of the tower or equipment pro-
vided that they met certain requirements. Non-prima-
ry airports can use the cargo entitlement or the GA
entitlement for reimbursement of towers/equipment.
State apportionment funds cannot be used for reim-
bursement to those airports.   

Sen. Frank Lautenberg (D-N.J.) introduced S.338, the
Safe and Secure Skies Act, in the U.S. Senate in
February 2003. The bill declares air traffic control
functions to be “inherently governmental.” 

Lautenberg’s bill, which also applied to air traffic
technicians and flight service specialists, states: “No
funds may be obligated or expended to classify the air
traffic control system as anything other than inherent-
ly governmental or to privatize or contract all, or any
part, of the air traffic control system, which includes
all current terminal, en-route facilities, flight service,
air traffic control system command center and opera-
tional control centers operated by the Federal Aviation
Administration.” 

As drafted, the bill exempts all towers in FAA’s
Contract Tower Program. The provision to protect
FAA contract towers was included following extensive
discussions between Lautenberg’s staff and
AAAE/USCTA.

Lautenberg discussed his bill at a Feb. 7, 2003 press
conference at Newark Liberty International Airport in
New Jersey, remarking, “In the aftermath of 9/11, the
American people demanded one thing in particular,
government personnel, not private contract firms,
must screen baggage at our nation’s airports. That is
why it is so shocking that President Bush is taking
steps to privatize air traffic control in this country. It is
the exact opposite of what the American people want.”

Sen. Frank Lautenberg (D-N.J.) and 25 other Senate
Democrats on Feb. 25, 2003, sent a letter to President
Bush that expressed concern about the change of the
classification of air traffic control from an “inherently
governmental” function to a “commercial activity”
under the Circular A-76 process.

“While we recognize that this new classification will
not immediately result in the contracting out of air
traffic control functions, we are very concerned that
applying the ‘commercial’ classification to air traffic
control sets up a slippery slope that could eventually

2003 U.S. Contract Tower Association Annual Report
26



lead to privatization,” the letter stated. “In our view,
from a homeland security and safety perspective, air
traffic control is a quintessentially governmental func-
tion and should be so designated.”

A footnote to Lautenberg’s news release announcing
that the letter was sent to Bush stated, “NOTE:
Lautenberg’s bill will NOT affect air traffic control sys-
tems at the nation’s smallest airports. Lautenberg rec-
ognizes there is an effective system already in place
called the “Contract Tower” program.

Democratic signers of the letter, in addition to
Lautenberg, are: Barbara Boxer (Calif.), Maria Cantwell
(Wash.), Thomas Carper (Del.), Hillary Clinton (N.Y.),
Kent Conrad (N.D.), Jon Corzine (N.J.), Mark Dayton
(Minn.), Byron Dorgan (N.D.), Richard Durbin (Ill.),
John Edwards (N.C.), Russell Feingold (Wis.), Dianne
Feinstein (Calif.), Tom Harkin (Iowa), Edward
Kennedy (Mass.), John Kerry (Mass.), Herb Kohl
(Wis.), Patrick Leahy (Vt.), Carl Levin (Mich.), Joseph
Lieberman (Conn.), Patty Murray (Wash.), Ben Nelson
(Neb.), Jack Reed (Rhode Island), Harry Reid (Nev.),
Charles Schumer (N.Y.) and Debbie Stabenow (Mich.). 

Rep. James Oberstar (D-Minn.) ranking Democratic
member on the House Transportation and
Infrastructure Committee, headed a group of House
Democrats who sent a letter to President Bush, request-
ing that the President reconsider his decision to place
controllers on the 2002 Commercial Activities list.

“Our air traffic controllers clearly perform an inher-
ently governmental function. Their jobs should not be
listed as a commercial activity,” the letter stated.

The decision to place controllers on the Commercial

Activities list is “very disturbing,” the lawmakers said,
adding, “It appears to be an initial step toward priva-
tizing our nation’s air traffic control (ATC) system.”

In the existing ATC system, FAA and Congress
make decisions on safety issues “in the overall best
public interest, with input from system users,” the let-
ter stated. “If there is any move towards privatization
or some form of government corporation, how will the
public be assured that ATC operations will be man-
aged with a primary goal of protecting the interest of
airline passengers and ensuring safety and security?”

The letter pointed to two countries that have priva-
tized their ATC systems, Great Britain and Canada. Since
that decision to privatize, the letter said, “Both countries’
systems are financially distressed and suffering from
performance setbacks. The perceived gains by privatiz-
ing the ATC systems in these countries—lower fees and
increased efficiency—have actually translated into higher
fees, numerous flight cancellations and delays. This is
not a model that the U.S. wants to emulate.”

House Democrats signing the letter, in addition to
Oberstar, were: Neil Abercrombie (Hawaii), Tom Allen
(Maine), Joe Baca (Calif.), Tammy Baldwin (Wis.),
Xavier Becerra (Calif.), Marion Berry (Ark.), Leonard
Boswell (Iowa), Robert Brady (Pa.), Corrine Brown
(Fla.), Sherrod Brown (Ohio), Lois Capps (Calif.), Brad
Carson (Okla), Jerry Costello (Ill.), Susan Davis
(Calif.), Peter DeFazio (Ore.), Peter Deutsch (Fla.),
Lloyd Doggett (Texas), Michael Doyle (Pa.), Chet
Edwards (Texas), Bob Filner (Calif.), Martin Frost
(Texas), Maurice Hinchey (N.Y.), Tim Holden (Pa.),
Michael Honda (Calif.), Darlene Hooley (Ore.), Steve
Israel (N.Y.), Eddie Bernice Johnson (Texas), Nick
Lampson (Texas), James Langevin (Rhode Island),
Rick Larsen (Wash.), John Larson (Conn.), William
Lipinski (Ill.), Jim Matheson (Utah), Michael Michaud
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(Maine), Jerrold Nadler (N.Y.), Eleanor Holmes
Norton (Washington, D.C.), John Olver (Mass.), Bill
Pascrell (N.J.), Ed Pastor (Ariz.), Steve Rothman (N.J.),
Loretta Sanchez (Calif.), Max Sandlin (Texas), Jose
Serrano (N.Y.), Ted Strickland (Ohio), Bart Stupak
(Mich.) and Tom Udall (N.M.).

Statistics released by FAA’s National Airspace
Information Monitoring System that compare opera-
tional errors/deviations (OEDs) at the 219 FAA contract
towers with the 71 FAA-operated VFR towers indicate
a better OED rate for contract towers (see the chart on
page 24). Based on total operations, the OED rate
proved 2.25 times better at FAA contract towers versus
FAA-operated VFR towers in calendar year 2001; 3.1
times better in calendar year 2002, and 2.6 times better
for calendar years 2001 and 2002 combined. 

Additionally, FAA contract towers accounted for 25
percent of total operations at all 475 U.S. towered air-
ports in 2001-2002.

According to FAA definitions, an operational error
is an occurrence attributable to an element of the air
traffic system in which:

•  Less than the applicable separation minima
results between two or more aircraft, or between
and aircraft and terrain or obstacles (e.g., opera-
tions below minimum vectoring altitude (MVA);
equipment/personnel on runways), as required
by FAA Order 7110.65 or other national directive. 

•  An aircraft lands or departs on a runway closed
to aircraft operations after receiving air traffic
authorization.

•  An aircraft lands or departs on a runway closed
to aircraft operations at an uncontrolled airport
and it was determined that a NOTAM regarding
the runway closure was not issued to the pilot as
required.

An operational deviation is an occurrence attributable
to an element of the air traffic system in which applicable
separation minima were maintained, but:

•  Less than the applicable separation minima exist-
ed between an aircraft and adjacent airspace
without prior approval; or

•  An aircraft penetrated airspace that was delegated
to another position of operation or another facility
without prior coordination and approval; or

•  An aircraft penetrated airspace that was delegat-
ed to another position of operation or another
facility at an altitude or route contrary to the alti-
tude or route requested and approved in direct
coordination or as specified in a letter of agree-
ment (LOA), pre-coordination, or internal proce-
dure; or

•  An aircraft is either positioned and/or routed
contrary to that which was coordinated individu-
ally or as specified in a LOA/directive between
positions of operation in either the same or a dif-
ferent facility, or

•  An aircraft, vehicle, equipment, or personnel
encroached upon a landing area that was delegat-
ed to another position of operation without prior
coordination and approval.
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Contract Tower Industry News
Robinson Aviation (RVA) Inc. was selected as the

winner of the Air Traffic Controllers Association’s 2003
Charles E. Varnell Memorial Award for Small Business. 

The award is presented for outstanding achievement
or contributions to a small business concern that has
added to the quality, safety or efficiency of air traffic
control. 

For the past 10 years, RVA has supported the FAA
Contract Tower Program for the New England,
Eastern, Southern and Southwestern Regions.

Robinson Aviation (RVA) has received letters from
FAA recognizing the majority of RVA and its subcon-
tractor towers for their “efforts and diligence in the
delivery of air traffic control services.” Bill Peacock,
director of FAA Air Traffic Services, stated in the let-
ters that the controllers have risen to the challenges
before them each day, adding that the controllers have
demonstrated through teamwork and dedication that
causal factors associated with operational errors can
be mitigated.

Listed below are the RVA/subcontractor facilities that
were recognized by FAA, along with the number of years
of service without an operational error at each facility:

Ten Years: Westfield, Mass.; Groton, Hartford,
Danbury, Bridgeport and New Haven, Conn.; Hyannis,
Beverly, Lawrence, New Bedford, Norwood and
Worcester, Mass.; Williamsport, Pa.; Lebanon, N.H.;
Ardmore, Okla.; Smyrna, Tenn., and Acadiana, La. 

Five Years: Niagara, N.Y.; Lynchburg, Va.; Tuscaloosa
and Dothan, Ala.; Texarkana, Ark.; Panama City, St.
Petersburg, Gainesville, Naples, Titusville, Stuart,
Kissimmee, North Perry, Pompano Beach and Key
West, Fla.; Greenville and N. Myrtle Beach, S.C.; Fulton
County, McCollum, Gwinnett County and Albany, Ga.;
Jackson and Greenville, Miss.; Kinston, N.C.; Santa Fe,
N.M.; Wiley Post, Okla.; College Station, San Angelo
and McAllen, Texas; St. Croix, U.S. Virgin Islands;
Owensboro, Ky.; Redbird Executive, McKinney and
Tyler, Texas, and Houma, La.

Three Years: Farmington, N.M.; Craig Field, Fla.,
and Tupelo, Miss.

One Year: Hagerstown, Salisbury and Martin Field,
Md.; Charlottesville, Va.; Utica, Stewart and Ithaca,
N.Y.; Morgantown, Wheeling and Parkersburg, W. Va.;
Capital City and Lancaster, Pa.; Trenton, N.J.; Isla
Grande, Puerto Rico; Brownsville, Texas; Fort Myers,
Opa Locka, Melbourne, and Boca Raton, Fla.; Winston
Salem, New Bern, Concord and Hickory, N.C.; Lawton,
Okla.; Harlingen and Sugarland, Texas; Macon, Ga.;
Jackson, Tenn.; Northwest Arkansas Regional and
Springdale, Ark.; Shreveport Downtown, La.

Serco Management Services controller David Reester
of the Elko, Nev., tower was cited by Peter Dumont,
the company’s contract manager, for exemplary job
performance.

In a letter to Reester dated March 20, 2003 Dumont
wrote, “On March 8, 2003, at approximately 1615Z,
you were working Bonanza N3079Y on final to
Runway 23. The aircraft requested and was cleared for
a full stop landing. You observed the aircraft on a
quarter-mile final with its gear in the up position. You
immediately transmitted ‘Bonanza 79Y check wheels
down.’ The pilot responded with ‘thank you’ and the
gear started coming down. The gear was fully extend-
ed crossing the landing threshold.

“I want to personally commend you on being an air
traffic control professional. You effectively utilized
scanning techniques that most certainly prevented
extensive damage to the aircraft and quite possibly the
death of the pilot.

“We as controllers often state we are professionals;
you have demonstrated it. You bring pride to yourself,
the (federal contract tower) program and to Serco. The
tower has received many complimentary remarks
resulting from your actions. I also commend you on a
job well done.”

The FAA contract tower at Key West (Fla.)
International played a significant role in the peaceful
resolution of two hijacking incidents when Cuban air-
liners were diverted to the U.S.  The tower is operated
by Robinson Aviation (RVA). 

The first incident took place March 19, 2003, when
six hijackers, some with knives, forced the crew of a
Cuban Airlines plane to divert the flight from its origi-
nal destination of Havana, U.S. authorities said. The
twin-engine Douglas DC-3, carrying 29 passengers,
landed in Key West under U.S. military escort. 

According to RVA, “The Air Defense Command did
ask the controller to ask the pilot what type of
weapons were being used. The Key West controller
asked the question to the pilot in Spanish to which the
pilot responded ‘Knife.’ Traffic was stopped until the
landing was made and the controller asked the traffic
management people if normal operations could be
resumed after the aircraft was at the ramp. At that
time traffic management said it was alright with them.
The coordinating controller did a fine job with the sit-
uation, as well as the local controller. The coordinating
controller would ask the person on each call to ID
himself and he would ask the FAA person if he could
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respond to that individual on the phone. He respond-
ed to all official calls and advised the media to contact
the airport manager’s office for details.”

Separately, a Cuban Airlines plane hijacked by a man
landed safely April 1, 2003, at Key West International
with 31 passengers and crew members aboard.

The Soviet-made AN-24 plane landed about 50 min-
utes after it took off from Havana’s Jose Marti
International Airport. The Key West tower closed the
control zone to all aircraft not associated with the
hijacking and cleared the hijacked plane to land.

Robinson Aviation’s (RVA) federal contract tower at
Albert Whitted Airport is now an integral part of the
Grand Prix of St. Petersburg, Fla. 

The inaugural Dover Motorsports CART race was
held during the last weekend in February 2003 and is
expected to become an annual event. The fastest por-
tion of the track is down the main runway with the pit
row and the grandstands located on the airport. A
portion of the racecourse is located within 10 feet of
the tower. 

The control tower was a key point of coordination
during the construction, setup and cleanup for the
event. With the cooperation of the tower, the main run-
way was only closed for short periods of time prior to

the event and only for a nine-day period in conjunction
with actual race days. The only other runway
remained usable and active at all times with lots of
activity during the event. While the actual races were
in progress, the noise level was so high that special
headsets, provided by the race sponsors, were needed
and used to allow the controllers to hear radio and
interphone messages. During the six-month period of
construction and associated activities, access to the
control tower often changed. The police and others
sometimes tried to deny access but, to their credit, the
controllers always managed to get in and out on time.
Despite the noise and inconveniences, this was a well-
organized event that attracted a lot of positive national
and international attention to the St. Petersburg /Tampa
area. The control tower has received a lot of praise for
its cooperation and efforts that helped make the Grand
Prix of St. Petersburg such a huge success.
—David Vergason, air traffic manager, St. Petersburg

The Lebanon, N.H., FAA contract control tower
operated by Robinson Aviation (RVA) was highlighted
in the May 2003 issue of Flying magazine.

The comprehensive article, Towering Problems and
Human Solutions by Dick Karl, related an incident in
which Karl was landing in wintery weather conditions
in Lebanon. The circumstances of weather-related
problems caused him to find the presence and assis-
tance of a controller “to be a great solace.” 

Karl described the history of the Lebanon airport, as
well as efforts to keep the tower open when the bene-
fit/cost ratio for the field fell below 1.0. Karl noted, “We
are all, I guess, tied to the warmth and orderliness of
the controlled field. It seems that the man in the cab has
a better view of the big picture, and I always feel that
the controller has the well-being of all of us in mind.
The few times that I’ve had to land with an under-per-
forming engine or an unlit gear light, I’ve been pro-
foundly grateful for the calm voice at the other end of
the line. In the mountains of New Hampshire, I know
I’d be definitely unhappy to see the tower close.”

Numerous FAA contract towers operated by Midwest
Air Traffic Control Service Inc. were honored in 2003 by
FAA for years of service without an operational error.

The towers listed by FAA are: (10 years) Nashua,
N.H; Central Wisconsin; Martha’s Vineyard, Mass., and
Enid Woodring, Okla; (five years) Rapid City, S.D.;
Columbus-Ohio State; Oshkosh, Wis.; Timmerman,
Wis.; Marion, Ill.; Minot, N.D.; Carbondale, Ill.; Gary,
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Ind.; Kenosha, Wis.; Detroit City, Mich.; Cuyahoga
County, Ohio; Anoka, Minn.; Cincinnati-Lunken, Ohio;
LaCrosse, Wis.; Decatur, Ill.; Chicago Meigs Field;
Alton, Ill.; Topeka-Forbes, Kan.; Johnson County, Kan.;
Salina, Kan.; Joplin, Mo.; Hutchinson, Mo.; Grand
Island, Neb.; Topeka-Billard, Kan.; Dubuque, Iowa; Lea
County-Hobbs, N.M.; Grand Prairie, Texas, and
University of Oklahoma-Norman; (three years)
Columbia, Mo.; Battle Creek, Mich.; Janesville, Wis.;
Bloomington, Ill., and Wakesha, Wis.; (one year)
Garden City, Kan.; Columbus-Bolton, Ohio; Muncie,
Ind.; Jackson, Mich.; Cleveland-Burke Lakefront, Ohio;
Waukegan, Ill., and Jefferson City, Mo.

New FAA Contract Tower
Construction

The Titusville-Cocoa (Fla.) Airport Authority
(TCAA) held an air traffic control tower dedication
ceremony on Aug. 14, 2003, in honor of past board
member, the late James Mizell, to commemorate his
commitment to the authority and the Space Coast
community. Titusville is an FAA contract tower.

Mizell was appointed to the board in 1987, and served
for 13 years in various roles, including chairman, trea-
surer, and secretary. After serving in the Korean War,
Mizell obtained his degree in electrical engineering and
began a 27-year career with the National Aeronautics
and Space Administration (NASA). Following his retire-
ment, Mizell continued to act as a technical consultant
and spokesperson for NASA. 

Mizell, a pilot himself, owned and operated two air-
craft, both hangared at TCAA airports. In addition to
serving on the advisory board, Mizell was involved
with the Space Coast Development Commission,
Titusville Downtown Redevelopment committee, and
Park Avenue Baptist Church.

Located at Space Coast Regional Airport, the tower
opened in May 2001. In 2001, Space Coast Regional
had a total of 194,736 operations, mainly comprised of
corporate and leisure travelers. The control tower
operates seven days a week, 7 a.m. to 9 p.m.

Newspaper Articles About FAA’s
Contract Tower Program

Reauthorization Passes Without Anti-Privatization
Provisions

Reason Public Policy Institute, Dec. 5, 2003
In a victory for common sense and good govern-

ment, the Senate last month passed (by a voice vote)
the FAA reauthorization bill, after much gnashing of
teeth over the issue of further outsourcing of ATC
activities. In the end, the Senate agreed to the House-
passed bill, which was shorn of the anti-privatization
amendments that had been added to earlier House and
Senate versions over the summer. The face-saving com-
promise was a letter from FAA Administrator Marion
Blakey promising that the agency would not add any
more contract towers during FY 2004, and that no deci-
sion on possible outsourcing of flight service stations
would be made next year, either — though the ongo-
ing A-76 study of that possibility will continue.

That letter is the sum total of what controllers’
union NATCA managed to achieve after a $7 million,
11-month campaign that began with leafleting at air-
ports last Christmas, released an anti-privatization
white paper in February, ran ads on television, and
included news conferences, editorial briefings, op-ed
articles, and heavy-handed legislative tactics. The
campaign alienated virtually every other aviation
interest group, all of which banded together to urge
passage of the reauthorization bill without the trou-
bling anti-privatization amendments.

NATCA’s real target was to undo President Bush’s
executive order from June 2002 that undid the “inher-
ently governmental” language that NATCA persuaded
Bill Clinton to slip into his December 2000 executive
order implementing a performance-based organization
for air traffic control. With its years of litigation against
the contract tower program failing to bear fruit,
NATCA tried an end-run around the courts by under-
cutting the legal basis for towers to be operated by any-
one other than the federal government. But the Bush
administration noticed, and fixed the problem, catching
NATCA by surprise. It also played hardball right back,
by threatening to veto any bill constraining the FAA’s
ability to make use of competitive sourcing, one of the
pillars of the President’s Management Agenda.

Ironically, not a single control tower has been out-
sourced during the three years of President Bush’s
administration. That compares with 116 FAA towers that
were added to the program during the eight Clinton
years. Where were Sen. Lautenberg and Rep. Oberstar
during all those years? Apparently safety was not at risk
when their president was contracting out control towers. 

2003 U.S. Contract Tower Association Annual Report
31



Senate Democrats Vow Continued Privatization
Fight

Aviation Daily, Dec. 1, 2003
Although the immediate fight to stop air traffic con-

trol privatization is over, Democrats say they will keep
pressing in hopes of either a change in Administration
— or Administration attitude — to keep privatization
out of the picture entirely.

