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Chairman Moran, Ranking Member Duckworth and members of the subcommittee, thank you for
inviting me to participate in today’s important hearing on close calls and improving safety across the
national airspace system (NAS). While tens of thousands of commercial, general aviation, cargo, and
military flights are completed successfully in the United States each day, recent tragedies and incidents
reinforce that we can never become complacent, take safety for granted, or lose our shared resolve to
mitigate risks.

Your continued focus on safety — along with Chairman Cruz, Ranking Member Cantwell, and the
members of the committee — and your efforts to enhance aviation safety and invest in critical
infrastructure on the ground and in the air are having a demonstrable benefit for the traveling public
and all Americans. As public entities with a public safety mission, airports are grateful for your
leadership and dedication, and we are committed to continuing our work with the committee, our
industry partners, and the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) to address safety concerns on or near
runways.

Personally, it is always an honor to appear before the Commerce Committee and the Aviation
Subcommittee on behalf of the American Association of Airport Executives (AAAE), the world’s largest
professional organization representing the individuals who work at public-use commercial and general
aviation airports. AAAE’s more than 12,000 members represent 950 airports as well as hundreds of
companies and organizations that support the airport industry. In addition to advocating on behalf of
our members, AAAE has a rich heritage of providing safety-related training and professional
development opportunities for airport and aviation workers that we believe are relevant to today’s
hearing.

While the focus of my testimony is primarily on those areas for which airports have responsibility, | want
to note the importance of collaboration, cooperation, and communication among airport operators and
our government and industry partners. Our nation’s airspace and airport operating environments are
exceedingly complex and unique, which adds to the challenge we face and limits the effectiveness of
one-size-fits-all solutions. Safety requires constant vigilance, attention, and appropriate action by all
who operate in the dynamic airport environment.

Specifically, our efforts to successfully mitigate risk and enhance safety require us to constantly evaluate
and enhance the processes, people, and technology at work in the airport environment.

Safety Management Systems — Effective Framework for Risk Management

Safety is a core focus and function of airports, consistent with their public nature and public mission.
While that has been the case for decades, the broad implementation of Safety Management Systems
(SMS) allows airports to more effectively identify and mitigate systemic risk, including those related to
close calls, runway incursions, and other safety hazards.



Airport operators are using SMS to proactively identify and mitigate safety risks at their facilities. In
2023, the FAA issued a rule requiring certain Part 139 certificated airports to implement an SMS over a
five-year period. A core component of these systems is safety risk management (SRM). As part of SRM,
airport operators are required to establish a systemic process for (a) identifying operational safety
hazards, (b) analyzing the level of risk associated with each of those hazards, and (c) mitigating the risk
of the identified hazards.

The tremendous value of SMS is enabling airport operators to identify safety risks and appropriate
mitigation measures that are unique and tailored to their operating environment. Individuals with
access to the airside are trained on how to report hazards, ensuring facility-specific risks are readily
understood. Airport operators closely evaluate this data and implement corrective actions designed to
mitigate the highest-risk hazards, such as additional training, new signage, or targeted infrastructure
modifications. The SRM process avoids a one-size-fits-all approach, recognizes that no two airports face
the same set of hazards or risks, and ensures that limited financial resources are allocated where they
will have the greatest impact on improving safety.

In addition to identifying risks and implementing mitigation measures, Part 139 certificated airports
falling within the purview of the rule must also adopt safety policies, promote and encourage safety
across the organization, and maintain processes to ensure that any mitigation measures remain
effective over time and the system is functioning properly. Together, these important SMS components
help cultivate a safety culture and ensure continuous safety improvements.

It is important to emphasize the role of airport SMS relative to FAA’s and other stakeholders’ SMS
frameworks. Commercial airlines are governed by their own SMS requirements, and the FAA leverages
its internal SMS program to guide decision-making on a wide range of operational and safety issues. This
means that several different organizations may be utilizing distinct risk management processes
simultaneously at a single airport. If a risk is identified by the FAA, an airport operator, or an airline, one
or more of these organizations may need to implement mitigation measures, depending on which entity
holds the operational capability to address that risk. The overlapping nature of these programs
highlights a shared responsibility for risk management and the need for effective collaboration.

