San Francisco Chronicle

FAA-mandated flight reductions are unnecessary and
completely avoidable
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Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy has mandated across-the-board flight reductions to
keep air travel safe at the 40 largest airports, including Chicago O’Hare, Atlanta Hartsfield
and San Francisco International. Reductions begin at 4% and ramp up to 10% within one

week, and they could hit 20% thereafter.

Safety across the national airspace is always the primary objective for air traffic control.
However, the approach of across-the-board flight reduction at the largest 40 airports will
cause more harm than good and is completely avoidable.

Air traffic controllers oversee the national airspace and ensure that every flight operates

safely. There are around 45,000 commercial flights on average every day over the United
States, with around 60% of them operated as scheduled flights by the airlines. With few

exceptions, air traffic controllers give all stakeholders confidence that when boarding an
airplane, they will also land at their final destination safely and with little fanfare.

Staffing shortages have been well-documented for many years, and while the current
government shutdown did not cause the shortage, it has amplified and exacerbated it.

The issue of concern is that air traffic controllers are classified as essential workers, hence
are required to work during the government shutdown. Without their service, the nation’s
air system would grind to a halt and need to be shut down. The economic impact and
social disruption of such chaos would be enormous.

An air system without reliable air traffic control would be like all the lights and stop signs on
our nation’s road transportation system instantaneously vanishing, creating risks that
would keep many people from using it.

Being classified as essential workers does not, however, mean that getting paid is
considered essential. As the shutdown continues, essential workers must continue to
show up to work without getting a paycheck. Even though the law requires that they will
eventually get paid, essential workers still need to cover their bills, forcing some to take
second jobs during the shutdown just to make ends meet.



So, how much would it cost to pay the air traffic controllers? Given that the median salary
for air traffic controllers is around $145,000 annually, and that there are over 14,000 of

them, the cost to pay them would be around $6 million per day. Unspent funds within the
Department of Transportation most certainly exist and can be reallocated to pay air traffic
controllers, if the secretary chooses to do so.

The same holds for Transportation Security Administration officers. There are around
50,000 of them working at airport security checkpoints with average salaries of

about $60,000 annually. The cost to pay them would be around $7 million per day. The
security threat to air travel without TSA officers manning airport security checkpoints has
not been widely discussed, even though it should be, if air travel safety and security are the
primary objectives to maintain confidence in the nation’s air system.

Bipartisan legislation to pay air traffic controllers and TSA officers has been put forward

that would resolve the issue, independent of how long the shutdown continues. Clearly,
partisan politics, not the availability of funds, is at the center of the flight reduction
mandate — and it’s why the chaos and angst created by the transportation secretary is
avoidable and unnecessary. Moreover, his suggestion of possible 20% cuts in flights if the
shutdown does not end soon is further evidence of irresponsible leadership.

If the airlines decided that enough is enough, they could take the unprecedented step to
cover air traffic controller and TSA officer salaries. The revenue for the four largest airlines

(American, Delta, United and Southwest) is over $500 million per day. Given that three of
these four use a hub-and-spoke system, many of their passengers use connecting flights. If
50% of passengers have connecting flights, then a 4% reduction in flights will impact
around 6% of travelers. The resulting lost revenue to these airlines will be over $30 million
per day. When 10% of flights are canceled, lost revenue jumps to $75 million per day.
Shelling out the money to pay for air traffic controllers and TSA officers would be a wise

investment for airlines, even though they and their passengers already indirectly pay for
them through fees.

As we move toward the busy holiday travel season and colder weather moves across the
nation, the threat of winter snowstorms adds a level of service risk for air travel. There is
always the need to respond to weather events by reducing flight volume. If the number of
air traffic controllers becomes limited at some airports, similar air traffic volume
reductions may be needed. Yet mandating uniform flight reductions at the busiest airports
is the antithesis of risk-based safety. It is completely avoidable by securing the necessary
funds to pay air traffic controllers and TSA officers.
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