Sen. Frank Lautenberg (D-N.J.) told The DAILY he
wants to “make sure we resurrect interest in retaining
a government-managed FAA” and hasn’t ruled out
legislation to do so. “But I don’t know exactly what
the period for extension ought to be, except to get it
out far enough so there is an opportunity to protect
it,” he said, referring to introducing a bill that would
halt privatization longer than the one-year moratori-
um agreed to last month by Congress, the FAA and
the White House.

Senate Minority Leader Sen. Thomas Daschle (D-
S.D.) told The DAILY “we will have to continue to
insist that people understand the implications of pri-
vatization,” and said he would work the issue in the
Senate on both sides of the aisle.

The FAA reauthorization passed in the late evening
on Nov. 21 after the Administration and FAA agreed
to a bipartisan deal to protect three air traffic control
functions from privatization for one year. 

The $60 billion, four-year reauthorization includes
$14.2 billion for security, safety and capacity projects
for the Airport Improvement Program. Commerce
Committee chair Sen. John McCain (R-Ariz.) said in a
floor statement last week it will create about 162,000
jobs. It contains $13.3 billion to modernize ATC and
$31 billion to operate the FAA’s ATC system and sup-
port FAA safety programs. It contains $1.6 billion for
aviation research and development; $2 billion for air-
port security and $500 million for the Essential Air
Service program.

Sen. Ernest Hollings (D-S.C.), ranking member on
Commerce, said the committee plans to hold hearings
on ATC privatization and will ask for a detailed analy-
sis from the General Accounting Office and DOT to
help determine how to enhance ATC safety and how
to keep up with future growth. 

One-Year Privatization Ban Secures FAA
Reauthorization 

Airports, Nov. 25, 2003
The Senate passed the four-year FAA authorization

late last week, breaking a stalemate after the Bush

administration agreed not to pursue air traffic control
(ATC) privatization for one year. 

The agreement was reached after senators received a
letter from FAA Administrator Marion Blakey late last
week pledging not to privatize additional FAA-staffed
visual flight rules (VFR) towers during fiscal 2004. The
agreement also prohibits the contracting out of mainte-
nance and certification of ATC system and equipment.

“The Senate has agreed on a conference report that
does not tie our hands,” Blakey said. “The enacted leg-
islation... did not impose inappropriate restrictions.” 

“It’s about time that we were able to move beyond
the misconceptions that held this bill hostage,”
remarked House Transportation Aviation subcommit-
tee Chairman John Mica (R-Fla.). He called the final
bill a victory for airports. “This four-year measure

includes $14 billion in airport improvements that will
create much needed jobs and will also help improve
air service to small communities,” he said. 

In addition, the bill calls for streamlining of capacity
projects, increasing the number of communities that
receive nonstop flights from Washington Reagan
National and ATC modernization. 

It also provides $2 billion for airport screening, $140
million to attract and retain service to small communi-
ties and $308 million to ensure service to isolated com-
munities.

Sen. Frank Lautenberg (D-N.J.), a privatization foe,
said the one-year moratorium on ATC privatization
meant the administration had caved in on the issue.
“The White House plan to privatize the air traffic con-
trol system has been stopped dead in its tracks... I will
feel better knowing that the government professionals
that work to ensure our safety and guide the nation’s
air traffic will be in those towers, and not someone
from ACME Air Service,” he said. 
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Blakey denies that the administration intended to
privatize ATC. “Nothing could be further from the
truth,” she said in a statement. “The enacted FAA
reauthorization bill is consistent with the administra-
tion’s longstanding position.... The bill preserves man-
agement flexibility under the status quo to allow out-
sourcing where appropriate and under well-defined
circumstances,” she added. 

Senate Aviation subcommittee ranking member Jay
Rockefeller (D-W.Va.) said that debate over the issue was
far from over. The Senate Commerce Committee would
hold future hearings, he said, “and we will be closely
monitoring the administration’s actions in this area.”

While debate will likely follow, airports are focusing
on the retention of the contract tower program. “In the
final hours, Congress chose to protect the FAA Contract
Tower Program that benefits over 200 smaller commu-
nities across the nation,” said Spencer Dickerson, senior
executive vice president of the American Association of
Airport Executives and executive director of its affiliate,
the U.S. Contract Tower Association. Dickerson lauded
the fact that the bill would allow FAA to continue con-
tract towers at smaller airports while keeping agency
staff at larger facilities. 

John Carr, president of the National Air Traffic
Controllers Association, credited public outcry with
spurring the agreement. “As a matter of fact, a
Republican-controlled Congress told the White House
that privatization is unacceptable and something needed
to be worked out,” Carr said. “Congress knew that the
flying public was not going to tolerate privatization.”

FAA Reauthorization Comes To Pass--Privatization
Looms, All Sides Claim Victory...

AvWeb, Nov. 24, 2003
In the rest of the world, there are winners and

losers, but in the magical spin machine that is

Washington, D.C., somehow there are only winners ...
if you believe the talking heads. 

A blizzard of self-congratulatory words are flowing
from combatants on all sides of the privatization con-
troversy that had held up passage of the FAA
Reauthorization Bill — the money (for GA), jobs and
programs it represents — until late Friday. The Senate,
by unanimous consent, suddenly passed the bill after
months of political trench warfare, when FAA
Administrator Marion Blakey extended a slim and
short-lived olive branch. 

Blakey agreed, in writing, to a one-year moratorium
on expansion of the contract tower program or any
other privatization move. Apparently that was enough
for the bitter foes engaged in dispute to all claim vic-
tory. The saga began last June when both the House
and Senate passed versions of the bill that prevented
further privatization of ATC for the full four-year term
of the reauthorization bill. 

But the White House successfully pressured a con-
ference committee preparing the final version of the
bill to scrap the privatization ban and allow up to 69
control towers to be privatized, while the rest of the
system remained untouchably government-run.
Enough Republican representatives and senators
opposed the privatization option that the Democrat-
led opposition to the bill was able to stall it for almost
two months. 

With hundreds of airport improvement projects
stalled and other aviation-friendly measures on hold,
pressure mounted on Congress to pass the legislation
and the letter from Blakey offered the face-saving
compromise needed to break the logjam. 

...NATCA Breathes “Sigh Of Relief”?...
FAA spokesman Greg Martin told AVweb the one-

year privatization ban was an easy compromise for
the agency to make since it had no immediate plans to
expand the contract tower program or any other
aspect of ATC. 
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Throughout the debate, Martin insisted that the pri-
vatization provision merely provided long-term flexi-
bility needed to address looming staffing issues (as
large numbers of Reagan-era controllers near retire-
ment age). The National Air Traffic Controllers
Association (NATCA), which has long said it would
settle for nothing less than a permanent moratorium
against further privatization, found reason to cheer
Friday’s events. 

“The American public can breathe a sigh of relief for
now,” said NATCA President John Carr in a release.
“Congress has declared that selling out air traffic con-
trol to the lowest bidder will not be tolerated.” Not for
another year, anyway. NATCA spokesman Doug
Church told AVweb that despite the moratorium’s
short duration, he considered it a victory and that the
“House and Senate pushed it as far as they could.” He
acknowledged the fight is far from over. “There is
another battle for another day,” he said. 

Where and how that battle will be fought isn’t clear
since the FAA bill, once signed by the president, is set
in stone for four years. Church said NATCA hasn’t yet
formulated a plan to resurrect the issue when the
moratorium period runs out. 

In his statement, Carr said the final deal shows that
“Congress knew that the flying public was not going
to tolerate privatization.” He said NATCA will be
watching the government closely to ensure the terms
of the compromise are met. 

...Compromise Still Finds Fighting Words
“NATCA President John Carr has snatched defeat

from the jaws of victory,” said long-time NATCA
adversary Rep. John Mica (R-Fla.). “He traded job-pro-
tection guarantees for 94 percent of our controllers in
exchange for a letter from the administration restating
the same thing that’s been said for two years now.” 

Mica, the aviation subcommittee chairman, called
the bill’s passage “a great win for the Bush adminis-
tration and for our hard-hit aviation industry.” He also
chided Carr, suggesting NATCA’s membership, on the
whole, was better off with the original conference
committee language and calling the campaign against
the privatization language “a significant and costly
failure” by Carr and the union leadership. 

Privatization wasn’t the only contentious issue in
the bill. Air cargo pilots are worried about losing jobs
to cheaper foreign carriers as a result of the bill. In a
letter to cargo pilots, Mike Armacuzi of the Air Line
Pilots Association (ALPA) Master Executive Council
alleged that Alaska Sen. 

Ted Stevens slipped a “cabotage” clause in the reau-
thorization bill. Armacuzi said the clause will allow
foreign airlines to pick up and deliver freight within
the U.S. and could affect the domestic industry. “What
do you think the affect [sic] would be on your quality
of life and income if you were to compete with pilots

from Air China or Air Somalia?” he asks in his letter. 
Besides the potential loss of jobs, Armacuzi said there

are concerns about the security of foreign carriers and
the potential deterioration of the U.S. cargo fleet, mak-
ing it less able to respond to military needs through the
Civil Reserve Air Fleet program. “Are we to rely on Air
Indonesia and other foreign carriers to deliver war
materials to our forces in Iraq?” he wondered.

Walla Walla’s Control Tower Faces Uncertain
Outlook

Walla Walla (Wash.) Union-Bulletin, Oct. 21, 2003
If the Federal Aviation Administration has its way,

come March the Port of Walla Walla may have to
shoulder a $90,000-per-year burden to keep the air-
port’s control tower open. That price is twice what the
Port currently pays, and may be too large of an
expense to meet, prompting worry among many that
the tower may cease operating.

A few options still exist to reduce the cost and keep
the tower open. The prospect of having the tower shut
down has many in the local aviation community con-
cerned, and is part of the reason why the Port is work-
ing to keep it open.

“For the good of the community and to attract cor-
porate aircraft, we need it,” said Stan Holm, the man-
ager of Blue Ridge Aviation, which is the airport’s pri-
mary maintenance shop.

Walla Walla’s air traffic control tower is contracted
to a private company, Serco, which provides the con-
trollers and is paid by the FAA and the Port. Serco has
run the tower since the mid-1990s, when the federal
controllers were removed to save on operating costs at
the comparatively low volume airport. It costs the
FAA and the Port about $281,000 per year to keep the
tower open and staffed by Serco, but that is about half
of what it would cost if the tower were federally run.
Since contract employees receive the same salaries as
their federal counterparts, the difference in cost results
largely from having fewer controllers working in con-
tract towers.

When it was a federal tower, Walla Walla had eight
controllers; now there are only four Serco controllers.
This lower number doesn’t concern Marshall Rüb, the
Director of Flight Operations at Walla Walla College’s
flight school, though.

“As far as I’m concerned, the people they have in
here (working in the control tower) are phenomenal.
And these people want to be here, and that’s the nice
thing about it,” said Rüb.

An important part of the FAA’s Contract Tower
Program, under which Walla Walla’s tower is run, is
that local communities and the federal government
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split the cost of operating the tower. The FAA uses a
complex formula to determine who pays how much.
Among other variables, it takes into account the peak
traffic volume at the airport—how many times air-
planes take off and land—and what proportion of
those flights are commercial and commuter flights.
Since Horizon Airlines recently cut one of their four
daily flights to and from Seattle, that 25 percent
decrease factors significantly into the formula. In gen-
eral, the busier the airport, the less the community has
to contribute, although other factors play a role as well.

The future of the control tower is uncertain, as
annual traffic volume has been sliding over the past
six years, from over 50,000 takeoffs and landings in
1997 to only 40,000 in 2002. 

“It’s not as bad as what the FAA originally said,”
regarding adjusting how much the Port would owe,
said Larry Adams, the Walla Walla Airport Manager.
The bottom line for him is that “we can keep it open if
we want to pay for it.” But getting the Port commis-

sioners to approve spending that much would most
likely mean taking additional money out of the air-
port’s General Fund, and possibly raising landing fees
and lease rates in the airport industrial park.

The Port has hired an independent consultant to
check the FAA’s math in the formula, and the findings
are good for the Port, if the FAA accepts them. The
consultant found that, using the most recent statistics
available for the field, The Port should be able to actu-
ally reduce its cost share to just under $34,000 per
year, or about 12 percent of the total cost of the control
tower. The Port currently contributes about $45,000
each year towards funding the tower.

The Port has until November 3 to submit a letter to
the FAA detailing their revised calculations and
requesting that the FAA reevaluate the cost share pro-
portion with the city.

While there is a vocal minority of pilots who would
rather there was no control tower, Adams sees a num-
ber of very significant benefits in keeping the tower
open, views that are largely shared by Holm and Rüb.

“We absolutely understand the value of the tower
when it comes to safety,” said Adams. The airport can
get congested with air traffic at times, and without
someone to coordinate things, operations might not be
so smooth, Rüb also suggested.

“If [Walla Walla] were a non-towered airport you’re
going to have traffic doing all kinds of different
things. I see the potential, if somebody’s not out there
trying to sort things out, that there could be some
problems in the future,” said Rüb.

Adams and Rüb agree that the tower is very impor-
tant to both flight schools located on the field, Walla
Walla College and Skyrunners. The tower provides
invaluable assistance to student pilots, and also allows
several planes to make simultaneous practice
approaches. Practice approaches simulate cloudy and
low visibility conditions when it would not be possi-
ble to make a strictly visual approach and landing into
the airport. Without a tower, that would not be possi-
ble, and operations at the airport when the weather
really does deteriorate would be dramatically slowed.

“We could see some delays … in terms of arrivals
and departures of Horizon if the tower weren’t here,”
said Adams. He added that all other air traffic would
experience similar slowdowns.

From an airport security standpoint, Adams said
that the air traffic controllers “know what’s normal
out here. … They have a position of visual advantage
up there” in the cab of the control tower. Controllers
can more easily pick out things that are out of the
ordinary, and that might be more difficult to catch
without a control tower.

Holm, who also provides services for many corpo-
rate aircraft flying through Walla Walla, and who was
once a corporate pilot himself, sees substantial advan-
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tages in keeping the tower open.
“All these corporate pilots like it … it’s awfully

handy to have,” said Holm. Without a tower, Holm
suggested that corporate jets would be less likely to
come to Walla Walla, which would hurt both business-
es on the field and the larger community in the Walla
Walla Valley. He spoke of one corporate pilot who had
recently flown into Walla Walla from the Southeast,
and thought that the airport was a “jewel” for what it
offered and for its location.

The minority of pilots who see no need for a tower
have moved to Martin Field in College Place, said
Adams. That airport has no control tower. “It’s your
normal two percent that don’t like any type of con-
trol,” said Adams. While he does not feel as strongly,
Holm can understand that perspective. As a private
pilot in his free time, “personally I don’t need a
tower,” he said. 

Walla Walla is one of 219 airports in the nation with
towers that are not staffed by federal employees, but
that are instead contracted to private corporations
while remaining under government oversight. Nearby
Pendleton and Lewiston airports also have contract
towers staffed by Serco employees, while Pasco’s con-
trol tower remains federally staffed.

On the national level, controversy has been brewing
in recent months as Congress has been considering a
bill that, among other things, would allow the FAA to
release more airports to contract controllers if it chose
to. That power has been opposed by many labor
groups and others in the industry who claim that con-
tract towers aren’t as safe because they aren’t staffed
as heavily.

Peter Dumont, Serco’s Contract Tower Program
Manager, disagrees strongly with those claims. “We
staff our towers more efficiently and provide oversight
and Quality Assurance programs over and above
what is required by the FAA. We are required to fol-

low all the same rules and regulations as FAA staffed
… towers,” he said in an email. He also pointed out
that Serco’s towers undergo the same inspection pro-
cess that all FAA towers are required to pass.

Rüb feels similarly, saying “the people in the control
tower have an experience level that’s remarkable.”
According to him, two of the controllers have exten-
sive experience working military air traffic control,
including aboard the USS Abraham Lincoln and at
Fallon Naval Air Station in Nevada. Another has years
of prior experience working in larger FAA towers.

If Walla Walla’s control tower is forced to close,
Dumont says that the controllers “would be offered
their choice of positions at other towers” run by Serco.

For the time being, it is up to the Port to present their
recalculated figures to the FAA. If the FAA does not
accept them, and instead keeps its existing calculations,
then the Port will have to decide if the tremendous cost
increase is worth it for the airport and the community.

Adams made clear “that’s going to be a tough judg-
ment call for the commissioners.”

Labor Dispute Holds Up Federal Aviation Bill 
The Beacon (Aurora, Ill.) News, Oct. 17, 2003
The city’s airport is one of 30 nationwide that could

avoid privatization of control operations under a propos-
al floated in Washington to break a stalemate over a $60
billion Federal Aviation Administration spending bill. 

The legislation is stalled in Congress because an
FAA report attached to the four-year spending bill lists
69 airports that could be added to the “contract
tower” program that turns control of their towers over
to private companies, including the Aurora Municipal
Airport and those in West Chicago and Wheeling. 

The government argues private towers are cheaper
to run, but opponents say they aren’t as safe as feder-
ally operated towers. The issue has become a political
sticking point as legislators try to reauthorize funds
for the FAA while the traditional labor-versus-man-
agement dispute continues between Democrats and
Republicans. 

To get the necessary votes to pass the bill, U.S.
House Rep. John Mica, R-Fla., chairman of the House
Transportation aviation subcommittee, has proposed
to pull almost half of the towers from the original list.
The 30 towers he wants to exclude are mostly in
Republican states where Mica hopes he can gain sup-
port for the bill. 

Opponents from the air-traffic controllers union say
the proposal shows that Republicans who favor priva-
tization to save money prefer to keep their own air-
ports federally controlled. Republicans and the Bush
administration have been pushing privatization, and
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the president has vowed to veto the bill if it doesn’t
include the privatization list. 

“This is about Democratic versus Republican com-
munities,” said John Carr, president of the National
Air Traffic Controllers Association, during a media
conference call Thursday. “They’re going to trade your
tower for a vote.” 

Currently, 219 of 484 public airports in the United
States have “contract towers.” The reauthorization bill
listed 69 other “visual-flight-rule” airports — basically
those that don’t use radar — that potentially could be
privatized by the FAA. 

At the end of September, Congress passed a resolu-
tion that temporarily continues FAA funding for oper-
ations until Oct. 31. That holds up any money that
would go to capital and safety improvements, said
Robert Rieser, manager of the Aurora airport. 

While Rieser said he would be happy if Aurora were
excluded from the list because he opposes privatiza-
tion, Congress needs to move forward with the spend-
ing bill regardless because aviation improvements
have to move forward, especially post-Sept. 11. 

“Political issues that have ties to labor feel this is an
important issue to fight for, so they’re holding up the
bill,” Rieser said. “It becomes a management issue for
other political parties. 

“It would be very gratifying if Aurora were exclud-
ed from the list, but I am not going to request a
holdup of this bill to make that happen.” 

While FAA officials have said they don’t have plans
to privatize the visual-flight-rule airports and simply
want to preserve the status quo because existing law
already gives them that power, Carr questioned why
Republicans are so adamant about bringing the issue
to the forefront. 

“They’re holding up a $60 billion reauthorization
bill to protect the right to do something they swear on
a Bible they never intend on doing,” Carr said. 

Spencer Dickerson, senior executive vice president
of the American Association of Airport Executives,
said Carr and the traffic-controllers association have
held up an important bill through a campaign that
distorts the truth about contract towers. The program
has been successful for 20 years and has saved the
government millions of dollars, he said. 

Dickerson, whose group represents airports that
have contract towers, said the bill protects 94 percent
of federal aviation jobs, and the FAA simply wants to
retain its power to make management decisions that
could include looking at privatizing some airports. 

“It’s very unfortunate that labor has taken such an
aggressive political position on this,” Dickerson said.
“Over their narrow self-interest, they’re holding up
what the rest of the industry views as a very impor-
tant piece of legislation.” 

New Tower Operational
The Topeka (Kan.) Capital-Journal, Oct. 10, 2003
Air traffic controllers at Forbes Field no longer have

to watch their backs.
Notwithstanding its greater height and technology,

the airport's new $5 million air traffic control tower
has a better location.

The one being replaced, built in 1954, sat in the mid-
dle of the complex of runways; the new one sits on the
west side. That means activity on all the runways can
be viewed without turning in a complete circle.

Dave Stremming, president and chief executive offi-
cer of the Metropolitan Topeka Airport Authority, said
construction of the new tower began Nov. 13, 2001. It
was put into service at 5:45 a.m. Wednesday.

One word that summed up the project, he said, was
“finally.”

He said obtaining federal money for a new tower at
Forbes began eight or 10 years ago. Twice during that
time, funding had been included in a Congressional
budget bill only to be removed later.

He credited Sen. Pat Roberts, R-Kan., for seeing that
the money stayed in this time.

The only local money that went into the project,
Stremming said, was $5,000 for a panel of switches in the
tower to control the lights on the runways and taxiways.

In the new tower, controllers are standing on a floor
97 feet above the ground. That compares with 42 feet
in the old tower.

Of course, the new tower has windows all around.
And the controllers can track aircraft in the vicinity,
even those 37,000 feet overhead with no intention of
landing at Forbes, on a high-tech radar screen that
shows where the airplane is, its identification number,
altitude and speed.
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Stremming said Forbes logged 50,000 operations last
year. An operation can be anything from a practice
touch-and-go landing to a full stop landing.

