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Mr. Bush’s Broken Government . . .   


There are more than 2 million civilian federal employees in the United States, with the largest concentration outside Washington right here in Colorado at the Denver Federal Center.  To many working class citizens, government employment carries a certain amount of security as it is a pretty sure bet a job with the government is not going to be outsourced or eliminated as a result of a corporate takeover or merger.  It is a sad statement on our society that government employees as you will read about later in this edition are willing to show a lax attitude, even ignore life-threatening conditions, in order to protect their job security.  
Record Delays in Air Travel:  Cancelled or delayed flights are an instant annoyance to travelers enduring the experience, with air traffic delays reaching a record number in the summer of 2007.  While delays get plenty of coverage by the media, all too often the economic costs go unpublicized.  

The Center for Public Integrity’s investigation estimated the economic costs for the record-breaking 2007 year at “as much as $41 billion,” with the airlines industry at $8.1 billion, and such loss for just one segment of the transportation industry.  Late arriving and cancelled flights escalated by 25% over 2007, with the impact to the flying public in staggering numbers – 163 million passengers delayed for 320 million hours.  

The record-breaking delays are a culmination of the long-term failure to modernize the air control system – a conclusion quietly shared by the Department of Transportation (The DOT) and the Federal Aviation Administration (the FAA).  

Various factors account for cancelled and delayed flights – over scheduling departures, airspace congestion and bad weather.  Chicago O’Hare and Minneapolis-St. Paul airports over schedule by two to three times what can reasonably (and safely) be handled in selected 15-minute increments.  Bad weather accounts for 70 percent of delays according to figures from the FAA.  

The dismal figures in 2007 brought a call for “urgently needed” improvements by the Inspector General of the Department of Transportation.  In response, the FAA has taken steps to improve the situation such as instituting caps on takeoff and landing slots at some of the busiest airports, but often with minimal success.  The Inspector General (IG) of the DOT suggested short-term solutions such as 1) a plan to negotiate with the Department of Defense for use of restricted airspace; 2) development of a system for better understanding and monitoring current airline scheduling practices; 3) a plan to work with the Pentagon using new software to help specific aircraft during bad weather; 4) conducting voluntary negotiations with airports to spread out peak periods; and 5) working to redesign airspace in New York.  
As follow-up, protecting territory is at the root of much of the problems with military control overpowering private/public sectors.  

The Government Accountability Office noted significant progress by the industry to alleviate problems, with a decline by the summer of 2008, but the “old cut the nose off to spite the face” pervades as airline trade groups and municipalities fail to recognize what the decrease in flight delays and cancellations mean to both sides.


Battles over turf put on hold in January 2009 a plan by the FAA requiring airlines to auction off 20 percent of slots at New York airports.  The plan was blocked by the U.S. Court of Appeals pending full review after a case was filed by an airline trade group and the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey.  

FAA Inspectors Cozy Up to Airlines:  Recent publicity has demonstrated just how willing various industries regulated by federal agencies are willing to bribe their way into favorable treatment at the expense of the American taxpayer and the flying public.  The recent scandal arising in the Colorado office of the Department of Interior’s Minerals Management Services brought to light million of dollars of lost revenue in exchange for sex and drugs by employees of that agency.  


In the 1990’s, as a “relaxed culture” of oversight in the airline industry evolved, the airline industry and the FAA agreed “to work together on safety.”  


Often due to the limited number of federal inspectors a regulatory agency’s budget allows and funds, safety programs such as that formulated between the FAA and the airline industry depended on “the integrity of the people using them,” as Congress was informed in April of 2008 by the Department of Transportation’s office of Inspector General (the IG).  

Separate probes by the IG, the U.S. Office of Special Counsel and the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee found “alarming evidence that the necessary integrity was often missing, and that relationships between airlines and FAA inspectors were often far too cozy.”  


The Center for Public Integrity’s investigation learned those probes revealed evidence supporting that conclusion:  
· Southwest Airlines flew “46 of its aircraft more than 60,000 flights in violation of FAA directives before officially notifying the agency – then even flew another 1,451 miles after notification;  

· Southwest voluntarily notified the FAA that its fleet had fuselage problems on March 15, 2007, but the responsible FAA supervisor failed to ground the aircraft for the next eight days;  

· Two FAA whistleblowers “told Congressional investigators of a close relationship between the supervisor and Southwest’s compliance manager;”  

· One whistleblower, FAA inspector Douglas E. Peters, alleged that the supervisor allowed Southwest to continue flying for two weeks after the agency discovered a problem with rudders on Southwest planes;  

· According to an oversight committee report, the FAA took no follow-up action to ensure that Southwest aircraft had been brought into compliance with federal law until the agency learned of the Congressional investigations nearly eight months later;  

· Whistleblower Peters addressed this revelation by telling Congress that even though the FAA safety chief claimed he did not know the gravity of the potentially systematic problems, “at least some senior management knew about the Southwest situation for years.”  

· Interview conducted by the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee staff disclosed additional FAA inspectors who said “they sometimes do not bring enforcement action for fear of retribution or because ‘management won’t do anything.’”  

The Center for Public Integrity’s request for comment met with an FAA press release on September 2008 announcing “safety commitment updates and audit result showing a 98 percent safety compliance rate at U.S. carriers.”  Even with the compliance level, then Acting Administrator Robert A. Sturgell acknowledged the FAA still had work to do.  

As follow up, neither side advocated abandoning the partnership on safety, but did make a series of recommendations.  The Office of Inspector General suggested “periodically rotating inspectors, more closely evaluating previous violations and revising the revolving door policy for inspectors.”  


While the FAA took action on most recommendations, it has not established an independent body for investigations, according to the IG.  


The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
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