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Oversight hearing on the potential implications of increased flights and physical airport expansion at airports owned by the city of New York. 

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS:


The purpose of this oversight hearing is to examine the potential negative impacts created by increased flights and airport expansion at New York’s Kennedy International and LaGuardia airports.  Both airports are presently among the busiest in the country.  Due to recently adopted federal legislation, both are faced with potentially large increases in the number of daily flights as well as accompanying physical expansion of existing airport structures and construction of new ones.  Each of these events will have serious repercussions for the communities surrounding these airports as well as for the internal operations of the airports themselves.  Issues to be examined include safety as well as increases in ambient noise levels, vehicular traffic and air pollution.  During the course of this hearing the Committee will attempt to identify the nature and extent of these and other potentially negative impacts flowing from increases in the number of flights and accompanying airport expansion and will examine methods for mitigating such impact.


In 1968, the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) promulgated a regulation known as the High Density Rule (HDR) designed to alleviate congestion and delays at five of the nation’s busiest airports.  The HDR was implemented in 1969 (14 CFR Part 93, subparts S & K), and applied to Chicago’s O’Hare, Washington National, Newark International, John F. Kennedy International and LaGuardia Airports.  The HDR provided for limitations on the number of incoming and outgoing flights thereby controlling the allocation of capacity.  The High Density Rule relates to slots, which are the number of hourly take-offs and landings.


Debate has been ongoing as to whether the benefits of the High Density Rule outweigh its potential negative side effects.  Proponents of keeping the HDR have pointed to the reduction in congestion and delays as well as greater airline safety.  Opponents of the rule have advocated for its elimination contending that increases in airport operations could create new employment and investment opportunities in and around the airports.  Opponents have also argued that elimination of the rule would allow new entrant airlines into the New York City market which would result in fare reductions through greater competition.


The Wendell H. Ford Aviation Investment And Reform Act For The 21st Century (AIR-21) was signed into law on April 5, 2000 by President Clinton (Public Law No. 106-181).  AIR-21 provides for the elimination of the High Density Rule as it applies to Kennedy International and LaGuardia airports as of January 1, 2007.  The new law also allows virtually unrestricted immediate access to both of these airports by regional carriers providing nonstop air transportation, using aircraft with a certified maximum seating of less than seventy-one between Kennedy or LaGuardia Airports and a small hub
 or nonhub
 airport
.  The implications of the provisions of AIR-21 which relate to New York City airports mean that both Kennedy International and LaGuardia airports will experience the largest expansion of aviation traffic in decades. 


The New York Times reported in an article on June 15, 2000 that during the two months preceding the article’s publication several airlines had announced plans to add direct service between LaGuardia and cities on the East Coast and upstate New York.  The article listed Albany, Rochester, Richmond, VA, Bangor, ME and Savannah, GA as among those cities for which new service to and from LaGuardia was planned.  The article noted that additional flights are also planned for Kennedy International Airport, but cited LaGuardia as already being the more congested of the two airports. The Times also reported that City officials, who were not named in the article, stated that LaGuardia could safely handle fifty more flights per day.  However, those same officials were quoted as saying that if hundreds of flights per day are added within the next year, the roads to the airport would be swarmed with vehicles leading to increased congestion and noise which could be unbearable.


Certain airlines have already indicated their intention to initiate new service or expand existing service to and from LaGuardia.  Continental Express, the regional airline subsidiary of Continental Airlines, is seeking initiation of regional jet service, effectively expanding its daily flight total over the next two years to ninety-five and its destinations to twenty-two, including Albany, Buffalo, Rochester and Syracuse in New York, as well as Richmond, VA and Greensboro, N.C.  Delta Connection, which connects passengers to their destinations through its regional partners, plans to add regional jet service to twenty-one cities from LaGuardia in addition to the ten cities it already serves.  New destinations that Delta is seeking to serve include cities in upstate New York, as well as Bangor, ME, Knoxville, TN, and Lexington, KY.  Currently, Delta has one hundred and thirty-eight regional jets in operation at LaGuardia and has indicated that it plans to increase its fleet of such jets to one hundred and eighty by the end of 2000.  US Airways plans to add flights to the twenty-six cities it already serves as well as initiate service to six new cities, including Binghamton and Elmira, NY.  A start-up carrier, Shuttle America, plans twelve flights per day between LaGuardia and Bedford, MA. These plans represent a mere sampling of flight increases planned by airlines.  New daily flights at LaGuardia have been estimated as high as five hundred.  Resultant traffic congestion in the air and on the ground could overwhelm the airport and the local community around LaGuardia.