This year, somewhere between 15,000 and 17,000
military personnel departed for overseas assignments
from Forbes.

He said there were a number of reasons for the vol-
ume of air traffic at Forbes, but one was the main run-
way -- 12,819 feet long and 200 feet wide, capable of
landing even the largest aircraft.

The old tower will be removed next spring.
(Editor’s note: Topeka Forbes is an FAA contract tower.)

Reason Foundation Report Endorses Contract
Towers

Report by Director of Transportation Bob Poole, Oct. 2, 2003 
The seemingly endless debate over the outsourcing

provisions of the FAA reauthorization bill continued
in September, as Congress passed a one-month exten-
sion to keep the agency in operation. Fortunately, we
finally are seeing key aviation players taking con-
trollers’ union NATCA and its allies to task for delib-
erate distortion of the facts.

The union’s continued raising of the safety red-her-
ring —in the face of a new Inspector General’s report
that showed a significantly lower rate of operational
errors at contract towers than at comparable FAA-run
towers— provoked FAA Administrator Marion Blakey
to rebuke the union’s radio and TV ad campaign.
“Millions of dollars have been spent to misrepresent”
the contract tower program, she told Aviation
Subcommittee members. NATCA’s allegations “are
wrong and could have the effect of undermining pub-

lic confidence in the safety” of the aviation system.
Both leading general aviation organizations, AOPA

and NBAA, are supporting the legislation including
its contract tower provisions. AOPA has strongly criti-
cized NATCA for “misrepresenting” its position on
the bill. And NBAA for the first time has endorsed the
contract tower program, calling it “an excellent exam-
ple of how certain federal services that would other-
wise face extinction can continue through private
industry.”  AOPA president Phil Boyer has also reiter-
ated the organization’s support for the current FAA
study of possible outsourcing of the costly and ineffi-
cient Flight Service Station program.

Nav Canada, whose record as a successful nonprofit
ATC corporation has been grossly distorted by
NATCA, sent a detailed three-page letter to House
and Senate transportation leadership September 9th,
correcting the record. CEO John Crichton pointed out,
for example, that if operational irregularities were
defined the same way in both countries, the rate per
100,000 aircraft movements would be higher in the
United States than in Canada (the opposite of what
NATCA has been saying). He refuted the union’s
claim that Nav Canada is only 75% staffed, when the
actual figure is close to 100%. And he refuted the
repeated lie that passengers in Canada now pay a
$24/passenger ATC fee. That fee is a security fee, and
the actual ATC charge to airlines, when averaged over
the passengers carried, is between 30 cents and $1.40
per passenger.

Just this morning a reporter asked me why NATCA
is spending millions of dollars fighting over a few
dozen contract towers. My answer was that a lot more
is at stake than just those towers. What’s at stake is
who really runs the FAA: the unions or the manage-
ment. As NATCA president John Carr put it in a letter
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to the membership on July 1st, “Since 1998, we have
enjoyed an extraordinary relationship with the agency.
Under Jane Garvey’s leadership . . . .” Extraordinary is
certainly the word for it, as recent reports from the
Inspector General and the House Appropriations
Committee make clear.

For the past two
years or more, the
global airline industry
has been in recession.
FAA figures show
that total aircraft
instrument operations
declined by more
than three percent
between 2001 and
2003. In nearly every
other country, ATC
costs have been cut,

consistent with lower levels of activity. But not here.
FAA’s budget, especially in air traffic control, has been
soaring to record levels, especially in the payroll area.
As Inspector General Ken Mead pointed out earlier
this year, the average base controller salary is now
more than $106,000 per years (a 47% increase over
what they averaged four years before). When factor-
ing in overtime and other special pays, over a thou-
sand controllers made more than $150K last year.
(www.oig.dot.gov/show_pdf.php?id=998)

But wait, there’s a lot more. Under NATCA’s five-
year 1998 contract, the union has negotiated between
1,000 and 1,500 special memoranda of understanding
(MOUs) giving controllers extra pay and time off so
that they would cooperate in the introduction of new
technology. Several hard-hitting IG reports have start-
ed the ball rolling on reforming these costly (tens of
millions of dollars per year) MOUs (see the most
recent at www.oig.dot.gov/show_pdf.php?id=1165 ).
Also contributing to FAA’s enormous payroll costs are
excessive levels of sick leave and workers comp.
Controller sick leave is nearly 40% higher than the
government-wide average, according to the
Appropriations Committee’s report
(http://thomas.loc.gov/home/approp/app04.html).
Likewise, the 3,731 former FAA employees on workers
comp get an average of $46,163 a year, far above the
government-wide average of $28,864. The Committee
also cites a Jan. 17, 2003 Inspector General audit of
traumatic injury claims, where costs have risen 39%
over the past four years, and abuses seem rife.

Against this backdrop — and despite the recent
declines in flight activity — NATCA continues to beat
the drum about controller “shortages” at selected
facilities. But Administrator Blakey told the
Committee that due to the drop in air traffic, FAA cur-
rently needs 694 fewer controllers than are currently

budgeted; 75% of en-route centers are currently over-
staffed. Hence, the Committee recommended against a
budget request to hire 328 more, that was based on a
projected “retirement bubble” beginning in 2007. It
suggests that the controller attrition rate has been very
low the past five years and that if it increases, the law
allows the DOT Secretary to waive the current manda-
tory retirement provisions to address the problem.

Finally, NATCA continues to claim that under the
Garvey contract, their productivity has increased. But
there are no measurements available to support this
claim. As the IG has repeatedly pointed out (see
www.oig.dot.gov/show_pdf.php?id=1106 ), the new
FAA accounting system fails to record sign-on and
sign-off times for controllers, “a serious internal con-
trol weakness that brings into question the validity of
labor hour data.” An FAA insider tells us that
“Controllers at ARTCCs and large Tower/Tracons
work, on average, slightly more than 4 hours per day. .
. . Look at big facilities like Atlanta . . . You would be
amazed at the low productivity of these highly paid
professionals.”

When you see what a sweetheart deal NATCA has
been enjoying, you can understand why the union is
on a war footing to defend the status quo.

A Move For Privatizing: Up in the Air
Newsday, Oct. 1, 2003 
When tiny Cessnas and the occasional big jet come

in for a landing at Republic Airport in Farmingdale,
the planes are guided by controllers employed by the
Federal Aviation Administration.

That’s true at most airports across the country. But
an aviation spending bill now the subject of hot
debate in Congress allows the FAA to hire private con-
tractors to run the air traffic control towers at Republic
and 68 other airports, expanding a program begun
decades ago.

Already, the FAA hires contractors to staff the con-
trol towers at 219 airports across the nation, ranging
from busy Chandler, Ariz., with more than 230,000
takeoffs and landings every year, to the tiny airport in
Hobbs, N.M., with just over 15,000 a year. 

But the debate became so heated in recent weeks
that it stalled a giant aviation funding bill needed to
keep the FAA running. Last week, lawmakers agreed
to extend a funding resolution until Oct. 31—a mea-
sure that means the FAA won’t have to shut its doors,
but keeps the contract tower issue very much alive.

It’s become a war of words. The National Air Traffic
Controllers Association says expanding the number of
privately contracted towers is part of the Bush admin-
istration’s push to privatize government services, and
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the union has launched a multimillion-dollar ad cam-
paign accusing Republicans of playing politics with
safety. The FAA began distributing “fact sheets” to
reporters, pointing out that when Air Force One takes
President George W. Bush to his Texas ranch, it lands
at an airport near Waco controlled by a contract tower.

The union says bluntly that the contract towers are
poorly staffed, raising safety concerns.

“It is a safety issue,” said Harry Jensen, a controller
at Republic. “Cutting staff is the only way the contrac-
tors make money.” And Jensen added that with two
intersecting runways, four flight schools, and business
and charter jet traffic, Republic’s airspace is not com-
parable to the small, rural towers that were among the
first to go private.

Privatized air traffic control towers are certainly
cheaper to run. The FAA estimates that using contrac-
tors at 219 privatized towers saves the agency $51 mil-
lion a year, in part because the controllers, which are
not covered by the contract with the federal govern-
ment, are paid less. And FAA officials point to a report
by the Department of Transportation inspector gener-
al, saying that the towers are cost-effective and com-
parable in safety to FAA-run towers.

The program began more than 20 years ago, when
the air-traffic system was recovering from the 1981 air
traffic controllers’ strike and the FAA contracted out a
handful of towers that would have otherwise closed.
In 1994 the program was expanded under an efficien-
cy campaign of the Clinton administration.

The FAA insists it has nothing on the drawing board
for Republic or any of the others on the list cited in the
legislation. “We have no immediate plans to contract
those towers out,” FAA spokeswoman Arlene Salac said.

Spencer Dickerson, president of the U.S. Contract
Tower Association, a coalition of airport executives
who use contract towers, said airports have found the
contractors to be more flexible than the FAA during

special events such as air shows. “We are by no means
saying we should be contracting out core air traffic
control,” he said. “We’re not talking about Kennedy,
LaGuardia and Newark.”

But a former controller at a contract tower testified
last week that the facility at Missoula, Mont., was so
understaffed that safety was in question. Jeremy Yahn,
who now works at an FAA tower in Boise, Idaho, told
a House subcommittee that when contractors took
over the tower in Missoula, they slashed the staff from
12 controllers to three. Only one controller would be
in the tower at a time, making even bathroom breaks
problematic, he said, at an airport that was served by
Delta and Northwest commuter flights.

Supporters of contract towers counter that the pri-
vately run towers are staffed by experienced con-
trollers—often former FAA controllers forced to retire
by age 56 under federal rules.

The House and Senate originally passed bills this
summer that prohibited the government from priva-
tizing the nation’s air traffic control system. But by the
time a conference committee was finished, the lan-
guage had been changed to prohibit the privatization
of air traffic control for four years—and specifically
exempting dozens of towers, including Republic.

The bill is expected to return to the conference com-
mittee and be resolved sometime this month.

Tough Decisions
By Phil Boyer
AOPA Pilot Magazine, October 2003
Several AOPA members have been asking about

mixed messages they have been getting through TV
ads, fliers at aviation events, posters, and conversa-
tions regarding your association’s position on the cur-
rent FAA reauthorization legislation working its way
through Congress. The claim is that AOPA is support-
ing a bill that allows user fees and privatization of the
air traffic system. Ironically, in survey after survey,
members have indicated to AOPA that “user fees” (a
per-use charge to utilize ATC services) is their num-
ber-one concern. Like the average member, there is
nothing that concerns me more. If anybody tries to tell
you that AOPA or Phil Boyer supports privatizing
ATC, you tell them that’s a lie. AOPA is adamantly
opposed to any effort to privatize air traffic control or
charge user fees for safety services. AOPA will contin-
ue to fight attempts to take the responsibility for air-
craft separation and control away from the federal
government.

The TV ads and postcard campaigns are the efforts
of labor unions representing FAA employees. You have
to understand their motivation. Their priority is to pro-
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tect the jobs and work rules of the federal employees
who voted for them. Let me emphasize that AOPA cer-
tainly has no gripe with the hard-working controllers
who supply needed services to aviation.

Almost a year ago, the current administration
changed the classification of air traffic services from
“inherently governmental” to “commercial,” meaning
ATC services could theoretically be done by a contrac-
tor. Going into this session of Congress all of us con-
cerned with privatization (unions and AOPA) worked
to include language in pending bills to reinstate the
“inherently governmental” concept.

However, unlike the labor unions, AOPA’s priority is
to protect general aviation. That’s why when push
came to shove, we decided to support the House ver-
sion of the FAA reauthorization bill (H.R.2115). Labor
unions would make you think that the bill would pri-
vatize all of ATC. But the bill actually prohibits trans-
ferring ATC out of the government for at least four
years. No, it doesn’t eliminate the possibility for the
future, but no bill can do that. It protects us for the
length of the bill—better than what we have right now!

At the crux of the union criticism are two or three
very core issues. Part of the bill directs the FAA to look
at some 69 control towers and consider whether any of
them should be staffed with contract employees. Many
AOPA members already use contract towers at smaller
airports, some high-use GA airports, and joint-use
civilian-military fields. The military employs contract
controllers at many of its airfields. Most AOPA mem-
bers report that they are pleased with contract tower
service. These towers are less expensive for the taxpay-
er as well. With the contract tower program in exis-
tence for two decades, isn’t it obvious the union issue
is jobs, not the efficiency of outsourcing lower-use
facilities? And the FAA has told Congress before that it
wouldn’t contract busier or IFR towers. 

Very closely tied to general aviation are flight ser-
vice stations. The union representing these dedicated
and hard-working controllers sees the current bill as a
means to scare those of us who support their work
into thinking that flight service stations could be pri-
vatized and user fees would be charged. As I have
mentioned in a previous column (see “President’s
Position: FSS,” June Pilot), a study called an A-76 is
currently looking at the possibility of outsourcing
flight service work to address the antiquated technolo-
gy, cost structure, customer service, and other aspects
of this safety-critical mission. No decisions have yet
been made, and AOPA is monitoring the process very
closely to ensure pilots are the winners in the final
decision. Most important, we have also maintained
that whether or not the service remains in govern-
ment, that it be paid for with FAA funds, not by users.
We cannot continue to bury our heads in the sand and
ignore that the government is currently spending 10

times the amount that avgas taxes collect on flight ser-
vice stations. They must be modernized and made
more efficient, or user fees could be implemented.

The bill AOPA supports makes it clear that any out-
sourced functions cannot be “core” air traffic control
functions. But how about cutting the grass at FAA
facilities, security services and maintenance?

The bill does a lot for general aviation. It adds new
protections from the pilot insecurity rules (the
Transportation Security Administration itself handling
the appeal from a pilot certificate revocation); it pro-
vides $14.2 billion over four years for improving air-
ports, some of it for GA airports; it will force the gov-
ernment to reexamine and justify airspace restrictions
like the Washington ADIZ or the “Mickey Mouse
TFRs”; and it adds new penalties to prevent another
airport closing like Meigs Field—just to name a few.
Those things aren’t high on a union boss’s priority list,
but they’re very important to all of us as general avia-
tion pilots.

Yes, I am disappointed that the bill stops short of
declaring ATC “inherently governmental.” This means
the issue of privatizing air traffic control will continue
to be a distraction for government policy makers and
the aviation community. However, if the House bill
doesn’t pass, the president has made it very clear he
will veto the alternative. Then what are we left with?
Status quo is not an option. Yes, it’s a tough decision,
but as a pilot and your AOPA president, it means ATC
is protected for four years, and that gives us four more
years to work with Congress on strengthening and
extending that protection.

Air Traffic Controllers Union, Democrats Fight
Privatization 

Washington Post, Sept. 30, 2003
Former Federal Aviation Administration chief Jane

Garvey, a Democrat, privatized roughly 100 small air-
port towers during her five-year term. The controllers’
union got along fine with Garvey, and “agreed to dis-
agree” on the issue.

Current Administrator Marion C. Blakey, a
Republican, has said repeatedly she has no intention
of placing any more towers under private contractors,
even though she could under current law, as well as
under legislation working its way through Congress.
The union, however, has launched a $6 million adver-
tising campaign to accuse the Bush administration of
selling aviation safety to the lowest bidder.

Each side accuses the other of playing politics with
safety. John S. Carr, president of the union, said the
Federal Aviation Administration is buckling to the
same political pressures that led NASA to ignore the

2003 U.S. Contract Tower Association Annual Report
41



safety problems of the space shuttle. Blakey says of
the union, “This is a disinformation program. I don’t
like this playing politics with safety.”

At issue is legislation to reauthorize the FAA for
another six years. Most of the bill is not controversial,
but the union—the National Air Traffic Controllers
Association—and many congressional Democrats
have made the privatization issue the centerpiece of
the debate, vowing to fight the bill unless Congress
agrees to language that would ban the contracting out
of towers that do not use radar to control air traffic,
mostly at small, noncommercial airports. The major
towers and other facilities— Dulles, Reagan National,
Kennedy, Los Angeles and others—that do use radar
would remain under FAA air traffic controllers.

They say the FAA program is just part of the Bush
administration’s efforts to contract out government
services.

Blakey has said that if the bill is not passed, numerous
FAA employees would have to be laid off because the
law prevents expenditure of money from the aviation
trust fund if there is no congressional authorization of
the FAA. She also says the bill merely extends a success-
ful 21-year-old program, and is nothing more than an
endorsement of the status quo except that the language
in the current bill is actually more favorable to the con-
trollers because it directly prohibits any contracting out
of 94 percent of all air traffic control facilities, including
all major towers and radar control facilities.

Sometimes in Washington, things are not always as
they seem. Here are some facts behind the charges:

•  The power to privatize: The FAA has the power
now to contract out the management of any facili-
ty in the system. Some 219 towers have already
been contracted out, and another 69 would be eli-
gible under the bill. The bill would bar other
facilities from privatization, taking away a power
the FAA now has but says it does not plan to use.

Blakey said there is “nothing on the drawing board”
for the 69 eligible towers. As for the rest of the sys-
tem— the complex radar facilities and major towers—
”we are not going to contract out the vast, vast majori-
ty of the system,” she said. At the same time, Blakey
said no one can predict what will happen to the avia-
tion industry in the future, and she needs to “preserve
the current ability of the FAA to manage its
resources.”

•  Preserving the status quo: Not exactly. While it is
true the FAA would actually have less power to
privatize towers under the bill, there is another
change of just a few words that would make moot
a federal court suit that the union has been wag-
ing for eight years against contract towers. The
union says current law limits contracting out, to
states or their political subdivisions. The bill adds
private entities to the list of potential contractors.

•  Contract towers and safety: There is a great deal
of argument about this, but a study by
Transportation Department Inspector General
Kenneth M. Mead shows that contract towers
may be safer, although he cautions that the data
are not extensive enough to say for sure.

One thing is certain: Fewer controllers are assigned
to each contract tower. For Carr, this is a safety issue,
requiring controllers to remain on duty for lengthy
periods without even a bathroom break. For Blakey, it
is an indication that contract towers are more efficient.
For some small communities, a contract tower is all
they can afford, and is better than nothing.

•  Layoffs: While technically possible, there is little
chance they would be implemented. Congress is
preparing to extend FAA spending another
month to let the issue be worked out. Besides,
controllers would not be laid off because they are
considered essential safety employees. 

Private Air Traffic Control Does Better
By Robert Poole, Reason Foundation
Myrtle Beach (S.C.) Sun News, Sept. 27, 2003
When you fly American, Southwest or any other air-

line, do you worry about the pilot’s credentials?
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Chances are you don’t. You know the pilots have
undergone years of training, earned their pilot’s
licenses and are the very best as what they do. And
the fact that the pilots work for a private company,
whose goal is to make a profit, doesn’t even enter into
your thinking.

So why is it acceptable that the pilots work for pri-
vate companies, but those on the ground directing traf-
fic, air traffic controllers, claim they must be federal
government employees for the national security’s sake?

There’s a major political battle being waged over
that very question. The National Air Traffic
Controllers Association has thus far blocked the entire
Federal Aviation Administration reauthorization bill
for the next three-year period, which begins
Wednesday. That bill funds everything from airport
grants to runways to research and development. The
union is holding up the entire bill to prevent expan-
sion of the thriving Contract Tower Program.

Under that program, private companies already
operate air traffic control towers at 219 small airports,
using FAA-licensed controllers. The FAA bill, support-
ed by the Bush administration, Sen. John McCain, R-
Ariz., and many others, would expand the program to
an additional 69 airports across the country.

The union claims the safety of our air traffic system
is being compromised and “sold to the lowest bidder.”
But a mountain of evidence shows otherwise. Earlier
this year, the president of the National Air Traffic
Controllers Association asked the Department of
Transportation’s inspector general to review cost and
safety issues associated with the Contract Tower
Program. And the union has now learned that you
should be careful what you ask for.

The inspector general’s report, released earlier this
month, found that contract towers had significantly
lower error rates than similar union-staffed FAA tow-
ers: contract towers experienced 0.49 errors for every
million for every operation handled; comparable FAA
towers had considerably higher error rates—2.03 inci-
dents per million operations.

In addition, to better safety and performance, the
contract towers also cost one-third as much to operate
as comparable FAA-run towers, saving taxpayers
$917,000 per tower. That’s because FAA towers tend to
be much more generously staffed, and union con-
trollers earn higher wages.

We want the best pilots flying the planes, and we
want the best air traffic controllers manning the tow-
ers. Our air traffic system has failed to exploit new
technology—controllers continue to watch blips on
outdated monochrome monitors and keep track of
flights on paper strips—and relentlessly fights to
maintain the bureaucratic status quo.

But the inspector general’s numbers don’t lie—the
Contract Tower Program has proved to be immensely

successful and efficient. Instead of blocking its expan-
sion (and the entire FAA bill), union air traffic con-
trollers should try to learn something from their pri-
vate-sector peers. After all, if safety is our top priority,
aren’t we all on the same team? 

Contract Tower Dispute Rages 
General Aviation News, Sept. 26, 2003
In 1999, when it was announced that the tower at

Trenton Mercer Airport in Trenton, N.J., was to be con-
verted from an FAA facility to a contract tower, the
entire airport community — the manager, corporate
clients, a flight school owner, tenants, and users —
were left in a state of shock.

