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April 5, 2023

The Honorable Pete Buttigieg
Secretary

Department of Transportation
1200 New Jersey Avenue, NW
Washington, D.C. 20590

Dear Secretary Buttigieg:

Last month, the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) asked air carriers to reduce their flight
schedules by 10 percent in the New York region during peak summer travel from May 15 to
September 15 due to an air traffic controller staffing shortage.! The FAA issued a notice on
March 22, 2023 to waive the slot usage requirements and prevent air carriers from being
penalized for complying with requested flight reductions. The FAA claimed this staffing
shortage is from the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, however, this problem is a direct result
of the FAA’s own failure to solve long-running staff shortages in the New York-New Jersey
Terminal Radar Approach Control (TRACON). As a result, the price of airfare will almost
certainly rise and competition will decrease at some of our country’s busiest airports.

The New York airspace has faced staffing challenges for over two decades. According to a 2008
Government Accountability Office study, congestion issues in the New York metropolitan area
airspace have been well-known since the late 1990s.? Recognizing the challenges in the New
York/New Jersey/Philadelphia airspace, in 2007 the FAA proposed a new integrated airspace
that would increase efficiency and address staffing challenges. In 2022, after considerable
political pressure, the FAA abandoned those plans within the New York/New
Jersey/Philadelphia Airspace Redesign project.® The FAA’s March 22, 2023 notice notes that air
traffic control (ATC) staffing at the New York Terminal Radar Approach Control facility (N90)
is only at 54 percent, far below the national average of 81 percent. The notice also finds that
training efforts to reduce the staffing backlog at N90 have failed.

While | recognize the FAA’s Fiscal Year 2024 budget request includes hiring 1,800 additional
controllers, 300 more than Fiscal Year 2023 levels, the shortage, particularly in the New York
region, has been well-known for many years. According to the FAA, during the summer of 2022,
there were more than 40,000 delays at JFK, LaGuardia, and Newark airports for which ATC
staffing was a factor. Despite this poor performance, the FAA estimates delays could be even
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worse this summer. With air travel continuing to rise past pre-pandemic levels, the FAA should
present a targeted and sustainable solution across the National Airspace System (NAS).

In order to properly understand the challenges facing the Air Traffic Organization ahead of a
FAA reauthorization effort, please provide written responses to the following questions by no
later than April 19, 2023:

1.

What mitigation steps have the Department of Transportation (DOT) and FAA taken
prior to asking air carriers to reduce their flight schedules?

Has the DOT conducted a cost-benefit analysis to project the financial impact on
consumers?

What safeguards have been implemented to prevent similar requests to air carriers to
reduce their schedules?

Does the DOT intend to request slot reductions during other peak travel times such as
Thanksgiving or Christmas?

Will the planned shift of the Newark radar sector to Philadelphia help to mitigate N90
staffing issues or associated delays?

What long-term adjustments or consolidations should be made to improve the New
York/New Jersey/Philadelphia airspace?

Thank you for your attention to this matter.

Sincerely,

Ted Cruz
Ranking Member



