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The award-winning new Terminal A may be the pride of Newark Liberty International Airport.  
But behind the scenes, the technology that’s keeping the planes in the sky is frighteningly out of 
date. Some of it relies on floppy discs and used parts sourced from eBay, federal officials said 
this week. 
 
That aging technology failed on April 28, creating a terrifying communications blackout between 
controllers and pilots. The blackout put one of the country’s busiest airports into a tailspin, with 
hundreds of flights canceled and delayed each day, leaving thousands of passengers stranded 
before yet another blackout happened Friday. 
Experts blame the Federal Aviation Administration and Congress for not investing in critical air 
traffic control technology across the nation over the last 25 years and an ongoing shortage of air 
traffic controllers. 

 
On Thursday, President Donald Trump‘s administration announced an unprecedented program 
to rebuild the nation’s air traffic control system and recruit more air traffic controllers. 



 
“What happened at Newark shines a bright yellow light at what’s happened,” said Sheldon 
Jacobson, a professor at the University of Illinois in the computer science department. “It could 
be any airport. It gets a lot of attention and after two weeks it will blow over and people will 
forget.” 
 
He questioned if the federal government will ultimately make the investment promised on 
Thursday. “I don’t think it will change anything,” he said. “I’ve seen it too many times in my 
career.” 

Backing that up is an analysis of the FAA by Jeff Davis, a senior fellow at the Eno Center for 
Transportation, that shows spending on upgrading radar, computers and radios in the nation’s 
air traffic control towers has lagged since 1999. 

In 2024, federal spending on airport operations was $12.7 billion, four times higher than $3.1 
billion spent on upgrading systems. The mantra of the aviation industry, from executives to 
pilots, to air traffic controllers and everyone in between is safety is number one. 

“But what about the technology?” Jacobson asked. “You can do it incrementally, but you really 
need a complete redo, as we say in computer technology, we need a control, alt, delete of the 
FAA system. If we don’t start, it will never get done.” 

What happened at Newark? 
The combination of a runway construction project, a shortage of air traffic controllers and aging 
equipment created the perfect storm that came to a head on April 28 when controllers at 
Philadelphia International Airport’s terminal radar approach control tower, or TRACON, a 
regional center which guides planes into Newark airport, experienced a 90-second 
blackout caused by the failure of critical equipment. 
A telecommunication line that transmits data and audio to air traffic controllers failed, which 
was traced to a copper wire. The second, and more critical equipment failure, was to the radar 
feed where data is transmitted to an FAA facility, then to the Philadelphia TRACON and then to 
Newark airport, according to a source with knowledge of the situation who is not authorized to 
talk to the media. 

The equipment failures were confirmed by the Federal Aviation Administration and the 
Washington, D.C.-based National Air Traffic Controllers Association. 

To give an idea of the pressure on air traffic controllers, Tor Anderson, a professional engineer 
and member of the American Society of Civil Engineers, said, “in 90 seconds they probably have 
10 aircraft lined up and another 10-coming in. There is not enough give in the space between 
aircraft. A controller can’t say hold (to the pilot) for two minutes and we‘ll work you in.” 

Newark Airport is already stressed, serving 28% more than what its anticipated capacity is, 
Anderson said. 

“Everything was already running near the red line, and it didn’t matter what broke … the result 
would be the same,“ Anderson said. 

The impact was immediate. For two hours, no aircraft arrived or departed from Newark on April 
28 while the FAA worked on the issue, the source said. Over 65 flights were diverted elsewhere, 



150 canceled and 350 delayed. Five air traffic controllers, who union officials said “saved the 
day,” took immediate trauma leave. 

The fallout was immediate. United Airlines, Newark’s biggest carrier, cut 35 daily flights from its 
schedule and renewed its call for the FAA to designate Newark as a level 3 airport, reducing 
hourly flights to 77 from 80 an hour. 

From Murphy to members of congress, elected officials have called for immediate action to add 
more controllers from less busy airports and for immediate upgrades to air traffic control 
equipment. 
 