“We waged a campaign against contracting the
tower,” said Airport Manager Justin Edwards.

Members of the airport community wrote letters
and contacted their elected representatives in an effort
to stop the change. Congressman Rush Holt (D.-12th
Dist.) went to the FAA, but they told him it was too
late to stop it.

After the contract tower had been in operation a
couple of months, however, protesters did a 180. 

“In 45 to 60 days, I realized they were superb,” said
Edwards. “The new controllers are superior to the old.
They really care about the people they serve. There is
more responsiveness today than there was before. I
can’t speak highly enough of these guys.”

Now, three years later, a heated controversy has
erupted over the FAA’s proposal to privatize more
towers. That controversy threatens to stall the FAA
reauthorization bill. The bill prohibits privatizing the
air traffic control system for the next four years, but
allows the FAA to continue operating its current con-
tract towers, as well as giving it the option to contract
out an additional 69 existing VFR towers.

President Bush has made it clear that if the provi-
sion prohibiting privatization stays, he will veto the
bill, throwing the FAA’s funding into chaos.
Meanwhile, at least one Senator has said if the provi-
sion goes, he’ll filibuster.

The National Air Traffic Controllers Association
(NATCA), which represents most of the controllers in
FAA towers, is waging an all-out campaign to prevent
the FAA from privatizing any more of the nation’s
control towers. They charge that contracting towers
compromises safety.

Presently, 219 of the nation’s 484 towers at public use
airports are contract towers, run by independent com-
panies. There are three companies authorized by the
FAA to run these towers: Robinson-Van Vuren
Associates Inc., Midwest Air Traffic Control Service
Inc., and Barton ATC International Inc. None of the

2003 U.S. Contract Tower Association Annual Report
43



contract towers is at a major commercial airport and it
has not been suggested that those towers be privatized.

Contract towers were first authorized by the FAA in
1982 to reopen some of the towers that had been
closed down as a result of the 1981 air traffic con-
trollers’ strike.

The FAA’s reason for privatizing towers today is
money. Officials say contract towers are just cheaper
to operate.

An analysis conducted by the Office of the Inspector
General, just released this month, revealed that in 2002
the average cost of operating an FAA-staffed tower
was $1.7 million annually, while the cost of running a
similar contract tower was $365,608. The study esti-
mates contract towers save taxpayers about $173 mil-
lion a year. 

Contract tower controllers are paid less, and there
are usually fewer controllers in a contract tower than
in an FAA-run tower. Many controllers in contract
towers are former military controllers, while some are
retired FAA controllers. FAA controllers are required
to retire at 56. 

Contract tower controllers must meet the same qual-
ifications, and pass the same medical exams as FAA
controllers. Contract tower controllers are certified
and monitored by the FAA.

The recent Inspector General’s report found that
contract towers had an error/deviation rate of 0.49 per
1 million operations in 2002. The Trenton Mercer
tower recently received an FAA award for handling 1
million operations without a single error. The rate at
71 FAA-staffed VFR towers was 2.70 incidents per 1
million operations, still far below the FAA’s overall
average of 6.7 errors for every 1 million operations
handled. 

NATCA disputes the contract tower error rate. Doug
Church, a NATCA spokesman, claims there is no reli-
able way of recording these errors since they are
reported by the controllers themselves.

“The contract towers are run by private companies,”
says Church. “Their main interest is in making money,
not in safety.”

But many “consumers” of the contract towers dis-
agree. 

“I believe service has improved and continues to
operate at a high level,” said Tim Rogers, executive
director of the Salina Airport Authority, operator of
the Salina Municipal Airport in Kansas. “We have
more experienced controllers now than when it was
operated by the FAA. When the FAA was here a lot of
the controllers were straight out of the academy.” 

At Salisbury (Md.) Airport, Airport Manager Bob
Bryant said, “We’re thrilled with the service. Our
tower is staffed with two retired FAA controllers and
four former military controllers, all with a lot of expe-
rience.

“After the FAA closed our Flight Service Station in
1977, the Wicomico County Airport Commission
decided to build a control tower. If we didn’t build
our own, we wouldn’t have a tower.”

NATCA officials claim to have public opinion on
their side, citing surveys that show that 70% of the
American public wants to keep ATC in the hands of
the government. They point to other countries, where
privatization has “failed miserably.” Lastly, they point
to a recent study by Eurocontrol, the ATC organization
for the European union, that states that the U.S. ATC
system is 74% more efficient and 79% more productive
than the European system.

While the battles rage in Washington, controllers
across the country — both FAA and contract — contin-
ue working to make our skies safer.

“We work very well with the contract tower at
Mercer,” noted Ed Masterson, assistant manager of the
tower at Philadelphia International Airport.

Departures: Contract Tower Program Is Good
Government 

By J. Spencer Dickerson,
American Association of Airport Executives 
Aviation Daily, Sept. 25, 2003 
The Sept. 16 “Departures” column written by John

Carr, president of the National Air Traffic Controllers
Association (NATCA)—”Threats, Deceit, Replace
Debate on ATC Privatization”—avoids the real points
at issue. 

Although Mr. Carr calls for a “fair airing of the
facts” in the debate over passage of the conference
report to H.R. 2115, the FAA reauthorization bill, his
multi-million dollar campaign to defeat this legislation
which provides $60 billion in critical aviation safety,
capacity and security projects—attempts to hide the
actual facts. 

Despite the NATCA claim that the conference report
will privatize the U.S. air traffic control (ATC) system,
it actually provides, for the first time in FAA history,
privatization protection for FAA controllers. The con-
ference report prohibits the core of the ATC system
from being privatized or outsourced, i.e., TRACONs,
Enroute Centers and Instrument Flight Rules (IFR)
towers, which account for virtually the entire FAA
controller workforce. As House Transportation and
Infrastructure Committee Chairman Don Young (R-
Alaska) said recently, “If anybody would read the bill
... they would know the bill does not require any pri-
vatization.” 

The provisions in the conference report protect
FAA’s highly successful contract tower program,
which has been in existence since 1982 and now
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includes 219 facilities (half of which are former FAA-
staffed towers). It also preserves the status quo ability
for FAA to expand the program to some FAA-staffed
visual flight rule (VFR) towers, if the agency deter-
mines it can be done safely and efficiently. The confer-
ence report does not mandate that these VFR towers
be put in the contract tower program; it simply keeps
the option open for FAA, an option that has existed
for over 20 years. 

DOT Inspector General (IG) Kenneth Mead, an
impartial, non-partisan and highly respected public
official, again gave high marks to the safety and effi-
ciency benefits of the contract tower program in his
Sept. 4, 2003, report. As the IG’s office has determined
in numerous audits of the program dating back to
1998, the contract tower program continues to provide
“cost-effective services that are comparable to the
quality and safety of FAA-operated towers.” 

All contract controllers are certified by FAA, con-
tract tower facilities are monitored on a regular basis
by the agency and staffing plans at contract towers are
approved by FAA. Virtually all (99%-plus) of the FAA
contract tower controllers are former FAA or U.S. mili-
tary controllers. The average experience level is about
20 years per contract controller. Contract controllers
are subject to the same rules, operational procedures
and training as FAA controllers. 

The U.S. military is a long-time supporter and user
of contract controllers at a number of military facili-
ties. I note that the U.S. Air Force announced Aug. 28,
that it will use contract controllers from one of the
contract tower contractors at airfield bases under U.S.
military control in Afghanistan. 

All contract towers and FAA-staffed VFR towers use
the same tower operating procedures. Contract towers
and FAA-staffed VFR towers alike serve large and
small communities in both urban and rural areas. 

A number of air carrier airports also are served by
contract towers. FAA contract towers handled over
200,000 air carrier operations in calendar year 2002
and over 10 million enplaned passengers. The total
number of operations at contract towers in calendar
year 2002 was over 16 million. 

The bottom line is the FAA contract tower program
is good government and good for American taxpayers.
Let’s move past the privatization rhetoric and recog-
nize that the FAA reauthorization conference report is
the right piece of legislation at the right time for the
traveling public and the struggling aviation industry. 

J. Spencer Dickerson is senior executive VP, American
Association of Airport Executives (AAAE), and executive director,
U.S. Contract Tower Association (USCTA), a AAAE affiliate.

Dispute Stalls Aviation Bill in House
The Associated Press, Sept. 24, 2003
The revival of a two-decade-old dispute that air traf-

fic controllers had with the Reagan administration is
now stalling passage of a four-year, $60 billion avia-
tion spending bill.

At issue today is the ability of the Federal Aviation
Administration to let private operators take over at
government-run air traffic control towers.

The Bush administration had threatened to veto the
aviation bill if the measure does not explicitly give the
FAA the power to convert 69 towers, mostly at smaller
airports.

The FAA says current law already gives it that
authority, a conclusion opposed by the air controllers.
Their union sued the government in the mid-1990s,
claiming the conversion of government-run control
towers is illegal. The case is in federal court in Ohio.

The White House faced strong congressional opposi-
tion to the bill because it included the list of 69 towers.
It offered to delete that section in the bill, but still
asserted it had the option to privatize the towers,
according to a Transportation Department official.

The Bush administration also agreed to take out lan-
guage that shields controllers from privatization for
only four years, according to the official. Currently, a
controller is reassigned to another government-run
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tower if his tower is privatized.
Two Democratic leaders on the House Transportation

and Infrastructure Committee, Reps. Peter DeFazio of
Oregon and James Oberstar of Minnesota, said the
White House was not offering a compromise. They are
urging their colleagues to vote against the spending bill
and to push for a ban on privatization.

Funding for the air traffic control system and other
aviation projects is set to expire on Tuesday.

At a House hearing Wednesday, FAA chief Marion
Blakey took issue with critics who say the agency’s
plan to staff dozens more small control towers with
privately employed workers will undermine safety.

Blakey told the House Transportation and
Infrastructure subcommittee on aviation that her agen-
cy retains oversight of “contract towers” and that 99
percent of private controllers are former FAA or mili-
tary personnel.

“These towers are safe,” she said, adding the agency
saves about $1 million per tower.

Air traffic controllers testified that private towers
save money through understaffing and are not as
closely monitored by the FAA.

Jeremy Yahn, formerly a controller in a private
tower in Missoula, Mont., said training for privately
employed controllers is insufficient and safety viola-
tions are not reported to the FAA.

The dispute is the most heated since 1981, when
President Reagan fired more than 11,000 controllers on
grounds they violated a national security provision in
their contract by striking.

The FAA in 1982 began contracting for air traffic
control at about 60 small airports. Now 219 of the 484
public airports in the United States with towers have
contract air controllers.

The union representing 15,600 controllers says it is
concerned that the administration’s ultimate goal is to
privatize all controllers.

The controllers say their jobs were protected from
privatization in 2000, when President Clinton signed

an executive order calling air traffic service “an inher-
ently governmental function.” Last year, President
Bush amended that order by reclassifying the jobs as
“commercial, but exempt from competition.”

Because of that change, Congress voted to forbid air
traffic control privatization. But when the House and
Senate reconciled their two versions of the aviation
spending bill, administration officials lobbied successful-
ly to add the two sections that it now is willing to drop.

Capitol Dispute Threatens To Shut Much of F.A.A. 
New York Times, Sept. 20, 2003
A dispute on whether the government should be

permitted to contract out air-traffic-control jobs at
dozens more airports has left Congress deadlocked
over reauthorizing the Federal Aviation
Administration. The result may be an unpaid furlough
for thousands of the agency’s employees, and a tax
holiday for millions of air travelers. 

The law authorizing the F.A.A. does not appropriate
any money to it but provides it the authority to collect
various taxes, pay most salaries and make grants to
airports for construction projects. That law expires on
Sept. 30, the end of the federal fiscal year. 

But the White House, seeking to cut the size of the
government’s work force, has threatened to veto any
reauthorization measure that includes language pre-
venting the agency from contracting out the work of
hundreds of air traffic controllers at 69 specifically
designated airports around the country. 

The House and Senate versions of the measure both
originally included such language. But, acting under
the veto threat, a conference committee removed it.
That in turn has prompted the controllers’ supporters,
especially in the Senate, to try to block passage. 

With 11 days left to break the deadlock before the
fiscal year ends, the agency is preparing to furlough
nonessential employees. Functions essential to public
safety, like controlling airplanes, would continue, but
many others would not. 

‘’We see ourselves on the brink of closing the
doors,’’ Marion C. Blakey, the agency’s administrator,
said this week. 

Like most other federal agencies, the F.A.A. last fur-
loughed workers in 1995, when Congress and the
White House could not agree on a budget; about a
third of the aviation agency’s employees were sent
home then. 

But since then, Congress has enacted a law putting
more strictures on the agency if its authorization laps-
es. One is loss of its authority to collect taxes. 

For travelers, that would mean an end to the 7.5
percent ticket tax, the $3 fee per flight segment and
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the $13.40 tax on international arrivals and departures.
Taxes on air freight, and on aviation fuel for airliners
and private planes alike, would also lapse. Together,
these taxes, which support F.A.A. operations and
grants to airports, raised about $9 billion last year. 

Airport construction projects for which contracts
have already been let would continue in the event of a
shutdown, but no others would be undertaken. The
F.A.A. personnel who review applications for airport
improvement grants would stop working, and that
would slow the pace of new grants if the shutdown
continued for more than a few days. 

On the other hand, agency employees who oversee
pilot certification would probably not be furloughed,
Ms. Blakey said. 

Nor would the controllers, a circumstance that has
made for some bitterness in the aviation industry.
Airline executives have generally sided with the agen-
cy in its drive to be able to contract out more jobs, and
some of them see an injustice in the fact that the con-
trollers, whom they blame for the impasse, would con-
tinue working through any shutdown. 

For its part, the A.F.L.-C.I.O., whose member unions
include the National Air Traffic Controllers
Association, has declared that the agency’s reautho-
rization is being held hostage by the White House. 

The aviation agency says the government would
save money by hiring private companies to do the con-
trollers’ jobs at additional airports. It already contracts
out those jobs at 219 airports, a result of an efficiency
campaign begun during the Clinton administration. 

The controllers’ union disputes that money is saved

in this approach, though it also contends that these
“contract towers” pay less and employ fewer con-
trollers than does the F.A.A. 

Ms. Blakey said that giving her the authority to con-
tract out the jobs should not be so controversial a step,
because, she said, there are no immediate plans to
actually seek bids on the work. 

To that point, Ruth Marlin, a vice president of the
controllers’ union, said, ‘’It is astounding to me that
they would be willing to push so far on the issue, par-
ticularly when they have said hundreds of times they
have no intention of contracting out these towers.’’ 

Democrats in Congress have proposed a stopgap.
Senator John D. Rockefeller IV of West Virginia intro-
duced a bill to extend the current authorization law,
which says nothing about the privatizing of con-
trollers’ jobs, until the end of March. 

But Republicans oppose it. ‘’I’m not going to ask for
an extension, because I am right on this legislation,’’
Representative Don Young of Alaska, chairman of the
House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee,
said in a recent television appearance. 

Mr. Young, who generally favors contract towers,
points to a study by the Transportation Department’s
inspector general that found them safe and economi-
cal. The idea, he said, has been “misrepresented by
interest groups.” 

The bill as reported out by the House-Senate confer-
ence committee, while allowing contracting out at the
69 airports, some of them among the nation’s busiest,
would forbid doing so with any other controllers’ jobs
for five years. 

“For the first time ever,’’ Ms. Blakey said, “it pro-
tects 94 percent of the air traffic control work force by
statute.’’ 

Correction: September 26, 2003, Friday. An article on
Saturday about a deadlock over legislation to renew
the authority of the Federal Aviation Administration to
accept and spend money referred incorrectly to the sta-
tus of aviation taxes after Oct. 1. While the F.A.A.
could no longer receive various taxes without a renew-
al of the law, they would continue to be paid to the
federal treasury; the taxes would not cease entirely. 

Democrats Resist Bush Small-Airport Plan
The Washington Times, Sept. 17, 2003
Senate Democrats yesterday proposed an alternative

to a Bush administration plan to privatize air-traffic
control at an additional 69 regional airports. 

They want to keep Federal Aviation Administration
air-traffic controllers on the government payroll
instead of turning their jobs over to private companies. 

Included on the list of control towers that would be
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privatized are airports in Manassas and Newport
News in Virginia. 

“You do not fool with the air-transportation system,”
said Sen. John D. Rockefeller IV, West Virginia
Democrat.  The bill he introduced yesterday would
extend the FAA’s funding for air-traffic controllers by
six months until Congress can work out new legisla-
tion that would stop the further privatization of airport
towers. A vote in Congress is expected within days. 

President Bush has said he would veto a four-year,
$60 billion fiscal 2004 FAA funding proposal if it does
not allow privatization. Fiscal 2004 begins Oct. 1. 

A Sept. 4 Transportation Department inspector gen-
eral’s report says privatization would save an average
of $900,000 annually at each regional airport where
air-traffic control is turned over to corporations. 

The inspector general’s report also said safety was
not likely to decline with proper FAA certification and
oversight. 

Of the nation’s 484 public airports, 219 have “con-
tract towers,” including five in Maryland and Virginia. 

Unionized air-traffic controllers say companies
would cut jobs to save money but compromise safety. 

“It’s really about safety,” said Marilyn Martin, an
air-traffic controller at Manassas Regional Airport. 

The airport uses 11 air-traffic controllers who handle
about 500 flights per day among small private air-
planes, medevac helicopters, military turboprops and
corporate jets. “If it’s privatized, it could go as low as
seven, if not lower than that,” Mrs. Martin said about
the control tower’s staffing level. 

Newport News-Williamsburg International Airport
handles a mix of aircraft similar to Manassas Regional
Airport. 

Private air-traffic control in the United States is
dominated by three companies: Serco Group, Midwest
Air Traffic Control Service and Robinson-Van Vuren
Associates. 

“The 20-plus year history of the FAA contract-tower
program by all measures points to an extremely safe
and efficient air-traffic-control program,” said Spencer
Dickerson, spokesman for the American Association of
Airport Executives, an airport trade group that
includes private air-traffic-control companies. 

The dispute began in 1981, when President Reagan
fired more than 11,000 controllers, saying they violat-
ed a national security provision in their contract by
striking. The FAA contracted many of their jobs at
small airports to private companies. 

Unionized air-traffic controllers say the inspector
general incorrectly found no increased safety prob-
lems at privatized airport towers. 

Private control towers rely on self-reports of safety
problems, which might be underreported to protect
the corporate owners, the union says. 

Threats, Deceit, Replace Debate On ATC
Privatization 

By John Carr, President
National Air Traffic Controllers Association 
Aviation Daily, Sept. 16, 2003
The FAA’s attempt to privatize the air traffic control

system has brought out the worst of this “win-at-all
costs” Administration. There is a very intense debate
going on in Congress right now about the wisdom of
selling off the best air traffic control system in the
world. I welcome that debate and am confident that a
fair airing of the facts will convince any reasonable
person of the folly of this proposal. It’s important to
remember in this debate that a bipartisan majority in
both the House and Senate have already voted against
privatization. You can imagine my surprise then
when, under intense pressure from the
Administration, the conference committee repudiated
both houses and reported a bill that took the exact
opposition position. 

Now the Administration is reaping what is has
sown. And most sadly, people desperate to pass mis-
guided privatization legislation have resorted to
threats and deceit. Our first indication of their willing-
ness to do anything to win was found in the legisla-
tion itself. In order to gain the acquiescence of the con-
ference committee chair, Rep. Don Young (R) of
Alaska, the Administration agreed to language
exempting Alaskan towers from privatization. We
have also seen indications that the Administration
may have given private assurances to other concerned
Republicans — whose votes they needed — that their
towers would be protected, as well. 

Then FAA Administrator Marion Blakey accused
opponents of privatization of seeking to add “thou-
sands of new employees to the federal payroll.” This
charge is absolutely untrue and reflects a measure of
desperation on the part of the Administration. When
challenged on this point by Rep. James Oberstar (D-
Minn.), an FAA spokesperson promised to get back to
him with an explanation. We’re all waiting. 

In another highly inappropriate salvo Ms. Blakey
has told FAA employees that if the FAA authorization
is not passed by September 30th there will be fur-
loughs of staff. Secretary of Transportation Norman
Mineta added his own annual furlough threat, echo-
ing his message from July 2002. On behalf of the
almost 20,000 FAA employees I represent let me just
state that we are more than a little tired of this yearly
occupational hazard. 

This threat is particularly irresponsible in light of
the fact that the Administration itself has brought
about this controversy. Outrageously, the
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Administration drops its concerns about furloughs
when it threatens to veto the bill to preserve a provi-
sion opposed by clear majorities in both the House
and Senate. 

The FAA has in effect become an advocate on behalf
of the private interests who would benefit from priva-
tization in order to get their version of this bill passed.
Just look at the FAA “fact sheet” on the contract tower
program currently posted on the FAA Web site. It
specifically refers to the legislation at issue and comes
dangerously close to lobbying on its behalf, which fed-
eral agencies are prohibited from doing. In fact, take a
look at the Contract Tower Association’s own fact
sheet and you will see that it is functionally identical
to the FAA’s. Using a federal agency and its federal
resources for this sort of commercial lobbying is unsa-
vory in the extreme. 

