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The Metropolitan Washington Airports Authority (“MWAA” or the “Authority”), the proprietor of Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport (“National” or “DCA”) and Washington Dulles International Airport (“Dulles or IAD”), comments herewith on the Federal Aviation Administration's Notice in the above dockets regarding long-term approaches to allocate capacity at New York’s LaGuardia Airport (“LGA").  These comments are also being filed in OST Docket No. 9849, “ Notice of Market-Based Actions to Relieve Airport Congestion and Delay.”  MWAA takes no position herein on the merits of the specific approaches for LaGuardia discussed in the Notice.  MWAA recognizes that FAA has not proposed any change to the way capacity is allocated or managed at National.  Nevertheless, on this subject of such importance to National, its users and the community around National, MWAA submits these brief comments to underscore that the capacity allocation approaches proposed for LGA are not necessarily appropriate nor necessary for National Airport.  Indeed, imposing such “solutions” at DCA would likely undermine and disrupt an equilibrium that has finally been achieved at this unique facility after decades of contention, litigation, policy issuance, legislation, creation of a new regional airports authority and, ultimately, the construction of an entirely new terminal facility.

DCA and LGA will soon be the nation’s only two full-time, slot-controlled airports.  But their capacity situations are very different.  LGA is confronting the effects of a dramatic shift in capacity management over the last two years—a shift precipitated by a change in slot controls at LGA that had a sudden and dramatic impact on the functioning of not only LGA but of the whole national aviation system.  DCA, in contrast, has experienced no such shifts nor any significant congestion and delay impacts.  Instead, DCA has continued to operate under a set of capacity prescriptions (including the slot limitations of the High Density Rule) that have allowed it to fulfill its unique role as a convenient and valuable doorway to the nation’s capital, while maintaining the general support of its surrounding community.  The current capacity provisions at DCA reflect compromise commitments made to resolve three decades of controversy.  MWAA believes strongly that this stable, balanced approach to DCA’s capacity should not be disturbed.


 The equilibrium achieved at DCA rests on several capacity-related limitations and compromises.  These developed over more than three decades, since FAA first allowed jet aircraft into DCA.  The opening of Dulles in 1962 and the admission of jets to DCA in 1966 led to vigorous debate over the role of DCA, including whether it should remain open.  Regulatory and administrative arrangements—slot controls, the non-stop perimeter restriction, the night-time noise rule, and flight-path restrictions—were the products of extensive public debate throughout the 1970s and early 1980s over DCA’s role, its potential growth and its relationship to Dulles.  The U.S. DOT was deeply enmeshed in this contentious process, and several DOT Secretaries involved themselves personally with policies designed to maintain DCA’s unique national role while addressing competing concerns with capacity compromises.  See the Metropolitan Washington Airports Policy adopted by DOT/FAA (46 FR 58036, November 27, 1981) to guide the future operations and development of National and Dulles.  That DOT policy adjusted slot controls to allocate capacity, adopted a limited growth policy at National, limited “wide-body” aircraft use, limited the hours of operation of the airport and established Dulles as the growth airport for Washington.

These policy and regulatory arrangements were largely codified into federal law when National and Dulles were transferred from the federal government to a regional authority, MWAA, in 1986.  Specifically, the transfer legislation (Title VI, P.L. 99-500 as reenacted in P.L. 99-591, effective October 18, 1986) established in federal statute the High Density Rule limitation on the number of hourly air carrier operations and established a 1,250-mile “perimeter rule.”  As part of the legislative compromise, the Act also repealed a “cap” on passenger activity at DCA and repealed the FAA regulation restricting use of wide-body aircraft.  This hard-fought legislative compromise was supported by then-Secretary Dole, many local government and citizen organizations, and the airlines.


