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SEEING THE ROUND CORNERS . . . 
November 22, 2010  

Mr. Bush’s Broken Government continued . . .  

Former President Bush’s first real foray into the public eye since his departure from the White House hit the book stands recently.  No, this writer has not read Decision Points, but it has been plenty of “fodder” for the late night comedians.  The Center for Public Integrity’s Broken Government may provide an interesting comparison to Mr. Bush’s recollections chronicled in Decision Points, but for now, Seeing the Round Corners will put that idea in the “future folder.”  


As the holiday travel season is upon America and the world, today’s edition will focus on just how transportation was impacted by the Bush policies.  

Failure to Modernize Air Traffic Control:  How many readers can actually return their focus to the 1960’s and function in today’s world with technology available at that time?  Recall if you can, that time is before personal computers, the Internet, cell phones, VCRs, even color television – the list is so long as to be downright mind boggling.  


Yet, attempts to upgrade America’s air traffic control system since the 1960’s have been dismal failures according to analysis by the Center for Public Integrity (the CPI) conducted for its report, Broken Government.  This is an industry expected to double or triple by 2025.  Tens of billions of dollars have failed to make significant progress toward modernization since the program began in 1981.  


The Government Accountability Office maintains a list of “high risk” projects.  Modernization of air traffic control has been on that list since 1995, but the CPI found some attempts at modernization were so dismal as to end up as an example for teaching students – “a case study for failure.”  


The CPI also found inherent in the modernization attempts that the FAA itself fostered obstacles that hindered efforts such as a “culture resistant to change, a shortage of technical expertise, and cumbersome federal budget rules.”  Federal budget rules and “a complex and lengthy federal planning process were responsible for the long-term failure of the Everglades Restoration.”  (Seeing the Round Corners, November 8, 2010 edition.)  


NextGen is a new concept in modernization of the air traffic control system that would allow planes to “fly closer together on more direct paths,” with a potential savings on fuel of $10 million annually.  The system relies on global satellite positioning that significantly boosts capacity thus enabling planes to fly closer together on more direct paths.  

Costs for the NextGen were estimated at “between $15 billion and $22 billion by 2025.  Funds in the aviation trust fund could be used to fund NextGen, but an FAA Reauthorization Bill allowing such use was delayed for more than a year.  A source of funding for the program could also come from increased taxes on fuel and tickets or by instituting a per-flight user fee.  


The modernization attempt known as NextGen was agreed on by Congress and the Bush Administration in 2003, but encountered resistance from air carriers who “raised objections and expressed wariness at relying upon unproven technology.”  Air traffic controllers also offered resistance because such a system meant “fundamental changes in their job duties under NextGen.”  

A safe observation is that self-serving agendas from a number of areas involved are the real cause of failure to modernize air traffic control for this country, with the safety of the flying public forgotten for the most part.  


Finally, seems the Federal Aviation Administration (the FAA) has learned something from its past mistakes, and shared an optimistic assessment about NextGen.  An FAA spokesman explained that “NextGen is comprised of a ‘portfolio of separate stand-along products,’ meaning that if one part does not work effectively, it will not compromise development of the entire system.”  


As follow-up, to his credit, former President Bush “signed an executive order in November [of 2008] that ‘accelerated the implementation of NextGen, according to the FAA.’”  That Order resulted in the FAA giving “the green light to nationwide deployment of NextGen’s satellite surveillance system,” and expressed hopes to complete the program by 2013.  The CPI had this response from FAA Acting Administrator Robert A. Sturgell, “NextGen is real, and as of today, NextGen is now.”  

Close Calls on Runway:  Runway incursions are “dangerous runway incidents in which aircraft, vehicles or persons create a collision hazard.”  Such incidents have been on the FAA’s most wanted list of issues demanding improvement ever since 1990, accounting for the loss of 112 lives and thousands of “harrowing close calls.”  Airports running up the most incidents were Los Angeles International and Chicago O’Hare between 2001 and 2007.  A 12 percent increase in incidents in 2007 over the prior year prompted criticism from the Department Transportation the (DOT), the General Accounting Office (the GAO) and the National Transportation and Safety Board (NTSB).  


The FAA’s failure to fill its Office of Runway Safety position for three years and decline of staff levels to the halfway point resulted in the Inspector General placing runway incursions as a “Top Management Challenge of 2008.”  The GAO, in a February 2008 report, pointed out additional problems – “further progress impeded by the lack of leadership and coordination, technology challenges, lack of data and human-factors related issues.”  


Blame for runway incursions is due to a “combination of factors such as failed equipment and human errors,” according to an FAA spokesman.  The top 35 airports were scheduled to have advanced equipment to address radar failures during poor weather by 2010, according to the CPI investigation.  


As follow-up, in an updated September 2008 report, the GAO noted the runway incursion rate was “slightly higher than in 2007 and human factors issues need to be further addressed, but investigators found the FAA ‘has given higher priority to improving runway safety than during the previous two years.’”  The runway incursion problem was highlighted in the Obama Administration presidential transition report.  As of October, 2008, the FAA response to improving runway safety was still classified by the NTSB as unacceptable.  

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