Those of us who oppose selling our air traffic con-
trol system to the lowest bidder only want a fair
debate. Since the Administration apparently cannot
win on the merits, they are resorting to tactics that cor-
rupt the legislative process. They have misled the pub-
lic, cut deals in the dark with key legislators and
threatened federal employees with furloughs. It’s time
to turn the lights on the backroom deals and end the
threats and deceit. Let’s have a debate worthy of
important issues at stake. 

John Carr is serving his first term as NATCA president, elected
in September 2000. He worked as a controller at Kansas City
International Airport, the Chicago Terminal Radar Approach
Control and, most recently, at Cleveland Hopkins Airport. 

Air Traffic Controllers Threaten Funding For FAA
USA TODAY, Sept. 10, 2003
The small union representing the nation’s air traffic

controllers is threatening to derail all aviation funding
for the next four years in one of the most aggressive
actions by labor since President Bush took office.

The National Air Traffic Controllers Association says
that Bush wants to turn their federal jobs over to a pri-
vate contractor. The union and their Capitol Hill allies
say that unless the administration and Congressional
Republicans stop what they call a push to privatize,
they will block the $60 billion bill authorizing aviation
funding for everything from new runways to
machines that spot bombs.

Federal Aviation Administration Administrator
Marion Blakey says the government has no intention
of privatizing the core air traffic system. The Bush
administration, lawmakers and airport leaders con-
tend the union has misrepresented the bill and falsely
claimed it will compromise safety. 

The administration has pledged to veto the bill if it

is changed. 
The normally non-partisan issue of FAA spending

has turned into a bitter showdown between labor and
Democrats on one side and the president and
Republicans on the other. 

Those on both sides of the issue say the battle goes
far beyond air traffic and could be a preview of hard-
ball politics during next year’s presidential election. 

At the FAA, which depends heavily on controllers
whenever new air traffic systems are designed, lingering
bitterness could hurt the agency’s ability to modernize. 

The dispute
•  The aviation bill allows the government to

replace federal air traffic controllers with contract
workers at up to 69 airport towers. The bill also
prohibits privatizing the main 15,000-member
federal controller workforce.

•  The National Air Traffic Controllers Association
objects, calling it the first step in an effort to turn
over the entire air traffic system to private busi-
ness.

•  The Federal Aviation Administration says it has
no plans to privatize the core air traffic system
but wants to continue to staff small airport towers
with lower-paid, non-government controllers.

•  Currently 219 towers operate with only private
controllers. The Inspector General for the
Transportation Department estimated the pro-
gram saves the government $173 million a year
and is as safe as FAA-staffed towers.
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The final House vote on the bill, which had been
scheduled for this week, was postponed until next
week at the earliest. The chairman of the Aviation
Subcommittee, Rep. John Mica, R.-Fla., says he is so
frustrated with opponents of the legislation that he
may advise letting the bill lapse. 

“They are playing with fire here, threatening to shut
down the entire aviation system,” Mica said. 

Without the bill, the FAA loses 80% of its funds,
which will halt spending on long-term projects such
as airport construction and security upgrades. The
loss of funding won’t halt flights, but Blakey says she
will have to furlough some FAA workers. The union
calls such claims scare tactics and says Congress can
easily extend spending until a new bill is passed. 

President Reagan made his reputation as a no-non-
sense leader in 1981 when he fired the nation’s air
traffic controllers after they walked off the job. Now,
Bush faces a challenge from the controllers hired to
replace the strikers. 

Led by John Carr, a tough-talking throwback to
union presidents a generation ago, the controllers
have spent $4 million on lobbying, more than 30
media events around the country and a television ad
campaign. The ads accuse the administration of aban-
doning safety by planning to turn over control of the
skies to the lowest bidder.

“We’re at the pointy end of the spear for the presi-
dent’s management philosophy,” Carr said in a recent
interview. Blakey and Republican lawmakers call
Carr’s statement nonsense. 

The Union Libel 
The Wall Street Journal/Sept. 9, 2003
If you want to know why the government keeps

growing, consider what’s happening to President
Bush’s effort to expose a chunk of the federal work
force to private competition. Unions are trying to kill
it in Congress this week, and some Republicans of all
people are playing along.

The battle is over the status of air traffic controllers at
the Federal Aviation Administration. Even the Clinton
Administration had designated these employees as
“commercial,” which means the jobs could be per-
formed by private contractors. The Bush Administration
wants to build on this by putting 15% of these jobs out
for competitive bid by the end of the year. This is the
first step in a larger plan to put all 850,000 commercial
jobs, nearly half of the 1.8 million federal civilian work
force, out to bid in the next four years.

The idea horrifies unions that are losing support in
the private economy but see government as their last
growth opportunity. So they’re accusing Mr. Bush of

declaring an “all-out war on federal employees,”
which is amusing considering that federal employ-
ment has increased during his Presidency. They’re
especially upset about the Contract Towers Program
that allows private (and FAA-certified) controllers to
man more than 200 smaller airport towers. The pro-
posal doesn’t threaten the current 15,000 federal air
traffic controllers, who earn a base of $104,000 a year,
more than $200,000 with overtime.

The point of Contract Towers is to deploy those con-
trollers at larger, busier airports. Then the feds could
open up more of the best-suited smaller airports to
competitive air-controller bid; so far the program has
saved taxpayers an estimated $54 million, or about
$900,000 per tower, a year. Oh, and by the way, the
Contract Towers safety records are four times better
than similar FAA-staffed towers, according to a report
released by the Department of Transportation
Inspector General last week.

As it happens, federal workers who already do the
job win a competitively bid contract six out of 10 times.
But even when federal workers keep the contract, the
government saves an average of 20%, according to a
study by the General Accounting Office and the Center
for Naval Analysis. Earlier this year, for example, the
White House opened Mr. Bush’s annual budget docu-
ment for bid; the Government Printing Office still won
the contract but at a price 25% lower than the $500,000
GPO had originally estimated.

Alas, union leaders care more about membership
and dues income than about saving money for taxpay-
ers. So they’re running ads and working with
Members of Congress to kill an FAA authorization bill
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this week that would allow this kind of competitive
sourcing. If they win this round, they will then attempt
to add language barring competitive bidding in this
year’s spending bills for every federal department.

The effort can’t succeed, of course, unless some
Republicans cooperate. In the House, GOP Members
Jack Quinn (New York), Steve LaTourette (Ohio) and
Ron Kirk (Illinois) are among the wobbly. Over in the
Senate, New Jersey Democrat Frank Lautenberg is
expected to attempt a filibuster, and GOP Senators Jim
Inhofe of Oklahoma and Jim Talent of Missouri are lis-
tening too closely to the union libel. If Republicans
help defeat this gift to taxpayers, we’ll know they no
longer believe in smaller government.

Privatizing Towers Opposed
The Miami Herald, Aug. 21, 2003 
Local air traffic controllers are opposing efforts by

the White House to potentially privatize 69 control
towers nationwide, including those at Miami/Kendall
Tamiami and Fort Lauderdale Executive airports.

Proponents say legislative language that would
allow the privatization is geared to save the govern-
ment money while keeping the skies safe.

But National Air Traffic Controllers Association
leaders say cutting costs by contracting out the gener-
al aviation airports would jeopardize safety.

‘’It’s not about jobs; it’s about safety for the flying
public,’’ said Jeffrey Page, an air traffic controller at
Fort Lauderdale Executive.

Nationwide, 219 general aviation airports — includ-
ing Opa-locka in Miami-Dade, North Perry and
Pompano Beach in Broward and 13 others in Florida
— have been privatized since the contract tower pro-
gram began in 1982.

The program, which only covers those airports that
operate under visual flight rules, has been successful,
FAA spokesman Christopher White said.

He cited an FAA study that compared 12 contract
towers with 12 FAA-staffed towers of similar size and
operations. According to the study, privatizing could
lead to average annual savings of $922,000 per tower.

‘’There has been no decision to contract all or any of
these towers at this time,’’ White said. ``We’re only
asking for flexibility to add those towers if we deem it
necessary.’’

An analysis by the Department of Transportation’s
inspector general found the level of operational errors
at contract towers last year comparable to that of oper-
ational errors at FAA-operated towers at airports
without radar.

Privatizing the remaining 71 nonradar towers could
save about $55 million, Inspector General Kenneth M.

Mead wrote to Rep. Don Young, R-Alaska, chairman
of the Committee on Transportation and
Infrastructure.

Airport privatization need not mean that air traffic
controllers would lose their jobs. The FAA would give
them the option to relocate to other airports or retire
and join the private contract firm, White said.

Contract employees’ salaries, White added, are com-
parable to those of FAA controllers.

Local air traffic controllers, however, counter that
privatized towers are generally understaffed. They
point out that the airports that could be privatized are
often busier than those already contracted out and
that additional staff is needed during emergencies.

FAA figures show that Miami/Kendall Tamiami and
Fort Lauderdale Executive handle, respectively, more
than 170,000 and 240,000 takeoffs and landings a year.

The privatization measure is part of a bill to fund a
$60 billion Federal Aviation Administration budget.
The American Association of Airport Executives is lob-
bying for the bill’s passage.

Said Spencer Dickerson, a senior executive vice
president with the group: “It’s unfortunate that labor
has taken a very narrow issue and their own self-inter-
est to work to defeat this bill, which is in the best
interest of the American aviation air-transport system
and the traveling public.”

Tower Plans Could Cost City
Fort Worth Star-Telegram, Aug. 20, 2003
Turning over air traffic control jobs at Fort Worth

Meacham and Alliance towers to private companies
could cost Fort Worth upwards of hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars, air traffic controller union members say.

As the Federal Aviation Administration continues to
struggle to control budgets, nearly a dozen control
towers that were first converted to privatized facilities
were later converted to cost-sharing programs, where
the host state or city foots part of the bill.

“Nobody is talking about how much it would cost
the cities to run the towers,” John Tramble, Meacham
tower representative of the National Air Traffic
Controllers Association, said Tuesday at a news con-
ference in Irving.

Debate over privatizing some controllers is heating
up because a provision in the bill that reauthorizes
funding for the FAA would allow the outsourcing of
controller jobs at some smaller airports.

Congress is expected to take up the bill quickly
when it reconvenes next month.

Four Texas towers - Meacham, Alliance, Addison
and David Wayne Hooks Memorial Airport near
Houston — are among 69 towers that could be affect-
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ed, said Mark Pallone, the association’s southwest
region vice president.

“The administration makes claims that these towers
are low-level, low-tech towers located in rural com-
munities,” Pallone said. “We all know that the D/FW
Metroplex is hardly a rural community.”

But defenders of the FAA Contract Tower Program
say that only the smallest towers cost-share. The usual
analysis the FAA would conduct before converting a
tower would exclude Meacham, Alliance and
Addison, according to Spencer Dickerson, senior exec-
utive vice president of the American Association of
Airport Executives, which actively supports airports
with contract towers.

“If the towers are converted, it would be seamless to
the users, but that’s the fear-mongering that NATCA
is trying to lay out there,” Dickerson said.

Texas has 13 airports already in the contract tower
program, including Grand Prairie, McKinney and
Dallas Executive. A future Denton tower would also
be a contract tower, Dickerson said.

Towers
Cost-sharing air traffic control towers:
•  King Salmon, Alaska
•  Grand Island, Neb.
•  Olathe-Johnson County, Kan.
•  Utica-Oneida County, N.Y.
•  Bloomington, Ind.
•  Lebanon, N.H.
•  Walla Walla, Wash.
•  Kingston, N.C.
•  Macon, Ga.
•  Alexander Hamilton, U.S. Virgin Islands
•  Meigs Field, Chicago (now closed)

Air Controllers Clash With White House 
Washington Post, Aug. 15, 2003
After years of labor peace under a friendly

Democratic administration, the National Air Traffic
Controllers Association has chosen to take on the Bush
administration over whether the Federal Aviation
Administration can continue to contract out control
towers at some smaller airports. 

At first glance the boisterous duel seems to be over
whether to continue unchanged a program that the
union once tolerated. But beneath the surface, it repre-
sents a decision by the union and Senate Democrats to
use the issue as a battleground for the Republican phi-
losophy of privatizing functions now handled by gov-
ernment employees. 

Union President John Carr said bluntly that he aims
to head off any future plan to privatize other air traffic
control functions. 

“I’m not really comfortable leaving it up to ideo-
logues when it’s a matter of safety,” Carr said. 

The administration, however, says it does not have

any plans to privatize the air traffic control system.
Federal Aviation Administrator Marion C. Blakey and
airport executives say Carr is merely trying to frighten
his members by claiming the administration is lying to
them on its intentions. 

“This really is, as the administration said, a cure in
search of a disease,” said J. Spencer Dickerson, execu-
tive director of the U.S. Contract Tower Association. 

At issue is a program begun years ago to help small-
er airports acquire control towers without going
through a laborious process that could make them too
expensive. Instead, a tower could be opened with non-
government controllers, often lower-paid and some-
times part-time workers who were usually retired mil-
itary or FAA controllers. 

Currently, 219 towers are contracted out, and by law
another 71 are eligible to be contracted out, although
Blakey said that only a small number of those are like-
ly to be included in the contract tower program. 

In a letter to all controllers, Blakey noted that
Transportation Secretary Norman Y. Mineta “does not
endorse significant expansion of the existing contract
tower program or similar contracting proposals
involving the separation and control of air traffic. I
fully support the secretary’s position.” 

Carr said he does not believe Blakey. “I have no rea-
son to believe anything they say,” he said. 

Carr acknowledged that the union did not fight the
contract tower program in the beginning, but “that
didn’t happen on my watch. My mantra is simple —
not one more.” 

All contract towers are at “visual flight rule” air-
ports, meaning they do not have major instrument
landing systems and pilots usually use them only in
good flying weather. Therefore, no major commercial
airports, such as Dulles International Airport or
Baltimore-Washington International Airport, would be
eligible for the program. The FAA estimates that facili-
ties employing 94 percent of the controller workforce
would not be eligible for the contract tower program. 

As the FAA reauthorization bill made its way
through Congress earlier this year, the House approved
language that would continue the contract tower pro-
gram. But when the bill reached the Senate, Sen. Frank
Lautenberg (D-N.J.) succeeded in limiting the contract
tower program to the 219 towers already in it. 

Mineta and others charged that the Lautenberg
amendment actually would prohibit all FAA contract-
ing out, and that had it been in effect in 1999, the
amendment would not have even allowed the FAA to
have handled the Y2K computer problem because that
was done by outside contractors. 

“The Lautenberg amendment was the more draconi-
an of all the amendments,” Dickerson said. 

Lautenberg disagreed, and his amendment passed 56
to 41. But when the two houses met to reconcile their
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differences, the Lautenberg language was eliminated. 
Oddly, the one program change included in the

House-Senate conference committee was to remove
towers at Juneau International Airport and Merrill Field
in Anchorage from eligibility in the contract tower pro-
gram, leaving the number of eligible towers at 69. The
chairman of the House Transportation and
Infrastructure Committee is Rep. Don Young (R-Alaska). 

Lautenberg and NATCA began a campaign of press
releases and news conferences following the compro-
mise agreement, and are now working to defeat the
FAA bill in the Senate. 

The underlying union distrust seems to originate
with what is a normally a routine yearly designation
by all federal agencies of functions that are “inherently
governmental.” Air traffic control was eliminated from
that list a year ago. 

Blakey said in a letter to controllers that for some-
thing to be inherently governmental, it must involve a
function that “binds the government to a particular
course of action,” and air traffic control “does not
meet this stringent definition.” But she said the
administration has no intention of privatizing air traf-
fic control. 

Carr said Blakey always hedges her comments with
modifiers such as “significant” contracting out, or
“widespread” privatization. 

“She’s too clever by half,” he said. 

Air Industry Backs a Bill to Privatize Control Jobs
New York Times, Aug. 14, 2003
Airport and airline officials today gave strong sup-

port to a bill that would allow the Federal Aviation
Administration to contract out the jobs of more than
2,000 controllers, saying the move would save money
without harming safety. 

The bill, which would authorize $60 billion in
spending by the aviation administration over the next
four years, also provides money needed for war risk
insurance, security improvements and air traffic con-
trol modernizations, according to James C. May, the
president and chief executive of the Air Transport
Association, the airline trade group. 

Unions representing air traffic controllers, some of
whose jobs could be contracted out to private compa-
nies under the bill, have been lobbying to defeat it.
Supporters of the controllers also said they would
seek an extension of the current authorization, which
expires on Sept. 30. 

The new bill, now in the form of a conference report
reconciling differing House and Senate versions,
would permit the aviation agency to contract out
about 2,000 jobs of controllers who work in Flight

Service Stations, offices that do not direct traffic, but
provide briefings, mostly to private pilots, on weather
and temporary airspace restrictions. 

It would also let the agency contract out hundreds
of other jobs at 69 air traffic towers, mostly at smaller
airports but at some large ones. 

The union representing the tower controllers, the
National Air Traffic Controllers Association, has been
fighting the bill. At the National Association of Air
Traffic Specialists, which represents the flight service
station controllers, Darrell Mounts, a regional director
in Denver, said that at a recent meeting of private
pilots, his group had collected more than 1,000 signa-
tures for a petition opposing privatization. 

Supporters of the bill say the number of jobs to be
contracted out is small. “The unions that oppose this
conference report are using the old Washington trick of
dressing up a sheep in wolf’s clothing, and selling a fear
of wolves,” said Charles Barclay, president of the
American Association of Airport Executives. “This is
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hardly the description of a privatization wolf,” he said.
He spoke at a news conference called to support the bill. 

But John Carr, the president of the National Air
Traffic Controllers Association, called the bill more
than a case of a camel getting its nose into the tent.
“It’s the camel sitting in the tent, having a mai tai, and
you’re paying for it,” he said. 

The Bush administration has instructed federal
agencies to evaluate 800,000 jobs to see if they could
be privatized. President Bill Clinton had defined the
air traffic control jobs as “inherently governmental” in
nature and thus not subject to privatization review,
but President Bush dropped that designation. 

The controllers and their supporters say that federal
employees are safer than contract employees.
Representative James L. Oberstar of Minnesota, the
ranking Democrat on the House aviation subcommit-
tee, said in a conference call with reporters today that
providing air traffic control would come down to an
argument like: “Buy it from Joe’s Air Service. No,
Acme’s got a lower bid.” 

But Mr. May, of the airline trade group, called union
opposition “a contrived issue of self interest.”

Contract Tower Battle: 71 Airports
Airports, July 8, 2003
The Contract Tower Association wants FAA to retain

the authority to privatize VFR operations at another
71 airports while protecting the status of the 218 tow-
ers currently privatized, Spencer Dickerson, executive
director of the association, said last month.

Dickerson, who also serves as senior executive vice
president of the American Association of Airport
Executives, outlined his concerns recently at a press
luncheon in Washington. His comments come as the
Bush administration threatens to veto the fiscal 2004
FAA authorization if provisions barring any further
ATC privatization are not removed  (Airports, June 24).

Other goals include the appropriation of $82.5 mil-
lion to fund the contract tower program next year and
another $6.5 million to continue the cost-sharing pro-
gram, in which airports that do not fully meet FAA's
cost-benefit formula can make up the difference to
trigger privatization.

The National Air Traffic Controllers Association suit
against contract towers is now in its ninth year.
NATCA has always been concerned about privatiza-
tion expanding further into air traffic control, which is
the underlying issue in the dispute between the Bush
administration and the non-privatization provisions in
the Senate FAA reauthorization, proposed by Sen.
Frank Lautenberg (D-N.J.). Dickerson, however, said
that CTA’s goal is not to gradually “chip away” at
government-run air traffic control. CTA's interest is in
preserving that option for the 71 air ports, he said, in
the event the airports are interested and FAA deems
an application appropriate.

Part of NATCA’s argument has been the success of
FAA's controllers in rapidly and safely landing thou-
sands of aircraft after the terrorist attacks of Sept. 11.
Dickerson acknowledged that feat but said there were
“hundreds of contract-tower controllers who also
guided planes that day.” He added that contract tow-
ers handle President Bush's flights at Waco, Texas, and
Vice President Dick Cheney's into Jackson Hole, Wyo.
Dickerson cited reports from the DOT Inspector
General's office endorsing the cost-effectiveness and
safety of the program, and said the numbers show
that their safety record is “extremely good.”

Dickerson also pointed out that the 17 largest con-
tract towers handle more traffic than the 15 smallest
FAA towers. NATCA, which opposes any further pri-
vatization, criticizes the record of privatization in the
United Kingdom, Canada and Australia. NATCA
describes those “experiments” with privatization as “at
best, financial messes and, at worst, safety hazards.”

Ruth Marlin, NATCA executive vice president, told
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Airports that “just” 71 airports “is a fairly major inva-
sion” of privatization. Those airports also consist of
what used to be called Level 2 and Level 3 facilities,
she said -- larger, more complex operations than those
that have already entered the contract tower program.

Marlin said NATCA is not opposed to all contract
towers. Of the 218 now privatized, 90 are run under
the cost-sharing program, “and legitimately those
towers are airports that otherwise would not have a
tower,” she said.