Since the transfer of DCA to MWAA, the Authority has sought to preserve this equilibrium—fulfilling the intent of the limited-growth compromises underlying the transfer of the airport.  Indeed, this principle underlaid the planning assumptions and the Master Plan for the airport.  Accordingly, as the airport has undergone new terminal construction and rehabilitation.   The Authority has maintained a constant number of gates for aircraft, and the Authority has consistently opposed significant changes in the DCA High Density Rule.  In the view of the Authority, capacity arrangements at DCA worked out in the 1980s, have brought about stability and improvements for the airport after years of uncertainty and neglect.  Significant changes to these underlying capacity compromises would reignite the debilitating debate that DOT and the Authority ended with the legislation transferring the airport from the federal government to the Authority.

Thus, Washington’s DCA is not only distinct from LaGuardia, but it also stands alone among all major U.S. airports because Congress has itself fixed the capacity of DCA as a matter of federal law.  Congress can—and has—made specific and limited adjustments to these legislated constraints at DCA (e.g., the exemption slots for beyond-the-perimeter flights and for small communities enacted in 2000 as part of AIR-21).  Nonetheless, it has done so cautiously, in recognition of the need to avoid undermining the longstanding capacity compromises on which the airport’s stability depends.  The FAA should remain equally hesitant to consider altering capacity management approaches for National, even if it could make such changes consistent with the law.


Moreover, from a practical standpoint, DCA is not well-situated to expand operations beyond the levels mandated by Congress.  The activity permitted by the High Density Rule has been the basis for planning and investment by both the airlines and the Authority in undertaking the recent billion dollar improvement and rebuilding of DCA.  The Authority has relied on the Congressionally mandated capacity limits to design, construct, fund, and operate the infrastructure of the airport.  In effect, DCA is “right-sized” to the capacity designated in the transfer legislation.  As but one example, adding even a modest number of new National flight operations could lead to unacceptable congestion of the airport’s new parking facilities—designed to meet capacity as planned.  Furthermore, the High Density Rule activity at National is set at or slightly above the capacity of the airport in Instrument Flight Rule (IFR) conditions.  The delay levels at National in IFR conditions are relatively minimal compared to other airports, particularly when compared to LGA, because the allowed activity levels are “right-sized” for the airport even in poor weather conditions.


New capacity rules at DCA are not needed to accommodate the diverse air service needs of the Washington region.  Rather, DCA is part of a regional system of airports—including Dulles and BWI—that together accommodate the various aspects of passenger and cargo air service demand, from long-haul international to short-range and low-fare services.  This is consistent with long-stated U.S. policy to promote effective utilization of all of the airports in the Washington region.

The balanced approach to capacity at DCA has worked for years to accommodate the unique concerns that arise with respect to service to the Washington area and to the seat of the United States government.  These range from the need to assure access to small communities, to the desire for frequent daily service to major East Coast population centers and business destinations.  And in today’s extraordinary security environment, any shifts to increase capacity at DCA would likely need to undergo a rigorous review by the various agencies charged with the national government’s security, from special air marshal assets to regulatory entities concerned with overflights of sensitive areas and other unique aspects of DCA flight operations. 


For all of these reasons, MWAA respectfully submits that in considering new capacity management approaches for LaGuardia Airport or other capacity-constrained facilities, the DOT/FAA should not direct such policies toward DCA.  National is not confronted by the same capacity problem as LGA, and while some new approach to allocating capacity at LGA could 

be applicable in theory to National, if it has the effect of destabilizing the equation worked out several years ago by a successful compromise, it would be more of a setback for National and the region’s system of airports than a benefit.

Respectfully submitted,

[image: image1.png]



EEdward S. Faggen

Vice President and General Counsel

Metropolitan Washington Airports Authority

1 Aviation Circle

Washington, DC  20001-6000

Phone:
(703) 417-8615

E-mail:
Edward.Faggen@mwaa.com

DATED:  June 19, 2002

� The airlines that hold the slots are subject to a “use or lose” rule, 14 CFR 93.227(a).  The Authority favors the rigorous enforcement of this rule.  This minimum usage rule was recently waived by FAA until October 26, 2002 to assist airlines to recover from the events of  September 11, 2001.  The Authority supports the reinstatement of the minimum usage rule at the earliest possible time and does not support any further waiver.   
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