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The Washington Airports Task Force appreciates the opportunity to respond to the United States Department of Transportation’s request for comment on market based methods for the federal allocation of capacity at congested airports. 

The Washington Airports Task Force (WATF) is a non-profit, 501(c)(3) Virginia Corporation that works to promote the expansion and enhancement of aviation services for Virginia and the National Capital region.  As such, its views represent consumer, civic, and economic interests in a region whose tourism and high tech employment are closely tied to the proficiency of its scheduled air service.  

The WATF offers the following comments on the US DOT’s specific request concerning market based initiatives for the allocation of capacity at normally congested airports.

1. The federal government already has evolved a perfectly good system for allocating capacity in the Washington, DC area in an evenhanded manner, which has stood the test of time. 

In 1981 the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) used the combination of High Density and Perimeter rules at Washington Reagan National Airport (DCA) to craft a policy to balance use of the airport’s limited capacity with demand and with the environment.  Essentially, the policy prioritizes use of the downtown airport’s limited capacity to the short haul traveler for whom the ground segment is a large portion of total journey time.  The policy directs growth and most other scheduled airline service to Washington Dulles (IAD) – the full service growth airport for the national capital region – and to BWI.  In so doing, this policy balances DCA’s available capacity between small and large markets and balances use of the region’s airport capacity in a practical, sensible, evenhanded and workable manner.  Within this overall policy the Buy-Sell system is used to allocate the available “slots” at DCA. These instruments have been amended from time to time but their basic principles have remained intact and they have served the Nation’s Capital well for more than 20 years. 

The formalization of these rules provided a foundation upon which air service to the nation’s capital has:

a) gone from being amongst the worst in the nation for a market of its size to being among the best;

b) sustained a high level of competitive choice for travelers between the services available at the three airports.

Airlines, like banks, retail chains and other forms of commerce use their economic power to dominate a market by adding capacity and reducing price until the weaker competition in the market quits.  However, when a large community is served by multiple airports, one of which has physically restricted capacity – an airline is limited in its ability to use its economic power to dominate that market.  While it can become the leading carrier at one of the airports, it is much more difficult for it to convert its economic power into dominance of the total market, or indeed of any of the regional airports.  Over the years we have watched network airlines try to use these tactics in the Washington market.  Success may have been gained at IAD or BWI, but not at National. As a result, competition continued in the National Capital region’s marketplace to the benefit of all travelers.  Regional surveys combined with USDOT data clearly show that many passengers in the Washington market choose their airport based on flight and price availability and that air carriers at one of Washington’s three airports will adjust fares to respond to competition at the others.

The policy for allocating capacity between the National Capital region’s three airports has worked well, in part because it responds to the reality of the National Capital region in terms of the available airport capacity, environmental concerns, demographics, and market demand.  While the FAA devised these rules, it did so as the operator of Dulles and National in conjunction with the local community.  Our Task Force was involved in the formulation of these policies and continues to endorse them.

We, thus, strongly recommend that no changes whatsoever be made to the capacity allocation rules that govern the Washington, DC airports since they are working well.

2. If federal guidelines are found necessary for allocating the capacity of congested airports in other regions of the country, they should not become an unwitting reason to delay system capacity improvements.

The only long-term solution to air transportation congestion is improvement of overall system capacity. There is a real danger that demand management or “market based solutions” imposed by the federal government now would merely enable responsible federal and local officials to postpone decisive action on the real issue, which is the provision of adequate airport and ATC capacity. Great care must, therefore, be taken to ensure that no regulatory steps taken now will delay that essential result.

The federal government should continue to focus its leadership responsibility upon ameliorating congestion by:

a)  Streamlining the NEPA process so that compliance becomes a matter of months, not               years;

b) The provision of anti-trust immunity and Federal guidelines to enable air carriers to avoid over-scheduling the capacity of a specific airport;

c) Improvements to the Air Traffic Control system so that flights are no longer delayed even under inclement weather conditions.