Asked whether NATCA anticipates having to fight
the expansion of privatization every year, Marlin
pointed to easy passage of amendments attached to
FAA reauthorizations in the House and Senate back-
ing NATCA's position on privatization.

“I think once this [FAA] reauthorization passes, it
will be clear that those who are elected to speak for
the American people, spoke.”

NATCA Opposes Calls To Alter  Contract Tower
Compromise

Aviation Daily, June 30, 2003
Congress should ignore calls from the contract tower

industry to change proposed legislation allowing expansion
of the contract tower program, says National Air Traffic
Controllers Association (NATCA) President John Carr..

Carr said both the House and Senate already voted
to include a provision that would prevent further out-
sourcing of towers in their versions of FAA reautho-
rization legislation. There is a chance this provision
could be altered during the House-Senate conference
committee that is expected to begin soon, but Carr
said he is “hopeful” that lawmakers will not be influ-
enced by the Administration or industry lobby groups
and will leave it unaltered.

Language in both bills would prevent future privati-
zation of the air traffic control system. It would leave
current contract towers untouched and would still
allow non-towered airports to enter the contract tower
program. However, it would not allow the 71 VFR
towers that are staffed by FAA to be outsourced. The
U.S. Contract Tower Association (USCTA) said this
would put an unwelcome constraint on FAA, and the
White House opposed the anti-privatization provi-
sions (DAILY, June 25).. 

Carr said these provisions are essentially a compro-
mise preserving the status quo for the contract tower
program, and the USCTA helped develop the language.

Separately, Carr said he is optimistic a resolution
may come soon in NATCA's nine-year legal challenge
alleging the contract tower program was established
illegally. Carr said NATCA offered a settlement to
FAA, but it is no longer on the table.

Federal Board Releases Findings On Deerfield
Beach Plane Collision 

South Florida Sun-Sentinel, June 27, 2003
Just before the collision that left five dead, a south-

bound Cessna 172 raised it wing, as if its pilot sudden-
ly saw another airplane in his path. Still, the plane
clipped the wing of the northbound Cessna 182.

The Cessna 172, carrying a family of three, spun
almost straight down and crashed just south of the
Deerfield Beach International Fishing Pier.

The Cessna 182, with two missionaries on board,
seemed to be under control for a moment. Then it, too,
fell out of the sky, crashing north of the pier.

These details were released Thursday in a National
Transportation Safety Board preliminary report, show-
ing how the two planes might have slammed together
at 7:50 p.m. on June 17.

Based mostly on witness accounts, the report seems
to contradict NTSB evidence that the two planes hit
head-on, notably that the metal atop both planes was
peeled back.

However, investigators still think the two planes
rammed almost head-on, with the wings of both
planes hitting the roof of the other, said Jeff Kennedy,
head of the NTSB's Miami office. “So it wasn't truly
head-on, but slightly off center,” he said.

Witnesses placed the Cessna 172 slightly lower than
the faster, more powerful Cessna 182, said the report,
prepared by safety board investigator John Lovell.
According to radar information captured at Boca
Raton Airport, both planes were flying at about 1,100
feet above the ocean.

At the controls of the Cessna 172 was private pilot
Johnny Mark Willey, 39, of Margate, who was taking
his wife, Susan, 43, and daughter, Shelbi, 12, for a ride.
He was heading back to Fort Lauderdale Executive
Airport, where he was training to be an airline pilot.

Steve Ross, 46, of Boca Raton, a chaplain who had a
commercial pilot's license, was flying the other plane,
planning to land at Boca Raton Airport. He and pas-
senger Douglas Bauer, 48, were returning from the
Bahamas and had just cleared U.S. Customs at Fort
Lauderdale-Hollywood International Airport.

The safety board determined neither plane was
“actively being worked by air traffic control” and thus
did not receive a traffic advisory that the other was in
the vicinity, Kennedy said.

Kennedy said Ross, in the Cessna 182, contacted the
Boca Raton control tower, announcing he was
approaching for landing. Although the 172 had passed
through Boca Airport's airspace, Willey apparently
made no call to the control tower, he said.

Kennedy said in any case, both pilots were responsi-
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ble for seeing and avoiding the other.
“Where the collision occurred was not controlled

airspace,” he said. “Therefore, you're on your own.”
(Editor’s Note: Boca Raton is an FAA Contract

Tower facility.)

Contract Tower Group Calls On Congress To
Protect Program

Aviation Daily, June 25, 2003
The major industry group representing contract tow-

ers is urging lawmakers to ensure the FAA reautho-
rization bill protects the current crop of contract towers
and secures FAA’s ability to expand the program.

U.S. Contract Tower Association (USCTA) Executive
Director Spencer Dickerson said yesterday the appar-
ent intent of both versions of the reauthorization bill is
to prevent anti-privatization clauses from affecting the
218 contract towers and let FAA bring non-towered
airports into the program. While Dickerson applauds
these efforts, he also wants lawmakers to make these
protections “crystal-clear.”

However, both bills also include language that
would take away the agency’s right to contract out the
71 VFR towers staffed by FAA controllers, Dickerson
said. He called on lawmakers to reverse these provi-
sions, which would “handcuff” FAA’s ability to man-
age its budget. FAA has no immediate plans to out-
source these 71 towers, but its option to do so should
be preserved, said Dickerson.

FAA spokesman Greg Martin agreed the outsourcing
option should be retained, saying lawmakers should
not “give us clear directions to operate more efficiently
and effectively and then remove the tools for us to do
that.” The White House has threatened to veto the
reauthorization bill if it includes anti-privatization lan-
guage (DAILY, June 12), and Dickerson said he hopes
the Administration will “get engaged in this issue.”

Dickerson said the contract tower program saves
FAA about $50 million-$60 million a year because the
outsourced towers would cost twice as much if staffed
by FAA controllers. Contract towers account for about
25% of annual U.S. aircraft operations, he said.

The National Air Traffic Controllers Association
(NATCA), a vociferous opponent of the program,
launched litigation to bring contract towers back into
the FAA fold. Dickerson said it is uncertain what effect
the anti-privatization language in the reauthorization
measure would have on this nine-year-old lawsuit,
but the agency is unlikely to expand the program until
the litigation is resolved. 

White House Threatens Reauthorization Veto 
Airports, June 24, 2003
Bush administration threats to veto FAA reautho-

rization over the inclusion of language preventing any
further privatization of air traffic control (ATC) are
likely hollow, congressional and industry sources say.

In a “statement of administration policy” released
June 11, the White House said while it supported FAA
reauthorization, it strongly opposed a provision that
would block ATC privatization. “Such restrictions are
unnecessary and would hinder the ability of the [FAA]
to manage the air traffic control system,” the statement
read. “If the final legislation includes provisions that
would inappropriately prohibit the conversion of FAA
facilities or functions from the Federal Government to
the private sector, the President’s senior advisors
would recommend that he veto the bill.”

At the center of the administration’s maneuvers,
sources say, is an amendment attached to the reautho-
rization bill by Sen. Frank Lautenberg (D-N.J.) during
debate that would preserve all ATC controllers, spe-
cialists such as maintenance technicians, and flight
service station controllers as “inherently governmen-
tal” functions. A similar amendment was attached to
the House version by Transportation Committee
Chairman Don Young (R-Alaska) and ranking mem-
ber James Oberstar (D-Minn.). The language would
counter the administration’s reclassification of ATC
earlier this year as a commercial activity. Despite mak-
ing the new classification, FAA Administrator Marion
Blakey has assured members of Congress the adminis-
tration does not intend to seek ATC privatization.

Blakey is under pressure to adhere to President
Bush’s goal of contracting out 15% of federal agency
work, according to Lautenberg staffers. “[Office of
Management and Budget] watchdogs, armed with
spreadsheets on the federal workforce, are pushing
agencies hard to meet this 15% quota,” said an e-mail
from Lautenberg’s office to congressional members
clarifying the lawmaker’s position. “Ms. Blakey was
hoping to get away with her action of deeming air
traffic control ‘commercial’ so that she could fulfill her
quota, and get OMB off her back.”

The administration would be “crazy” to veto reau-
thorization over the issue of ATC privatization, said
Dan Katz, chief counsel for Lautenberg. “The public
wanted the baggage screeners federalized, so why
would the public want Bush to put those Wackenhut
guys in charge of air traffic control?” Katz said. 

Furthermore, said another staffer for the lawmaker,
holding up the multibillion-dollar reauthorization
would risk upsetting the nation’s aviation system “in
a manner almost as severe as 9/11 did. There’s a rea-
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son why the aviation bill is moving faster than all the
other transportation bills this year,” the staffer said.

Congressional sources say DOT Secretary Norman
Mineta toned down the veto threat immediately after
the reauthorization bill was passed out of the Senate.
A DOT spokesman, however, said there was no indi-
cation Mineta said anything contrary to the statement.
“We stand behind the statement of administration pol-
icy,” he said.

The American Association of Airport Executives
(AAAE) is worried that the House and Senate provi-
sions would handcuff FAA’s ability to manage opera-
tions efficiently. AAAE, a staunch advocate of the con-
tract tower program, has long advocated expanding
the program from the current 218 visual flight rule
(VFR) towers to FAA’s remaining 71 VFR towers. But
the reauthorization bill language would block that,
said Spencer Dickerson, senior executive VP of AAAE
and executive director of the Contract Tower
Association. “The prohibition in both bills would pro-
tect those airports that would qualify for the pro-
gram,” such as current contract towers, non-federal
towers and certain other non-towered airports, he
said. “All we’re saying is preserve the option where

it’s supported by the local airport,” he said.
“Veto threats are not to be taken lightly,” Dickerson

said. “Right now, we’re hearing they’re pretty serious
about it.”

Ken Montoya, lobbyist for the National Air Traffic
Controllers Association believes the administration is
bluffing. He pointed to the strong Senate vote protect-
ing ATC from more privatization — 56 to 41, includ-
ing 11 Republicans — as an example of the bipartisan
support, which he hopes will carry the provision
through conference. “We’re going to fight for the
Lautenberg amendment as it stands,” he said.

Although the administration protests it has no inten-
tion of privatizing ATC, Blakey has qualified her state-
ments by saying there’s no intention to privatize roles
at en route centers or large TRACONs [Terminal
Radar Approach Control], which could leave about
265 facilities eligible for contracting out, Montoya
said. “It gives us pause, if they’re true to their state-
ment that they plan not to contract out,” he said. If
that’s true, according to Montoya, then with
Lautenberg’s language, “all Congress is doing is codi-
fying their agreement.”

Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association President Phil
Boyer also is wary. “The administration can protest all
it wants that it has no plans to contract out air traffic
control, but the fact that they’re willing to threaten a
veto of an FAA spending bill that contains so many
good things for aviation over this language makes clear
their real intent,” Boyer said. “The Administration’s
tough stance leaves nothing to the imagination of those
of us in aviation who fear a privately run air traffic sys-
tem.... It’s clear what their agenda is.”

Congress and Bush Split On Privatizing at F.A.A.
New York Times, June 20, 2003
Air traffic control has become a flashpoint of the

Bush administration’s effort to contract out hundreds
of thousands of federal jobs to the private sector.

Both the House and Senate voted last week to forbid
further privatization of the air traffic system, after vig-
orous lobbying by the controllers’ unions, supported
by a group representing private pilots. Soon, negotia-
tors for the two houses will iron out differences in the
bill to which the measures were attached. The under-
lying bill authorizes the Federal Aviation
Administration to spend money for the next few
years; the House version is for $58.9 billion over four
years, and the Senate version is for $43.5 billion over
three years.

The administration is threatening to veto the bill
over the privatization provision. On June 11, it
announced that “restrictions are unnecessary and
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would hinder” the ability of the aviation agency to
manage the air traffic control system. In May, the
administration said that of 850,000 government jobs
that it says could be handled by private contractors, it
would like to open 15 percent of them to private-sec-
tor competition in the current fiscal year, which ends
on Sept. 30. Officials have said they would like to find
some of those jobs at the F.A.A.

More than 200 airports, mostly small, already have
“contract towers” with privately employed air traffic
controllers, and as the aviation agency has bought
new air traffic computers, it has bought maintenance
contracts on some of that equipment from the ven-
dors, rather than using its own technicians.

In 2000, President Bill Clinton declared that the air
traffic function was “inherently governmental,” but last
year, the Bush administration reversed that position.

The controllers argue that their jobs cannot be done
by private workers. “Air traffic control is too impor-
tant to the public’s safety to be sold off to the lowest
bidder,” John Carr, president of the National Air

Traffic Controllers Association, known as NATCA,
told a House panel in March.

Mr. Carr has repeatedly cited Sept. 11, 2001, when,
he noted, government air traffic controllers safely
brought 4,500 airplanes to landings around the coun-
try in just over two and a half hours. In contrast, he
has argued, suicidal terrorists were able to seize four
planes because of a privatized security system.

Senator Frank R. Lautenberg, Democrat of New
Jersey, who sponsored the amendment in the Senate,
said, “Your luggage is important enough to be
screened by trained federal workers.”

It is not clear, however, that the jobs of those con-
trollers are the ones the Bush administration has in
mind. Marion C. Blakey, administrator of the aviation
agency, said in an interview that she would like to con-
tract out the jobs of about 2,000 F.A.A. workers at 61
flight service stations, offices that give briefings to
pilots on weather, special notices and temporary flight
restrictions.

Those briefings cost the agency about $15 each, Ms.
Blakey said, and the agency believes a private compa-
ny can do the job for far less.

The flight service stations also provide some ser-
vices to planes in flight, although they do not direct
traffic the way that radar controllers do. They also
serve corporate and military pilots, and sometimes
airline pilots. A consultant who studied the issue for
the aviation agency last year concluded that privatiza-
tion was feasible.

Wally Pike, president of the union for the flight
briefers, the National Association of Air Traffic
Specialists, who opposes privatization, said that the
$15 figure was not accurate and that part of the prob-
lem was that the flight service stations were top-heavy
with management. With proper government invest-
ment, Mr. Pike said, costs would fall.

But the fate of Mr. Pike’s members has been taken
up by a more powerful organization, Natca, which
represents about 15,000 radar controllers. Natca repre-
sents some contract tower controllers and is trying to
get their jobs returned to government positions.

So far, there has been no public discussion at the
administration level of privatizing the part of the air
traffic system that has historically been the most trou-
blesome, the management. The most prominent criti-
cisms of air traffic control are about its failures to
modernize, an activity in which the rank-and-file con-
trollers play only a small role.

The track record of privatized air traffic systems
abroad is in dispute. The British National Air Traffic
System got off to a bad start in 2001, when it could not
handle all the traffic. It had to be bailed out by the
government. In 2002, a privatized air traffic control
system mishandled traffic in southern Germany, and a
Boeing 757 cargo plane collided with a Tupolev pas-
senger jet. Canada privatized its system in 1996. The
private company cut costs for airlines, raised con-
trollers’ pay and modernized, but ran into financial
trouble when the volume of air traffic fell after the
Sept. 11 attacks.

In the House version of the authorization bill at
issue, another amendment would require that in
future airliner crashes, the National Transportation
Safety Board’s hearings be made available for viewing
in the city where the plane originated and at its desti-
nation city. The amendment was sponsored by
Representative Anthony Weiner, Democrat of
Brooklyn, who complained that relatives of some of
the passengers on American Airlines 587, which
crashed in November 2001 in Queens, could not travel
to Washington to attend the hearing. The safety board
used to hold the hearings near the site of the crash,
but now conducts them in Washington in a move to
cut costs.
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Will Congress Protect the Unionized Government
Monopoly at the FAA?

Published by TheHeritage Foundation, June 19, 2003
President George W. Bush’s effort to improve gov-

ernment services and reduce costs by requiring com-
petitive contracting for commercial-type jobs in the
federal bureaucracy has been actively opposed by
many civil servants, their unions, and Members of
Congress who want to protect select employees from
private-sector competition.

Under the Federal Activities Inventory Reform Act
signed by President Bill Clinton in 1998, federal agen-
cies are required to identify those positions that are
commercial in nature, as opposed to those that are
“inherently governmental.” This year, the federal gov-
ernment identified 850,000 such commercial jobs, and

the Bush
Administration is
requiring agencies to
open a portion of them
each year to competi-
tion from the private
sector to determine
who can do the best
work at the least cost.
The U.S. Department
of Defense (DOD) has
used this process for
several decades and
has realized average
savings of 30 percent
when positions are
exposed to formal com-

petition. Although many opponents misrepresent this
policy as an anti–federal worker outsourcing program,
the existing government work force wins about half
the competitions by improving operations and lower-
ing costs.

Despite the success of competitive contracting at the
federal, state, and local levels, opposition to it is
formidable. So far this year, Members of Congress
have introduced several bills to protect influential
groups of workers. In June 2003, the House and Senate
passed reauthorization legislation for the Federal
Aviation Administration (FAA), and both versions
include provisions shielding controllers (the Senate
version also shields flight service station personnel) in
the FAA’s air traffic control system from competitive
competition. The legislation would do this by reclassi-
fying these FAA jobs as inherently governmental,
thereby prohibiting any competitive contracting for
them. The congressional declaration that these jobs are
inherently governmental would surprise the hundreds

of private-sector controllers working in the 218 U.S.
control towers already contracted out to private busi-
ness. It would also surprise the thousands of con-
trollers working in the privatized and/ or commercial-
ized air traffic control systems in the United Kingdom,
Canada, Switzerland, Australia, Germany, and more
than a dozen other countries.

An April 2000 study by the Office of the Inspector
General at the U.S. Department of Transportation con-
firmed that the 187 Level 1 towers that FAA had con-
tracted out to private operators (as of 1999) saved the
agency $250,000 per tower per year. The report also
estimated that extending the contracting program to
71 additional FAA-staffed Visual Flight Rule towers
could yield an even greater annual savings of $881,000
per tower because of a new FAA pay system for gov-
ernment controllers. Significantly, the study found that
there was “little difference in the quality or safety of
services provided at Level 1 towers whether they were
operated by the FAA or by contractors.” The contract-
ed towers were slightly more error-free (0.05 errors
per 100,000 operations) than comparable FAA towers
(0.06 errors per 100,000 operations).

Behind the prejudice exhibited by some Members of
Congress against private companies and their workers
is the misperception that they will not perform as well
as government workers and that any federal competi-
tive contracting—if allowed at all—should be limited
to simple, unskilled tasks. In contrast to these congres-
sional prejudices, the DOD has aggressively embraced
competitive contracting for a variety of vital services
and has been doing so for several decades. Money
saved on contracted services can be redirected to
defense needs, and competitive contracting frees high-
ly trained uniform personnel for more vital tasks.
From 1995 to 2000, the DOD conducted 286 separate
competitions under the guidelines of Office of
Management and Budget (OMB) Circular A–76 with
an estimated annual savings of $290 million. Examples
of contracted national security services range from the
simple to the highly sophisticated and include hous-
ing, tank repair, communications, supply manage-
ment, and aircraft maintenance, including the B–2
stealth bomber. As is evident from the military’s recent
swift successes in Afghanistan and Iraq, DOD’s
aggressive use of competitive contracting does not
seem to have undermined military performance.
However much proponents of unionized controllers
argue that the proposed FAA prohibition reflects a
special situation, it is in fact just another legislative
effort to preserve the status quo and shelter govern-
ment workers from the competitive forces with which
most Americans comfortably exist. One notable exam-
ple is last year’s effort to preserve the Government
Printing Office’s printing monopoly; yet, when OMB
opened the contract to print the federal budget to
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competition, the cost dropped by 24 percent from the
previous year. Another example is the effort by Sen.
Edward Kennedy (D–Mass.) to prevent competitive
contracting at the National Park Service, where much
of the work force is involved in routine maintenance,
lawn care, and janitorial work. Despite DOD’s proven
contracting success with sophisticated services, Sen.
Kennedy contends that contracting will “put many of
our great national treasures in the hands of private
contractors who may put their profits above national
interests.” Similar efforts include attempts to derail the
Army’s ambitious effort to open 200,000 jobs to com-
petition and an amendment sponsored by Sen.
Barbara Mikulski (D–Md.) that forbids the White
House from spending any money to manage its com-
petitive contracting program. 

These attempts have not yet succeeded, although an
earlier effort in the Senate to protect the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers from complying with the program
was successful.

In response to House and Senate passage of FAA
bills that protect contractors from competition, the
White House has issued a Statement of Policy threat-
ening to veto any bill that includes such prohibitions
on the President’s ability to manage the federal work
force effectively on behalf of the taxpayers and service
users. The White House is to be commended for this
stand, and President Bush should carry out that threat
if Congress fails to remove the offending prohibitions
in conference.

Ensuring Friendly Skies
The Washington Times, June 17, 2003
By Robert Poole, The Reason Foundation
Given the political makeup of Congress, you’d think

an executive order signed by President Bush just last
year would be safe. After all, the executive order sim-
ply removed four words calling air traffic control “an
inherently governmental function.” 

But apparently, the decline of unions has been great-

ly exaggerated. Ten Republican senators ignored mul-
tiple veto threats from the administration and desert-
ed Mr. Bush so they could cater to an inefficient union,
the National Air Traffic Controllers Association. The
GOP ten joined all but one Democrat in approving a
bill that would force all air traffic control (ATC) func-
tions to be done solely by the U.S. government. 