A national problem 
Experts interviewed by NJ Advance Media blame the air traffic control technology meltdown on 
chronic underinvestment and a slow roll to implement upgrades pending since the early 2000s. 
Adding to that problem is a perpetual shortage of traffic controllers. 

“I have toured the FAA air traffic facilities before, and I was horrified to learn that they are still 
relying on outdated technology like floppy disks,” said U.S. Rep Jeff Van Drew, R-2nd Dist. “We 
need real redundancy in the next generation of systems. Newark was using radar and radio, but 
when those failed, there was nothing to back it up. That’s not good enough.” 

Van Drew is one of New Jersey’s two members of the House Aviation Subcommittee, Freshmen 
Congresswoman Nellie Pou, D-9th Dist., is the other member. 

“We need satellite communication systems in place so if something goes down, there‘s an 
automatic backup ready to kick in,” Van Drew said. “That kind of resilience is how we prevent 
outages like this from happening again.” 

U.S Rep. Josh Gottheimer, D-5th Dist., said he has seen air traffic controllers sharing information 
on slips of paper passed between themselves in the tower. Duffy surprised people when he said 
the FAA turns to eBay to buy replacement parts for old equipment that manufacturers stopped 
supplying years ago. 

Basic technologies such as radar and radio communications are 50- to 80-years-old, Jacobson 
said. Meanwhile, air travel has grown over the last 50 years, he said. 

“We have a system mixing Baby Boomer and Gen X technology and trying to make them work 
alongside each other,” said Anderson, who co-authored the aviation section of the American 
Society of Civil Engineers 2025 infrastructure report card. 
 

That report gave the nation’s aviation infrastructure a D-plus grade, despite efforts such as the 
Next Generation project that started in 2003 and is still ongoing. 

United Airlines CEO Scott Kirby cited the failure of air traffic control technology as a factor in 
a memo announcing the airline was cutting 35 flights from its daily schedule “in order to protect 
our customers” until the FAA resolves its issues. 
 

“The FAA is utilizing very old, outdated equipment,” said a United spokesperson. “Radar has 
failed, making it challenging.” 



One problem is the sheer size of the American aviation system. 

“The U.S. airway navigation system is a huge system with many components,” Anderson said. 
“You can’t replace it all at once because of the scope.” 

Air traffic controllers 
A 2023 FAA Inspector General report showed 20 of 26 critical air traffic control facilities are 
staffed below the agency’s 85% threshold, with New York’s Terminal Radar Approach Control at 
54%. Some of those controllers were sent to Philadelphia International Airport’s TRACON to 
handle Newark Airport traffic in 2024. 

In September 2024, the FAA said it slightly exceeded its goal of recruiting 1,800 trainee 
controllers. Only 50% of controller trainees complete the four-phase training and become fully 
certified, according to the air traffic controllers’ union. 

On May 1, U.S. Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy announced a program to 
“supercharge” filling the ranks of controllers by hiring new recruits and offering incentives to 
retain existing controllers. 
 

The House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee included $12.5 billion for air traffic 
modernization with $1 billion directed to air traffic controller recruitment in a federal budget 
reconciliation package, Van Drew said. 

“That means billions for upgrading radar systems, telecommunications, and the physical towers 
our controllers work in every day,” he said. “We have a big controller shortage, and it’s not going 
away overnight.” 

While the Trump administration’s hiring incentives will help, Van Drew said artificial 
intelligence can make the job more manageable for controllers as tools to help manage airspace 
and detect conflicts. 

The air traffic controllers union has resisted AI in the past, fearing job losses, but Anderson said 
it can be used in a way to assist rather than replace controllers. Duffy believes that new air 
traffic control technology will help recruit young people as the next generation of controllers. 

“Our main ask is to continue the investment and construct the right projects in the right way. 
Money and material are limited resources,” Anderson said, speaking for the engineer’s 
association. “It’s a complex system. All the pieces need to function.” 

 