3. Airport capacity and air transportation is vital infrastructure for a region’s economy in the 21st Century.

Communities that allow their airport capacity to become limited will restrict their economic growth and prosperity as air transportation in parallel with the Internet has become one of the two vital transportation services for the 21st century economy.  We respectfully ask the USDOT to:

a) Recognize this fact in promulgating any policies concerning capacity allocation;

b) Prioritize its energies to assist communities in constructing adequate capacity, as we have earlier indicated.



The clear linkage between the availability of air transportation and a region’s economic health are well documented.  Suffice it to note here that over the last 30 years, the jet airplane has rewritten the economic geography of the United States.  Buffalo, for example, ranked ahead of Dallas as an American city when DFW was being conceived.  The economic growth of the Nation’s Capital, of Atlanta, Orlando, Denver and many other cities is clearly linked to the availability of air transportation.


Consequently, the federal government should take all practical steps to assist communities in establishing the airport capacity adequate to their needs.  To do otherwise can only hurt the U.S. economy.

4. Any market-based capacity allocation rules that are promulgated should not be mandated nation-wide.  Implementation decisions should be left to local airport operators

 
If the Department decides in this proceeding that market-based and/or administrative powers should, in any event, be available, the decision to use them should be left with the airports and not imposed by the government because different conditions exist at different airports.
  While any such actions may limit market freedom and could have unintended consequences, the effects would be limited to one community and would not be replicated nationwide. The federal government should only step in at the request of an airport operator or if the operator fails to control capacity at its airport to the detriment of the nation’s air traffic flow.

5. Caution must be exercised to ensure that market based solutions are not                subsequently converted into regulatory mandates.

Market based actions to relieve airport congestion and delay, by their very nature, must be designed to be able to respond to changes in the air travel market.  Recent history has shown, however, that such solutions are often subjected to political pressures seeking exceptions for particular jurisdictions, airlines or circumstances.  As a consequence, what start out as allocations based upon business decisions, often end up as demand management by government order.  

We, thus, urge the Department to take this very real contingency into account when designing rules to ameliorate air traffic congestion and delay so that the original intent of such rules will not readily be susceptible to such pressures..
1. Conclusion.

In sum, the Washington Airports Task Force urges the Department not to impose so-called market based capacity solutions on local airports.  Rather, the Government should allow local airport operators to manage the capacity of their airports and provide them with the market based and administrative capacity reduction tools that they need for such local actions.  In any event, the combination of High Density and Perimeter rules that have been in effect at Washington Reagan National Airport for the past 20 years should not be altered by government action in this docket.  Indeed, these effective rules provide an excellent model for other communities.

The imposition of government imposed airport capacity restrictions of any kind, however, must not be allowed to delay or interfere with the creation of adequate airport and ATC capacity – which are the only long-term solutions to the problem of congestion.
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� Since the current rules governing capacity allocation at the other high density airports (ORD, JFK and LGA) differ from those governing DCA, we take no position regarding them.


� The painful economic impact of the closure of Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport for three weeks following the September 11th attack provides a cogent example of the critical role air service plays in sustaining a region’s economy and employment.


�  Airports with capacity restrictions due to limited runways inevitably are located in major markets served by multiple airports.  Examples are Washington, DC, New York, and Chicago.  In each case, the capacity restriction was originally introduced in response to air traffic control limitations – a federal responsibility.  Airport operators also have placed restrictions on old propeller age facilities in order to encourage use of new purpose-designed jet facilities.  Dulles and National in the National Capital region, Love Field and DFW in the Dallas/Ft. Worth area are among the examples.  Also, restrictions have been placed in order to balance a community’s economic need for air service with the environmental impact of aircraft operations on the community.  National Airport in Washington, DC, and Orange County in Southern California are among the examples.





Over the decades, the need for environmental balance, capacity balance between multiple airports and ATC limitations (in the case of Washington National - all three), has provided the nation with effective, finely-tuned mechanisms for allocating restricted airport capacity whose side effects are known and understood.
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