New York City Mayor Rudolph W. Giuliani and Queens Borough President Claire Shulman filed a federal lawsuit in the United States Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit on June 13, 2000 against the Department of Transportation and the FAA.  The lawsuit only concerns the increased number of flights at LaGuardia Airport.  The plaintiffs claim that an Environmental Impact Statement must be conducted by the government prior to allowing the airlines to add what could be an enormous number of additional daily flights at LaGuardia.     

Catherine M. Lang, Director of the Federal Aviation Administration’s  Office of Airport Planning and Programming stated that her office estimates an increase of fifteen to twenty percent in people flying over the next five years globally
.  New York City airports cannot expect to be excluded from this rise in passenger volume.  Although increased passenger volume does not necessarily result in a proportionate increase in the number of daily flights (i.e. larger planes may be employed to accommodate the increase in volume), increases in the number of flights at New York City airports is a likely result.  Kennedy and LaGuardia airports, however, stand to experience an even greater increase in volume.  The reasons for this are twofold.  First, the changes in federal law eliminating the High Density Rule and the immediate lifting of restrictions relating to aircraft with seventy or less seats enabling unlimited usage of both airports by such aircraft.  Second, because New York City is a global financial and business center it is likely to experience greater than average passenger volume than the percentage rise globally estimated by the FAA.

A natural secondary effect of increased passenger and flight activity is physical expansion of existing airport facilities as well as construction of new ones.  Demolition and construction activity gives rise to increased noise and poorer air quality.  Moreover, the simple reality is that while physical expansion may be viable at Kennedy International, it is not particularly feasible at LaGuardia.  The geography of the airport may allow only an extreme minimum of expansion or new construction.  William DeCota, Aviation Director for the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey, was quoted in a May 1, 2000 article in Crain’s Magazine that “[W]e don’t know where the additional capacity will come from [at LaGuardia].  We simply don’t have the ability to handle that much additional traffic in the air or on the ground.”  Despite the physical limitations at LaGuardia, the specter of adding more flights looms large if minimal expansion is effected and existing facilities are by and large employed to handle the increases.  

The Committee is concerned with the adverse ancillary effects that increased flights and accompanying airport expansion would have on the airports and their environs.  The principal concerns are safety and increases in ambient noise levels, air pollution and vehicular traffic.  All of these issues implicate health and quality of life concerns.


Noise may be the concern that is of paramount importance to persons who reside near Kennedy International and LaGuardia airports.  The ambient noise level surrounding airports is undeniably greater than average and stands only to increase upon approval of more flights and physical airport expansion.


The regulation that all aircraft meet quieter Stage 3 requirements has aided in reducing noise levels at and around airports.  The FAA mandated that by January 2000 all planes be Stage 3 compliant.  AIR-21 also includes a requirement that airplanes be Stage 3 compliant.  The purpose of requiring that all aircraft be Stage 3 compliant is to reduce the amount of pollutants and noise generated by aircraft by virtue of the fact that such aircraft generate less of each.  While the requirement that airplanes be Stage 3 compliant is a step in the right direction in noise reduction, the benefits of Stage 3 requirements could be undermined if not eliminated by the sheer number of proposed increased takeoffs and landings at New York City airports.

The League for the Hard of Hearing’s Noise Center publishes an Airport Noise Fact Sheet (annexed to this Report).  The Fact Sheet indicates that people who live below the flight paths of commercial and private airplanes may experience significant mental and physical impacts due to aircraft noise.  The Fact Sheet reports that studies have linked aircraft noise to stress, hypertension, sleep disturbances, declines in work-related performance and declines in learning and academic performance.  A 1997 study conducted by Gary Evans and Lorraine Maxwell found that first and second grade schoolchildren who were chronically exposed to aircraft noise exhibited poorer reading skills than children attending elementary school in a neighborhood not subject to aircraft noise
.  Clearly there is a responsibility to minimize the adverse impacts of aircraft noise on children who reside near the City’s airports.

On February 28, 2000, the Port Authority announced that it had approved a program to fund soundproofing of eleven New York City schools against aircraft noise produced by activities at Kennedy and LaGuardia airports.  Port Authority Director of Aviation William DeCota noted that classroom noise levels will be cut in half as a result of the soundproofing.  While the Port Authority should be congratulated for its efforts to mitigate noise levels caused by aircraft activity, the fact that financially costly soundproofing programs and like measures are underway indicates that noise levels are significantly high despite the transition from noisier aircraft to quieter Stage 3 compliant aircraft.  As aviation in the United States has a large growth potential, the communities surrounding airports will only be exposed to greater noise levels producing greater adverse impacts.  