As part of the SMS implementation process for airports, one major gap identified is the inability of FAA
air traffic control facilities, air carriers, and other operators to confidently and efficiently share hazard
data collected through their SMS programs with airport operators. As public entities, airport operators
are generally subject to open records laws (commonly known as freedom of information laws) and must
disclose safety data to the public upon request. These laws, while well intended, stymie safety by
inhibiting the data disclosures and collaboration among entities that are needed to address issues
before they arise.

Given that reality, we urge the committee and Congress to protect safety data that FAA and other
stakeholders share with airports from public disclosure under open records laws. Allowing data sharing
among stakeholders without fear of retribution is critical to ensuring the highest levels of safety.

Worker Training — Opportunities for Enhanced Safety

While establishing and maintaining an SMS is critical to enhancing aviation safety on or near runways,
addressing human factors, including effective initial and recurrent training, are equally important.
Notably, many workers at airports — and all workers that operate on airport movement areas — are
required by the federal government to undergo extensive training and to demonstrate appropriate
proficiency.



In most instances, employees receive required training as part of their onboarding and in conjunction
with the badging process, which all employees must undergo before working in secure areas of an
airport, including the critical air operations area (AOA). Many airports require classroom or computer-
based training, written tests, supervised driving, practical exams, annual recurrent training, and
enforcement measures.

For more than three decades, AAAE has played an important role in providing training to airports and
their employees, tailoring options to meet the unique needs and budgets of individual airports. AAAE’s
Digicast system provides on-demand, web-based video training on safety, operations, maintenance,
security, firefighting, customer service, human resources, and other topics. Digicast educates aviation
employees about the complex airport work environment, promoting safe and efficient operations, and
supporting airport compliance with federally mandated training.

AAAE also provides customized, computer-based training for more than 125 individual airports through
Interactive Employee Training (IET). AAAE’s IET allows airports to report training results in real-time to
allow for necessary adjustments and upgrades. Training courses and interactive exams are tailored to
each airport operation and offer an easy method to deliver recurrent training. The system reduces paper
recordkeeping and errors.

Notably, AAAE has partnered with Blank Slate — a leading provider of Artificial Intelligence (Al)-based
training to the U.S. military and other leading institutions — to deploy enhanced recurrent training that
recognizes individual learning habits and adjusts accordingly to promote improved learning retention
and training results.

IET courses cover the full range of airport operations and training needs, including Secure Identification
Display Area (SIDA) and sterile area security at both commercial service and general aviation airports;
active shooter situations; Americans with Disabilities (ADA) training; customer service; fuel handling
safety; insider threats; public vehicle inspection; airport terminal evacuation; cybersecurity; and human
trafficking awareness, among others.

With regard to airfield safety, the IET includes movement and non-movement area driver training
courses, which review FAA Part 139 airport certification requirements for driving on those respective
areas of the airfield. The courses review proper vehicle safety, definitions and causes of incidents,
prevention of accidents and runway incursions, how to communicate with the tower, and review all
movement area and non-movement area marking, lighting, and signage.

Currently, 325 airports use IET and Digicast to deliver and track successful completion of FAA Part 139
movement and non-movement area driver training courses. Since 2025, AAAE’s IET and Digicast systems
have delivered more than 67,000 movement area driver training courses and nearly 430,000 non-
movement area driver training courses.

The IET also provides SMS training, which gives employees and tenants an overview of the airport’s SMS
plan. It highlights the airport’s safety culture, clarifies a badge holder’s reporting responsibilities,
reviews tools that support the airport’s SMS plan, and gives examples a badge holder can follow to
demonstrate compliance.



While AAAE is proud of our heritage in providing training to airport workers and constantly seeking to
build upon our training platforms, including with the deployment of Al capabilities, we support an
examination and review of FAA’s requirements for initial and recurrent training to determine effective
ways to improve the consistency of airside driver training programs.