But is ATC inherently governmental? In 2001, a
dozen retired senior Federal Aviation Administration
(FAA) officials, including four former administrators,
didn’t think so, stating, “Air traffic control is a 24
hour-a-day, 7 day-a-week high-tech service business. It
can and should be operated by a separate corporate
entity, paid directly by its customers, and directly
accountable to its customers for its performance. This
country can no longer afford to provide this 21st-cen-
tury service using a 1950s-type organizational and
funding approach.” 

Those officials, with decades of experience, knew
first hand that our system has become increasingly
inefficient and a wasteland that gobbles up taxpayer
money. In 2000, the Department of Transportation
Office of Inspector General noted that the number of
operational errors in U.S. air traffic control had
increased by 51 percent over five years, and com-
plained the FAA’s efforts to reduce the rate were “inef-
fective” and lacked a “sense of urgency.” 

More recently, Inspector General Ken Mead detailed
five ATC modernization projects that went $3 billion
over budget. On the advice of the former officials, and
in attempts to stop the fiscal bleeding, Mr. Bush set
out to determine if air traffic control can be provided
in ways other than a tax-funded government bureau-
cracy. It can be 29 countries, including Great Britain,
Germany, Canada and New Zealand have successfully
corporatized their air traffic control operations. And
both the International Civil Aviation Organization and
the International Air Transport Association, two of
aviation’s most important bodies, endorse this global
shift toward corporatization. 

Britain, Australia and Canada have all shown cost
reductions since reorganizing their systems. In
Australia, operating costs are down 26 percent while
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handling much more air traffic. In Canada, user fees
are less than the taxes they replaced and operational
irregularities have decreased since NavCanada, a non-
profit corporation, took over. 

Mr. Bush’s goal is to make air traffic control more
efficient and high-tech thus able to handle more
planes safely with (ultimately) fewer controllers. By
taking advantage of airliners’ computerized flight
management systems and GPS navigation capabilities,
many routine decisions could be made in the cockpit,
with the air traffic control system evolving into an air
traffic management system, in which controllers serve
more as guides and advisors, helping pilots avoid con-
flicts but not dictating their every move. 

But controllers launched an all-out lobbying cam-
paign full of misinformation to block these valuable
technological and efficiency gains and succeeded in
fooling nine Republican senators. (In an ironic twist,
call it karma, the union will undoubtedly spend its
money and work tirelessly to take the seats of the nine
Republican turncoats who abandoned Bush and voted
with them on this bill.) 

The union falsely accuses Mr. Bush of trying to “pri-
vatize” air traffic control by contracting it out to the
lowest bidder. That is completely false. None of the
major plans for reform call for the system to be run by
a for-profit company. Transportation Secretary Norm
Mineta, in 1997, recommended converting air traffic
control into a businesslike operation within the FAA.
A 1994 plan by former Vice President Al Gore called
for it to be run as a separate government corporation.
And a 2001 Reason Foundation plan suggested creat-
ing a nonprofit corporation similar to Canada’s sys-
tem. The union is opposed to all three. 

Meanwhile, we aren’t as safe in the skies as we
should be. More than 200 small U.S. airports use non-
union, private air traffic controllers. In 2000 and 2001,
the average error rate at generously staffed, union
operated FAA towers was more than twice as high as
the error rates at private towers. And the private tow-
ers cost less than half as much to run as comparable
FAA towers. 

Secretary of Transportation Norman Mineta stated
he will recommend that Mr. Bush veto the entire FAA
Reauthorization Bill if it contains its current air traffic
language. Congressional Republicans should be smart
and remove the language in committee. If they don’t,
they will be saying that having controllers remain fed-
eral employees is more important than increasing
airspace capacity, safety and accountability. While
ours remains the world’s busiest air traffic control sys-
tem, it is no longer the most efficient or the most mod-
ern. Freezing the bureaucratic status quo would only
worsen this troubling situation. 

Senate FAA ATC Privatization Ban Goes Too Far,
Mica Says

Aviation Daily, June 16, 2003
Sen. Frank Lautenberg’s (D-N.J.) block on ATC pri-

vatization that became part of the Senate’s FAA reau-
thorization last week (DAILY, June 13) may have to go
or be dramatically scaled back in conference in order
for Congress to pass the bill, Rep. John Mica (R-Fla.)
said Friday day. 

The Senate Thursday passed a $43.5 billion FAA
reauthorization package that funds FAA operations at
$7.6 billion for Fiscal Year 2004; $7.7 billion for FY
2005, and $7.9 billion for FY 2006; funds the Airport
Improvement Program at $3.4 billion for FY 2004; $3.5
billion for FY 2005, and $3.6 billion for FY 2006, and
the Airway Facilities Improvement Program at $2.9
billion for FY 2004; $2.97 billion for FY 2005, and $3.0
billion for FY 2006. 

It also contains language from Sens. Arlen Specter
(R-Pa.) and Barbara Boxer (D-Calif.) requiring non-
U.S. repair stations to meet the same safety standards
as domestic repair stations. 

Mica, chair of the House Transportation aviation
subcommittee, said Lautenberg’s amendment went
“way too far in putting a cap” on efforts to change the
government’s definition of air traffic controllers, which
is at the heart of a debate between the White House
and Congress on opening the way to privatization. The
Lautenberg amendment doesn’t affect the contract
tower program but extends protections to non-ATC
specific personnel. The White House could veto the bill
if the ATC privatization language remains. 

Mica said there were few large gaps between the
Senate and House bills that need to be worked out in
conference, which will probably begin after the July 4
recess. Key lawmakers will keep pushing for more
slots at Washington National over the protests of the
Northern Virginia and Wash ington, D.C., delegation.
The House bill added 20 slots. Mica noted that DCA is
down three million passengers and more than 100
flights per day, so lawmakers want “as many [slots] as
we can get.” The House did manage to pass a measure
sponsored by Del. Eleanor Holmes Norton (D-D.C.)
that kills off a “Come-and-See Me” provision that
would have required the Metropolitan Washington
Airports Authority to come back before Congress by
September 2004 to continue to get federal grants and
collect passenger fees. 

Meanwhile, the House Transportation Committee is
tentatively scheduled on June 25 to mark up the avia-
tion technical corrections bill, which was held up over
a jurisdiction debate with the Select Committee on
Homeland Security. 
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Mica also plans to press forward with support for
anti-aircraft missile defense systems for aircraft, not-
ing that two $30 million contracts will be awarded—
reportedly to BAE Systems and Northrop Grumman—
to produce a product quickly that can be deployed on
some aircraft. House Appropriations homeland securi-
ty subcommittee

Chair Rep. Harold Rogers (R-Ky.) included a $60
million provision during markup last week for
research and development. That bill is expected to go
to markup before the full committee tomorrow.

White House Threatens to Veto FAA Bill Over
Privatization Language 

GovExec Newsletter, June 3, 2003
The White House is threatening to veto the Federal

Aviation Administration reauthorization bill if it
includes language that blocks the agency from out-
sourcing air traffic control jobs. 

Despite repeated statements that it has no plans to
outsource air traffic controllers, the Bush administra-
tion is resisting a measure in the House version of the
FAA bill, H.R. 2115, which would prohibit outsourc-
ing. In a statement issued Wednesday, the Office of
Management and Budget said the outsourcing provi-
sion, sponsored by Rep. James Oberstar, D-Minn.
could derail the $58 billion reauthorization bill. 

“If the final legislation includes provisions that
would inappropriately prohibit the conversion of FAA
facilities or functions from the federal government to
the private sector, the president’s senior advisers
would recommend that he veto the bill,” said OMB. 

Airports Lobby Congress To Fund Contract Tower
Program

Aviation Daily, April 22, 2003
Ten airport and aviation organizations have written

to key House and Senate appropriators endorsing
more funding for the FAA contract tower program in
fiscal year 2004.

Letters went out on Friday to House Appropriations
Chair Bill Young (R-Fla.) and Ranking Member David
Obey (D-Wis.), Rep. Ernest Istook (R-Okla.), chair of
the appropriations transportation subcommittee and
Rep. John Oliver (D-Mass.), subcommittee ranking
member, and Sen. Ted Stevens (R-Alaska), chair of
Senate Appropriations. The group also sent letters to
Sen. Robert Byrd (D-W.Va.), ranking committee mem-
ber Sen. Richard Shelby (R-Ala.), chair of the trans-
portation subcommittee, and Sen. Patty Murray (D-

Wash.), ranking subcommittee member.
The groups want Congress to fund $82.5 million for

the program plus $6.5 million to be used exclusively
to continue the contract tower cost-sharing program.
There are 218 smaller airports participating in the con-
tract tower program. 

American Association of Airport Executives and its
affiliate the U.S. Contract Tower Association, Airports
Council International-North America, National
Business Aviation Association, Air Transport
Association, Air Traffic Control Association and the
Regional Airline Association were among those sign-
ing the letters. 

Bipartisan Bill Would Halt ATC Privatization
Aviation Daily, April 14, 2003
Four lawmakers introduced legislation Thursday to

stop the government from privatizing U.S. air traffic
control, in a move hailed by the National Air Traffic
Controllers Association as “a bold and critical step.”

2003 U.S. Contract Tower Association Annual Report
62



Reps. James Oberstar (D-Minn.), ranking Democrat on
the House Transportation Committee, Frank LoBiondo
(R-N.J.), chair of the Coast Guard and Maritime
Transportation subcommittee, Peter DeFazio (D-Ore.),
ranking Democrat on the aviation subcommittee, and
Jack Quinn (R-N.Y.), chairman of the railroad subcom-
mittee, introduced the Air Traffic Control System
Integrity Act of 2003. The measure wouldn’t affect the
existing contract tower program, lawmakers said.

The bill responds to a White House move last sum-
mer altering policy language that declared ATC an
“inherently governmental function.” More recently, the
Office of Management and Budget (OMB) put con-
trollers on its 2002 Commercial Activities list, an inven-
tory of government work that could be subject to com-
petition, a Transportation Committee spokesman said.

Oberstar called the actions disturbing, saying, “The
national air space...is a complex, integrated arrange-
ment of thousands of distinct systems, as well as regu-
lations, procedures and people, all interfacing with
one another to accomplish one of the most intricate
missions in the world — ensuring our country’s abili-
ty to safely and efficiently move over 600 million pas-
sengers a year.” 

Groups Object To Closure Of Meigs
PR Newswire, April 3, 2003
(Editor’s Note: Meigs Field was an FAA Contract

Tower.)
WASHINGTON—Today, six general aviation groups

signed a letter to President Bush expressing the com-
munity’s “shock and outrage” over the Mayor of
Chicago’s use of national security as an excuse to
demolish Meigs Field. 

The letter asks the President to “reaffirm federal
authority over security matters affecting the nation’s
air transportation system.” Additionally, the letter
asks the President to elevate the importance of our
national system of airports to that of our national sys-
tem of highways.

Below is the text of the letter to President Bush from
the National Business Aviation Association, General
Aviation Manufacturers Association, Experimental
Aircraft Association, National Air Transportation
Association, Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association,
and Helicopter Association International. A copy of
the letter was also sent to Secretary of Homeland
Security Tom Ridge, Secretary of Transportation
Norman Mineta, Under Secretary for Border and
Transportation Security Asa Hutch inson, TSA
Administrator Admiral Jim Loy, and FAA
Administrator Marion Blakey. 

“We are concerned about who is responsible for

decisions affecting national security. On Monday, the
Mayor of Chicago, without the required notice to any
federal authority, and under the cloak of darkness,
closed and demolished by bulldozer an important air-
port in our nation’s air transportation system—Meigs
Field. The general aviation community, representing
every aspect of aviation except scheduled airlines and
the military, is shocked and outraged that a mayor,
using the pretext of national security, can destroy a
national asset, create a significant safety risk and
reduce capacity in an area already faced with signifi-
cant aviation congestion. 

“To address what has occurred in Chicago and to
prevent a repeat of this situation in other locations, we
urge you to reaffirm federal authority over security
matters affecting the nation’s air transportation sys-
tem. The action taken on Monday in Chicago is akin to
a mayor or a governor destroying access ramps to a
major interstate highway due to security concerns for
traffic using that road. Elevating the importance of our
national system of airports to that of our national sys-
tem of highways will send a clear signal to those who
would justify their actions in the name of homeland
protection. No local official should be allowed to dam-
age unilaterally the national aviation system as was
demonstrated on Monday. 

“You urged the creation of a Department of
Homeland Security to help protect the United States
and our way of life, which we supported. Please do
not stand idly by as our nation’s airports and airspace
face a patchwork of restrictions and closures via local
and state power grabs. We stand ready to assist you in
achieving these mutual goals.”

Chicago Quietly Closes Lakefront Airport 
Washington Post, April 1, 2003 
(Editor’s note: Meigs Field was an FAA Contract

Tower)
CHICAGO, March 31 — The bulldozers showed up

at Meigs Field in pitch darkness to rip up the runway
and close forever Chicago’s lakefront airport—spark-
ing an outcry from flying enthusiasts who considered
it the nation’s most important single-runway airport. 

Mayor Richard M. Daley said today that while there
have been no specific threats to the downtown area,
he closed the airport to prevent an airborne terrorist
attack against his city. 

“We have done this to protect the millions of people
who live, work and visit downtown Chicago in these
very uncertain times,” Daley said at a news conference.
“With a sudden turn, (the planes that land there) could
produce a terrible tragedy. That scares me. That scares
people who work every day in the city of Chicago.” 
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But critics dismissed the mayor’s explanation as a
convenient excuse to close an airport on a spot that
Daley has long wanted to turn into a public park and
nature preserve. The mayor has made beautification of
Chicago’s lakefront, which includes parks and muse-
ums, a priority. Several years ago, he even ordered a
rerouting of Lake Shore Drive away from the water to
enhance park land. 

Steve Whitney, former president of Friends of Meigs
Field, called the action a “land grab” and an abuse of
power. “This was done in the dark of night—no public
hearing, no public input,” he said at a news confer-
ence sponsored by supporters of the tiny airport. 

Just before midnight Sunday, backhoes and large
trucks trundled into the airport and began carving
large X’s into the runway. Chicago police barred
access to the site while the work took place. Daley
said the covert action was done to avoid delays and
lawsuits by critics who have long fought to keep the
airport open. 

The move was so abrupt that 16 airplanes are
stranded there, and may have to be trucked to another
site. Even the Federal Aviation Administration was
caught off guard, and has gotten an earful from avia-
tion enthusiasts. 

“We were concerned to learn this morning of the
decision to close Meigs Field,” said Elizabeth Isham
Corey, an FAA spokeswoman in Chicago. She said
many aviation enthusiasts were upset, and “we share
their concern (that) removing any centrally located air-
port only diminishes capacity and puts added stress
on O’Hare and Midway.” 

Corey said the action, while unusual, appears to be
legal because all federal loans to build the facility have
been repaid and the decision to keep it open lies with
the city. 

While popular with enthusiasts and business char-
ters, Meigs Field has not had regular commercial
flights for years. 

Daley had reached an agreement with former gover-
nor George Ryan that would have kept the airport—
which was featured in films including “Home Alone”
and “The Fugitive”—open until at least 2026. National
groups, including the National Air Traffic Controllers
Association, the Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association
and the General Aviation Manufacturers Association,
cited that agreement in their condemnations. 

“The mayor has broken his promise not only to the
citizens of his own city, but also to the pilots of
America,” AOPA President Phil Boyer said in a state-
ment. “Past research indicates that the law hasn’t been
broken. However, we’re not going to allow the mayor
to hide behind the fiction of ‘homeland security’ for
his reprehensible action.” 

U.S.  Senate Dems Warn Of Air Traffic Control
Privatization

Dow Jones Newswire, Feb. 25, 2003
WASHINGTON -(Dow Jones)- U.S. Senate

Democrats called on President George W. Bush
Tuesday to reverse a recent reclassification of air traffic
control jobs, which they say could eventually lead to
the privatization of the air traffic control system.

Sen. Frank Lautenberg, D-N.J., said the Feb 6. deci-
sion by the U.S. Department of Transportation to
reclassify air traffic controllers as “inherently govern-
mental” to a “commercial activity” allows the govern-
ment to contract out those jobs to private firms.

Lautenberg and 24 other Senate Democrats sent a
letter to Bush Tuesday asking the White House to
reclassify air traffic control as an “inherently govern-
mental function.”

“As a nation, we should be clear and unambiguous
about the importance we place on maintaining our
world-class air traffic control system,” Lautenberg
wrote. “ We have, through wise legislation, demanded
that baggage screeners be federal employees. As a
government we should be equally clear that air traffic
controllers should also be public employees, entirely
accountable to the public.”

Lautenberg also said he plans to push for the enact-
ment of legislation that would designate air traffic
control as an “inherently governmental” function.

In the House, Rep. James Oberstar, D-Minn, said he
would soon introduce a similar bill. Oberstar is the top
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Democrat on the House Transportation Committee.
The National Air Traffic Controllers Association, the

union that represents 15,000 air traffic controllers, is
holding its annual Washington meeting this week and
has been meeting with lawmakers to discuss the issue.

The Federal Aviation Administration, a unit of the
Department of Transportation, and employer of most
air traffic controllers, sent out a memo late last year to
the controllers about the reclassification.

FAA Administrator Marion Blakey said the reclassifica-
tion was a technical issue and that “these functions aren’t
subject to competition and won’t be contracted out.”

The memo said the Office of Management and
Budget required all agencies to develop a list of inher-
ently governmental positions and that based on the
criteria given, air traffic control couldn’t be classified
that way.

Instead, air traffic control was classified as commer-
cial function, but it was deemed “a core mission activ-
ity that should not be privatized.”

John Carr, president of the controller’s union, said
he “takes no comfort whatsoever in the denials of the
FAA and the Department of Transportation.”

William Shumann, an FAA spokesman, said the
FAA contracts with private firms to run the control
towers at 219 small airports. He said air traffic con-
trollers are FAA employees at 266 towers at large- and
medium-sized airports. He said the FAA has no plans
to expand the number of jobs it already contracts out. 

Prospects for Control Tower are Improving
Sedona (Ariz.) Red Rock News, Feb. 21, 2003
The ducks seem to be falling in a row for Sedona

Airport, or perhaps they’re landing.
The Sedona Airport Administration has completed

several steps in recent weeks toward controlling air
noise and redirecting the business of the airport away
from air tours:

•  The administration board approved a plan last
week to charge a fee for commercial tours that
visit the airport overlook.

•  The Yavapai County Board of Supervisors
approved an extended lease earlier this month
that consolidates the administration’s control of
the airport mesa and allows it to seek bonding for
future construction projects.

•  And the latest, Congress passed legislation that
would provide the bulk of the funding for an air
control tower.

The legislation, attached to an omnibus spending
measure Congress approved Feb. 13, is awaiting
President Bush’s signature.

“All in all, I would have to say we had a pretty suc-

cessful month,” airport General Manager Mac McCall
told the Sedona Noise Abatement Committee
Wednesday morning.

McCall has argued that a tower would help limit
airplane noise by allowing the Sedona area’s airspace
to be controlled. The grassroots committee has fought
for years to limit air noise.

McCall said the legislation’s passage was the culmi-
nation of several years of lobbying locally and by an
industry trade group of which McCall is a member,
the American Association of Airport Executives.

“Without that, it never would have taken place,”
McCall said.

The legislation would provide 90 percent matching
grants by opening up previously unavailable funding
from the $3.4 billion Airport Improvement Program to
airports that have or are seeking contract towers.

Also, an AIP grant would allow the airport adminis-
tration to apply for a 5 percent matching grant from
the state Department of Transportation.

In the nation, 219 airport towers are part of the
Federal Aviation Administration’s contract tower pro-
gram, which allows control towers to be operated by
one of three private companies approved by the FAA,
according to Spencer Dickerson, senior executive vice
president of AAAE.

“It’s a significant program for small airports,” he said.
Prior to the bill, contract towers weren’t available

for AIP funding, effectively meaning that small air-
ports like Sedona’s didn’t have a chance to receive
federal funding to build control towers. The backlog
to build FAA-managed control towers is lengthy,
Dickerson said.

McCall has presented estimates from a similar tower
at Glacier park International Airport in Kalispell,
Mont., that cost almost $1.6 million to design, build
and equip.

Dickerson said if the legislation is signed by the
president, he expected that the FAA would allow AIP
funding to be used for all phases of tower design and
construction.

Under the contract tower program, the FAA pays for
75 percent of tower operational costs. A separate
tower bill was passed by the House last fall during the
107th Congress, but it didn’t make it out of the Senate
before that Congress adjourned.

The legislation avoided having to re-start the con-
gressional process this year by being attached to the
spending bill. The federal government has operated
on continuing spending resolutions since its fiscal year
started Oct. 1.

Even if the legislation is signed by Bush, the airport
administration would still have to apply for funding,
a process that’s likely to take the balance of the year,
McCall said.
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Lautenberg Plans Effort To Head Off Air Traffic
Privatization

National Journal’s CongressDailyAM Jan. 23, 2003
Sen. Frank Lautenberg, D-N.J., is planning to lead

an effort this year to prevent the Bush administration
from taking steps he believes could lead to the privati-
zation of air traffic control. 