An increase in vehicular traffic congestion presents another problem brought on by increased flights and airport expansion. More flights would also require more secondary vehicles at the airport, such as vehicles belonging to airport/airline staff, service and support vehicles, and emergency vehicles.  The impact of these vehicles on already congested roadways pales in comparison to the likely impact of passenger-related vehicular traffic on such roadways that will occur.  Roadways in and around the airports will see a marked increase in vehicles moving passengers to and from the airports, including taxicabs and livery vehicles, buses and shuttle vans and private vehicles.  Roadways not designed for the traffic volume currently operating on them and struggling to accommodate them, certainly will not be able to effectively handle the increased volume of vehicles that will transpire if flights are added and airports expanded.

Moreover, should existing airport structures be expanded or new construction undertaken, construction related vehicles would add to already congested traffic both on the roadways within the airport and on roads around the airports.  Port Authority officials, such as Barry Abramowitz, Assistant Director of Capital Programs in the Aviation Department, have consistently stated that highways such as the Belt Parkway and the Van Wyck Expressway currently strain to handle vehicle volume and these highways cannot be expanded to ease the current congestion
.  Increased vehicular traffic resulting from addition of flights will only exacerbate an already overextended roadway system used to access the airports.  Development of a Rail Link to the airports is underway with the goal of ultimately alleviating some of the vehicular traffic on the roadways.  However, until such a system has demonstrated that ability, additional flights should be added only cautiously.


Safety concerns also arise from increased flights.  New York City airports are so busy already that long on-the-ground delays have become commonplace, particularly at LaGuardia. It was reported in The New York Times on June 13, 2000 that the number of cases in which a plane or other vehicle intrudes on an active runway rose twenty-seven percent during the first five months of 2000 as compared to the corresponding period in 1999.  The article attributes the risk of on-the-ground collisions to a jump in airport traffic. The Times reported that the number of cases in which a plane or other vehicle blundered onto an active runway was three hundred and twenty-one in 1999, approximately the same as in 1998, but up by seventy-one percent from 1993.  The number of incursions per one hundred thousand takeoffs or landings has risen fifty-six percent since 1993.  The rise in on-the-ground incursions, as well as traffic in the air, should act as a warning sign cautioning against additional flight increases.


Increases in air pollution are another negative side effect of adding flights and expanding airports.  Aircraft and ground vehicle increases as well as demolition and construction activities will reduce the overall ambient air quality at and around the airports through increased emissions.  Pollutants produced by aircraft and vehicle emissions include carbon monoxide, particulate matter and sulfur dioxides, among others.  The cumulative negative effects on the human respiratory system, including the incidence of asthma and emphysema on individuals, as well as other health related problems for persons working at or residing near the airports can only increase.  Without limits on the number of flights and physical airport expansion, the health of persons residing in communities surrounding airports as well as beyond is placed in jeopardy.


The Committee on Transportation is extremely concerned with the adverse implications presented by increased flights and possible physical expansion at the City’s airports. The potential adverse impacts on safety, health, efficient vehicular traffic movement and ambient air quality that will ensue may be too costly.  Until mitigation or elimination of these potential negative side effects is successfully addressed the addition of more flights and expansion of airports owned by the city of New York should be cautiously undertaken only after thorough examination of the potential consequences.   

� A “small hub” airport means an airport that each year has at least .05 percent, but less than .25 percent, of the total annual boardings in the United States.  49 USCA §41731(a)(5). 


� A “nonhub” airport means an airport that each year has less than .05 percent of the total annual boardings in the United States.  49 USCA §41731(a)(4).


� These carriers must fly nonstop between LaGuardia or Kennedy Airports and a small hub airport or nonhub airport.  Additionally, such air rights may only be granted if:


the air carrier was not providing such air transportation during the week of November 1, 1999;


the number of flights to be provided between such airports by the air carrier during any week will exceed the number of flights provided by the air carrier between such airports during the week of November 1, 1999; or


the air transportation to be provided . . . will be provided with a regional jet as replacement of turboprop air transportation that was being provided during the week of November 1, 1999.


49 USCA §41716(a)(1)(2)(3).


� Remarks from her address delivered on June 20, 2000 at The Future of Aviation in the New York/New Jersey Metropolitan Region Symposium held at the NYU Robert F. Wagner Graduate School of Public Service’s Center for Transportation Policy and Management.


� Evans, G.W. & Maxwell, L., Chronic Noise Exposure and Reading Deficits: The Mediating effects of Language Acquisition. Environment and Behavior, 29(5), 638-656 (Cornell University).


� Mr. Abramowitz’s remarks were made during his address delivered on June 20, 2000 at The Future of Aviation in the New York/New Jersey Metropolitan Region Symposium held at the NYU Robert F. Wagner Graduate School of Public Service’s Center for Transportation Policy and Management.
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