Specifically, we recommend the establishment of a task force at FAA to develop recommendations on
how to improve the consistency of movement-area driver training and basic skills nationwide while
preserving flexibility to address airport-specific conditions and factors. We appreciate the conversations
we have had with you and your staff, Chairman Moran, and look forward to working with you to develop
legislation in this area, recognizing its promise in improving runway safety at airports across the country.

Technology and Infrastructure Investment

Consistent with your efforts to enhance aviation safety, we also appreciate the leadership of the
committee in advancing investments to modernize the nation’s air traffic control system, which are
producing meaningful results that we hope to build on in the years ahead to the benefit of travelers for
generations to come. Continued investments in technology and facility upgrades — including new tower
construction — will pay huge dividends with enhanced safety and improved efficiency throughout the
NAS.

AAAE recognizes the value of technology and surface safety surveillance tools to enhance safety,
including FAA’s deployment of Airport Surface Detection Equipment, Model X (ASDE-X) and ADS-B
Airport Surface Surveillance Capability (ASSC) systems at 44 airports. While ASDE-X and ASSC have been
effective, the industry needed more cost-effective solutions that could be quickly implemented,
especially for smaller airports. Congress recognized the importance of surface surveillance in the FAA
Reauthorization Act of 2024. Under section 347, FAA was directed to identify and deploy systems that
may provide or improve surface surveillance at airports needing such capabilities.

We appreciate the work that FAA has done thus far to implement section 347 and deploy Surface
Awareness Initiative (SAl) systems as part of the Brand New Air Traffic Control System (BNATCS). The
agency has installed the SAl systems at approximately 90 airports to date, and we understand that plans
are in place to eventually reach 220 airports. These systems promise to enhance safety in the airport
environment and mitigate near misses through improved situational awareness.

Consistent with the SMS process and in consultation with FAA, we understand that airports with surface
surveillance tools (ASDE-X, ASSC, or SAl) are evaluating the installation of vehicle movement area
transmitters (VMATs) to improve situational awareness.

It is important to note that these devices are not yet widely deployable at all airports across the country
given where FAA is in the process of rolling out surface surveillance systems; the need for driver and
controller training; supply chain and bandwidth concerns; and the lack of available resources to procure,
install, program, test, and maintain the technology.

Airports differ significantly in layout, traffic mix, tower hours, runway configurations, weather and low-
visibility operations, hot spots, construction activity, and vehicle access needs. Given this complexity and
the growing disconnect between available resources and airport investment needs for safety projects,
capacity enhancements, terminal upgrades, and other critical projects, airports must have the ability
through SMS and other assessments to evaluate and prioritize technology deployment and safety
investments to ensure that each dollar goes toward its highest and best safety purpose.



While we hope to see an increase in Airport Improvement Program (AIP) funding, a long-overdue
adjustment to the federal cap on local passenger facility charges (PFCs), and an extension of expiring
Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (IIJA) programs in the months ahead, airports currently face a
growing list of worthy projects and a shrinking pool of resources to pay for them. Airports are meeting
their immediate, highest priority safety needs, but their ability to work their way further down a growing
list of important projects is limited.

Finally, | would like to thank Senators Tim Sheehy (R-MT), Jeff Merkley (D-OR), Steve Daines (R-MT) and
Ron Wyden (D-OR) for introducing S. 3929, the Air Traffic Situational Awareness Enhancement Act. This
important safety bill authorizes funds to pay for the acquisition, installation, and operation of Airborne
Position Reference Tools (APRTs) at contract towers that lack Standard Terminal Automation
Replacement Systems (STARS). This long overdue equipment upgrade will allow controllers to use
situational awareness displays to keep track of nearby aircraft and avoid potential accidents in line with
the focus of today’s hearing.

Thank you again for the invitation to appear before you on behalf of AAAE, and thank you for your
continued leadership.