The National Air Traffic Controllers Association has
expressed similar concerns, and Lautenberg is initiat-
ing a series of actions this week to ensure air traffic
controllers are not deposited on what he calls a “slip-
pery slope” into the private sector.

“This will be a big fight this year,” said one senior
Lautenberg aide. The Bush administration maintains the
air traffic controllers have nothing to worry about and it
does not intend to boot them off the federal payroll.

The controllers are nervous, nonetheless, because in
recent weeks the administration has moved to reclassi-
fy air traffic control from an “inherently governmen-
tal” function to a “commercial” activity. While the
type of commercial activity under which air traffic
controllers are newly classified does not allow their
services to be contracted out, NATCA and Lautenberg
are concerned that the controllers might eventually
fall under a different “commercial” category that
could put them on the auction block.

In a Dec. 19 letter to controllers, FAA Administrator
Marion Blakey said the action was taken because air
traffic control does not fit the technical definition of
“inherently governmental.”

In the letter, Blakey said she and Transportation
Secretary Mineta do not endorse “significant” expan-
sion of an existing small airport program that draws

on the private sector for controllers. Nor do they back
“similar contracting proposals involving the separa-
tion and control of air traffic,” Blakey wrote.

Unassuaged, Lautenberg has filed an amendment to
the FY03 omnibus appropriations bill that would deny
funding to privatize the air traffic control system or to
change the classification of the system from inherently
governmental to commercial. It is unclear, however,
whether Lautenberg intends to offer the amendment
on the floor.

Lautenberg is also seeking signatures from other
senators on a letter to President Bush urging the
administration to redesignate air traffic control as
inherently governmental.

Senate Minority Whip Reid is among those who
have already signed the letter. Lautenberg hopes to
amass enough signatures to send it to Bush by the end
of the week.

“Any attempt to privatize the air traffic control func-
tion will jeopardize the safety and security of the
American people,” states the letter, of copy of which
was provided to CongressDaily. “In an era where avia-
tion safety is such an enormously high priority, we
should not create any ambiguity about the federal
government’s complete responsibility for the safety of
the flying public.”

Lautenberg has a long history of involvement in
transportation issues and has been one of the Senate’s
leading defenders of the financially imperiled Amtrak
rail system.

He plans to push for action on the air traffic control
issue by the Senate Commerce Committee this year,
aides said.  

Outside Influences: Air America
National Journal, Jan. 14, 2003 
“Fly me, I’m the federal government.” It could soon

be the sexy new slogan for U.S. aviation. Last year,
Uncle Sam gobbled up the nation’s baggage screeners,
figuring the private sector would be too busy watch-
ing the bottom line to see box cutters on X-ray screens.
And with the airlines constantly beseeching the gov-
ernment for aid to stay in business, none other than
Carol Hallett, their chief lobbyist, said recently that
the entire sector may end up nationalized.

Of course, the government is no stranger to the air
transport business. The air traffic controllers scanning
the radar at the largest U.S. airports have long been
federal employees.

But amid all this talk about the Bush administration
putting out the welcome mat for the nation’s other air
transport workers, air traffic controllers are worried
that the same administration is readying a secret plan
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to show them the door. Controllers think they could be
headed for the private sector, and they are not happy.

Any day now, OMB is expected to officially label air
traffic control as a “commercial activity.” Formerly, the
work had been termed “inherently governmental.” Air
traffic controllers felt secure that being “inherently
governmental” ensured their status as federal employ-
ees. But once they are found to be engaging in “com-
mercial activity,” they fear it is a short trip to the chop-
ping block.

That is, it could be just a matter of time before their
services are contracted out to the private sector,
according to National Air Traffic Controllers
Association spokesman Doug Church.

Not so, says the FAA, which hopes to reassure jit-
tery air traffic controllers that the agency has no inten-
tion of turning them out.

In a Dec. 19 letter to employees, FAA Administrator
Marion Blakey explained that she would use “Reason
Code A” for categorizing air traffic control as a com-
mercial activity. Under Code A, air traffic controllers’
functions “are not subject to competition and will not
be contracted out,” Blakey wrote. “We are not
assuaged,” said Church. “Being on this list is only a
one-year deal,” he said, noting OMB will revisit the
issue next December. Where “Reason Code A” puts
the air traffic controllers, according to Church, is on a
“slippery slope” to a different “Reason Code” that
does allow out-sourcing.

“You’re basically in the on-deck circle, and the next
pitch is coming for your head,” complained Church.

FAA spokesman William Shumann acknowledged
air traffic controllers do not have a formal guarantee
that they will forever be held to the bosom of the fed-
eral government. But he said the FAA’s intention of
maintaining air traffic controllers in the federal work-
force is unmistakable.

“The administrator could not have been clearer” in
her letter, Shumann said.

Church thinks the Bush administration’s demeanor

has not been reassuring. He pointed to omens of
potential sympathy for a private sector role, including
a statement in the administration’s FY02 budget
blueprint noting the “success” various nations have
had with “air traffic control systems owned and oper-
ated by private companies.”

So NATCA is gearing up to oppose the new desig-
nation. In a move that both sides agree is responsible
for the Blakey preemptive Dec. 19 missive, about 500
air traffic controllers handed out leaflets to passengers
Dec. 20 at 75 airports throughout the country. The
leaflets outlined NATCA’s view that privatization
would jeopardize safety while increasing delays and
ticket prices.

NATCA is sounding out congressional allies about a
possible legislative fix. Sources indicated the most
likely route is through the appropriations process, per-
haps in the form of a rider that labels air traffic control
inherently governmental and disallows funding for
out-sourcing.

Ironically, noted one congressional source, NATCA
may have brought the trouble on itself. The association
has been suing the federal government for years in an
effort to end the FAA’s “contract tower” program. The
program lets smaller airports use private sector air
traffic controllers. They operate under FAA supervision
but are not FAA employees, said Shumann.

In one of his last acts in office, President Clinton
issued an executive order defining air traffic control as
inherently governmental. But to protect against the
lawsuit, Shumann said, President Bush amended the
Clinton executive order and eliminating the term
“inherently governmental.”

“If you say air traffic control is inherently govern-
mental, how do you justify the contract tower pro-
gram?” Shumann said. The imminent OMB designa-
tion of air traffic control as a commercial activity is
designed to be consistent with the Bush administration
version of the Clinton executive order, he indicated.

Even if the FAA’s assurances are correct, air traffic
controllers could be excused for seeming a little sensi-
tive about job security. Just over 20 years ago former
President Reagan fired thousands of them for illegally
going on strike.  

FAA, NATCA Agree To Extend Contract, But
Hurdles Remain

Aviation Daily, Jan. 14, 2003
The FAA and the union representing its controllers

said yesterday they have tentatively agreed on a two-
year contract extension, although critical aspects of the
agreement, such as staffing increases, must still be
resolved.
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National Air Traffic Controllers Association
(NATCA) President John Carr told The DAILY that
while the agreement in principle is a “very positive
first step,” he is “not opening the champagne yet.”

NATCA’s primary stipulation in seeking an exten-
sion was that controller staffing limits be increased,
and this is the main issue that must still be addressed
before a final agreement is reached.

Carr said FAA wants to wait until the agency’s reau-
thorization process is further along in Congress before
it commits to any staffing increase, as this will give a
clearer picture of future funding. Carr said this is “pru-
dent from a business standpoint” for FAA but “frus-
trating from a system management standpoint for us.”
He acknowledged the two parties have “slightly differ-
ent timelines” for completion of the deal.

NATCA wants to see a deal reached as soon as pos-
sible so extra controllers can be trained to prepare for
an approaching “retirement bubble.” The current  con-
tract does not officially expire until September, but
Carr is hopeful the extension agreement can be final-
ized long before that deadline. FAA and NATCA both
welcomed the extension agreement because now is not
a good time to enter full-fledged and possibly acrimo-
nious negotiations for a new contract.

FAA spokesman Greg Martin said the extension
“maintains a steady state during a critical time” for the
agency, and “allows (FAA) to devote its full and com-
plete attention and energy to its fundamental mission.”
Carr agreed the tentative deal benefits both sides.

For the new management team under Administrator
Marion Blakey, it offers a chance to set agendas and pri-
orities without being distracted by negotiations for a
new contract that could potentially drag on for years.
From NATCA’s point of view, Carr said the current
contract is “the best in the federal sector,” and the cur-
rent state of the aviation industry means this is “not a
good time tactically to be going to the table.” It also lets
NATCA concentrate on issues such as privatization and
the contract tower program. An FAA statement said “in
consideration of anticipated budget constraints, this
tentative agreement does not make additional demands
on the agency’s budget beyond expected federal gov-
ernment-wide cost-of-living pay increases.” 

Air Traffic Controllers Here Are Contracted
Wood River (Idaho) River Journal, Jan. 8, 2003
Air travelers over the holidays may have noticed

protesting picketers at major airports across the coun-
try upset over a Bush administration proposal to save
tax dollars by expanding the use of private contract
air traffic controller services to the lowest bidder.

The Federal Aviation Administration’s Contract

Tower Program already handles approximately 25 per-
cent of the nation’s air traffic, saving the FAA about
$55 million in annual expenditures for the salary and
benefit costs of federal service employees.

Friedman Memorial Airport is one of the airports
with non-FAA air traffic controllers, and that’s OK by
its manager Rick Baird.

Since 1982, in the wake of the air traffic controllers’
strike that paralyzed the nation in 1981, the successful
public/private partnership began with a handful of
tower operations and has grown to 219 general avia-
tion and smaller airports. Friedman’s tower is operat-
ed by Serco Management Services Inc. and is fully fed-
erally funded.

“Without the air traffic controllers, aircraft opera-
tions at Friedman Memorial Airport would prove to
be even more challenging as aircraft operations are
commenced and completed within a narrow valley
utilizing a single runway situated between two moun-
tain ranges,” Baird said.

From the air, pilots have to guide their planes on
approach to the airport at 130 mph, landing in a five-
mile-long “funnel” window of opportunity. The sec-
ond busiest airport in the state, Friedman logs some
70,000 “movements” of aircraft each year. A move-
ment is either a take-off or a landing. On a busy day,
Friedman will see as many as 700 movements in the
16 hours it is opened.

“Air traffic controllers at the Hailey facility continu-
ously provide pilots and the community the benefit of
safe aircraft operations,” Baird said.

However, the actual flight path to the airport is
strictly up to the pilot. This often causes misunder-
standings with Bellevue neighbors angry over the
noise generated by low-flying planes directly over-
head. Controllers always remind pilots on both take-
off and landings to “check noise abatement proce-
dure” and “easy on the flaps and thrusters.” The
reminders are part of the airport’s “Good Neighbor
Flying Program,” which facilitates communication
between pilots and the airport’s neighbors through a
“hotline’ that registers complaints.

Another safety factor contributed by the controllers
is updated weather reports. With a mix of aircraft,
large and small, at Friedman and only a single run-
way used for both take-offs and landings, controllers
are kept busy keeping the planes separated.

Contract controllers are held to the same standards
as regular FAA controllers and have to be certified by
the FAA before taking up their duties.

Many are former military or FAA controllers with an
average of 18 years of tower experience. Contract
facilities have to comply with the same safety regula-
tions as those followed by FAA facilities, and receive
continuous FAA oversight and inspections. 
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Bethel AAL AK
Kenai Municipal AAL AK
*King Salmon AAL AK
Kodiak AAL AK

Dubuque ACE IA
Forbes Field (Topeka) ACE KS
*Garden City ACE KS
Hutchinson Mun. ACE KS
Johnson Co. Exec. ACE KS
Philip Billard Mun. (Topeka) ACE KS
*Manhattan ACE KS
New Century Air Center (Olathe) ACE KS
Salina Municipal ACE KS
Columbia ACE MO
*Jefferson City ACE MO
Joplin Regional ACE MO
Rosecrans Mem’l (St. Joseph) ACE MO
*Central Neb. (Grand Island) ACE NE

Martin State (Baltimore) AEA MD
Washington Co. (Hagerstown) AEA MD
Salisbury-Wicomico AEA MD
Trenton AEA NJ
Tompkins County AEA NY
Niagara Falls AEA NY
*Oneida County AEA NY
Stewart AEA NY
Capital City (Harrisburg) AEA PA
Lancaster AEA PA
*Latrobe AEA PA
*Williamsport/Lycoming Co. AEA PA
Charlottesville-Albemarle AEA VA
Lynchburg AEA VA
Greenbrier Valley AEA WV
Morgantown AEA WV
Parkersburg AEA WV
Wheeling Ohio Co. AEA WV

Bloomington/Normal AGL IL
Decatur AGL IL
St. Louis Regional AGL IL
So. Illinois/Carbondale AGL IL
Waukegan Regional AGL IL
Williamson County (Marion) AGL IL
*Bloomington AGL IN
*Columbus Municipal AGL IN
Gary Regional AGL IN
*Muncie/Delaware County AGL IN
Battle Creek AGL MI
Detroit City AGL MI
Sawyer AGL MI
Jackson AGL MI
Anoka (Minneapolis) AGL MN
Minot AGL ND
Bolton Field (Columbus) AGL OH

Burke Lakefront (Cleveland) AGL OH
Ohio State University AGL OH
Lunken Mun. (Cincinnati) AGL OH
Cuyahoga County (Cleveland) AGL OH
Rapid City Regional AGL SD
Appleton AGL WI
Central Wisconsin AGL WI
Kenosha Municipal AGL WI
Lacrosse AGL WI
Rock County (Janesville) AGL WI
Timmerman (Milwaukee) AGL WI
Waukesha County Airport AGL WI
Wittman Regional (Oshkosh) AGL WI

Bridgeport ANE CT
Danbury ANE CT
New London (Groton) ANE CT
Brainard (Hartford) ANE CT
Tweed-New Haven ANE CT
Waterbury/Oxford ANE CT
Barnes Municipal ANE MA
Beverly ANE MA
Hyannis ANE MA
Lawrence ANE MA
Martha’s Vineyard ANE MA
New Bedford ANE MA
Norwood ANE MA
Worcester ANE MA
Boire Field (Nashua) ANE NH
*Lebanon Municipal ANE NH

Eagle County ANM CO
Grand Junction ANM CO
Friedman Memorial (Hailey) ANM ID
Idaho Falls ANM ID
Lewiston-Nez Perce Co. ANM ID
Pocatello Municipal ANM ID
Gallatin Field (Bozeman) ANM MT
Kalispell ANM MT
Missoula ANM MT
Klamath Falls ANM OR
McNary Field (Salem) ANM OR
Medford ANM OR
Pendleton ANM OR
Redmond ANM OR
Troutdale (Portland) ANM OR
Ogden-Hinckley ANM UT
Bellingham Int’l ANM WA
Felts Field (Spokane) ANM WA
Olympia ANM WA
Renton ANM WA
Tacoma Narrows ANM WA
*Walla Walla Regional ANM WA
Yakima ANM WA
Cheyenne ANM WY
Jackson Hole ANM WY
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Dothan ASO AL
Brookley (Mobile) ASO AL
Tuscaloosa Municipal ASO AL
Albert Whitted (St. Petersburg) ASO FL
Boca Raton ASO FL
Cecil Field ASO FL
Gainesville ASO FL
Hollywood ASO FL
Craig (Jacksonville) ASO FL
Key West ASO FL
Kissimmee ASO FL
Lakeland Municipal ASO FL
Melbourne ASO FL
Naples ASO FL
Opa Locka ASO FL
Page Field ASO FL
Panama City/Bay Co. ASO FL
Pompano Beach ASO FL
St. Augustine ASO FL
Stuart/Witham ASO FL
Titusville/Cocoa ASO FL
Athens Municipal ASO GA
Fulton County ASO GA
Gwinnett County ASO GA
*Macon ASO GA
McCollum ASO GA
SW Georgia/Albany-Dougherty ASO GA
Valdosta Regional ASO GA
Barkley Regional (Paducah) ASO KY
Owensboro/Daviess Co. ASO KY
Greenville Municipal ASO MS
Hawkins Field (Jackson) ASO MS
Meridian/Key Field ASO MS
Tupelo Regional ASO MS
*Concord ASO NC
*Kinston ASO NC
New Bern ASO NC
Smith Reynolds (Winston-Salem) ASO NC
*Hickory Regional ASO NC
Isla Grande ASO Puerto Rico
*Grand Strand/Myrtle Beach ASO SC
Greenville Downtown ASO SC
Millington ASO TN
Smyrna ASO TN
*McKeller-Sipes (Jackson) ASO TN
Henry E. Rohlsen (St. Croix) ASO Virgin Islands

Fayetteville ASW AR
Northwest Arkansas Regional ASW AR
*Springdale ASW AR
Texarkana Mun./Webb Field ASW AR
Acadiana Regional ASW LA
Chennault ASW LA
Houma ASW LA
Alexandria ASW LA
Shreveport Downtown ASW LA
Farmington Municipal ASW NM

Lea County/Hobbs ASW NM
Santa Fe Co. Mun. ASW NM
Ardmore Municipal ASW OK
Enid Woodring Mun. ASW OK
Lawton Municipal ASW OK
Univ. of Oklahoma/Westheimer ASW OK
*Stillwater ASW OK
Wiley Post ASW OK
Brownsville Int’l ASW TX
Easterwood ASW TX
Grand Prairie ASW TX
Laredo International ASW TX
McAllen ASW TX
McKinney Municipal ASW TX
Redbird ASW TX
Rio Grande Valley (Harlingen) ASW TX
San Angelo ASW TX
Stinson Municipal (San Antonio) ASW TX
Sugar Land ASW TX
Tyler ASW TX
Waco ASW TX

Chandler AWP AZ
Flagstaff Pulliam AWP AZ
Glendale AWP AZ
Goodyear (Phoenix) AWP AZ
*Laughlin/Bullhead City AWP AZ
Mesa/Williams Gateway AWP AZ
Ryan (Tucson) AWP AZ
Chico AWP CA
Fullerton AWP CA
Hawthorne AWP CA
Mather (Sacramento) AWP CA
Modesto AWP CA
Oxnard AWP CA
Palmdale AWP CA
Redding Municipal AWP CA
Riverside AWP CA
Sacramento Executive AWP CA
Salinas Municipal AWP CA
San Carlos AWP CA
Brown Field (San Diego) AWP CA
San Luis Obispo AWP CA
Santa Maria AWP CA
*South Lake Tahoe AWP CA
Vandenberg Air Force Base AWP CA
Victorville AWP CA
Whiteman (Los Angeles) AWP CA
William J. Fox (Lancaster) AWP CA
Agana AWP Guam
Kalaeloa AWP HI
Kona/Keahole AWP HI
Lihue AWP HI
Molokai AWP HI
*Elko AWP NV
Henderson (Las Vegas) AWP NV
Saipan International AWP MP
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Alaskan Region
222 W. 7th Ave., Number 14
Anchorage, AK 99513

Hank Williams, (POC) 
AAL-510
(907) 271-5828
(907) 271-2850 fax

Great Lakes Region
O’Hare Lake Office Center
2300 East Devon Ave.
Des Plaines, IL 60018

Lea Bell, (POC)
AGL-510.3
(847) 294-7556
(847) 294-8101 fax

Southern Region
1701 Columbia Ave.
College Park, GA 30337-2745

Rhonda Phillips, (POC) 
ASO-510
(404) 305-5530
(404) 305-5523 fax

Central Region
901 Locust St.
Kansas City, MO 64106-2641

Greg Golden (POC)
ACE-510B
(816) 329-2516
816-329-2575 fax

New England Region
12 New England Executive Park
Burlington, MA 01803

Bill Tobin, (POC) ANE-510
(781) 238-7515
(781) 238-7598 fax

Southwest Region
2601 Meacham Blvd.
Fort Worth, TX 76137-4298

Susan Ruddy
ASW-510
(817) 222-5576
(817) 222-5979 fax

Eastern Region
JFK International Airport
Fitzgerald Federal Building
Jamaica, NY 114324

Jerry Mazza (POC)
AEA-510
(516) 683-2869
(718) 995-5692 fax

Kathy Moclair-Shea
AEA-510
(718) 553-4510/4513
(718) 995-5692 fax

Northwest Mountain Region
1601 Lind Ave., SW
Renton, WA 98055-4056

Wes Price, (POC)
ANM-510.1
(425) 227-2522
(425) 227-1510 fax

Western-Pacific Region
15000 Aviation Blvd.
Hawthorne, CA 90009

Jessie Shapiro, (POC)
AWP-510
(310) 725-6511
(310) 725-6829 fax

FAA Headquarters 
Contract Services Branch
800 Independence Ave., S.W., Rm. 635
Washington, DC 20591

Harold Thomas
ATP-140
Manager
202/267-9315
fax (202) 267-5305 

FAA Contract Tower Regional Points of Contact
as of January 1, 2004



Spencer Dickerson, Senior Executive Vice President, AAAE, and Executive Director, USCTA
601 Madison Street, Suite 400

Alexandria, VA 22314
Phone (703) 824-0500, Ext. 130

Fax (703) 820-1395
e-mail: sdickerson@airportnet.org
Website: www.airportnet.org/cta


