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SUMMARY OF SUBJECT MATTER

TO: Members, Subcommittee on Aviation
FROM: Staff, Subcommittee on Aviation
RE: Hearing on A Review of the Federal Aviation Administration’s Air Traffic

Controller Hiring, Staffing and Training Plans

PURPOSE

The Subcommittee on Aviation will hold a hearing on Wednesday, June 15, 2016, at 10:00
a.m. in 2167 Rayburn House Office Building to review the Federal Aviation Administration’s
(FAA) air traffic controller hiring, staffing and training plans. The Subcommittee will hear from
representatives of the Air Traffic Organization (ATO) of the FAA, the U.S. Department of
Transportation Office of the Inspector General (DOT IG), the National Air Traffic Controllers
Association (NATCA), and Southwest Airlines.

BACKGROUND

The United States’ air traffic control (ATC) system manages the most complex and busy
airspace in the world. The United States’ ATC system is also among the safest in the world. The
FAA currently employs over 14,000 controllers in 316 air traffic control (ATC) facilities.! These
316 facilities are comprised of airport traffic control towers (which manage traffic within 10 miles
of the airport), terminal radar approach control (TRACON) facilities (which manage traffic within a
40 mile radius of a primary airport), and air route traffic control centers (which manage traffic
outside of terminal airspace and provide approach control services to small airports where no
terminal service is provided).? An additional 1,292 civilian contract controllers and more than
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10,000 military controllers also provide air traffic services for the National Airspace System
(NAS).2 The average age of an air traffic controller is 38 with 13 years of service.*

FAA Air Traffic Controller Workforce Plan

Section 221 of VISION 100 — Century of Aviation Reauthorization Act (P.L. 108-176)
required the FAA to release an annual report to Congress that describes the agency’s overall air
traffic controller workforce plan. The 2016 report provides staffing ranges for all of the FAA’s ATC
facilities and the number of onboard controllers as of September 19, 2015.° In setting controller
staffing levels, the FAA “staffs to traffic,” which means the FAA controller staffing levels are based
on traffic volume and controller workload.® (See chart on page 6 below showing air traffic and
controller staffing trends.) In “staff[ing] to traffic,” the FAA must consider a variety of factors that
are specific to each air traffic control facility.”

According to the FAA, proper staffing levels also depend on the efficient scheduling of
employees, so the agency tracks a number of indicators as part of its ongoing review of controller
staffing levels, including overtime, controllers’ time on position (which is the total time spent
managing traffic), leave usage, and the number of trainees.®

Status of Controller Staffing and Hiring

Air traffic demand has declined significantly since 2000, which was the peak year for air
traffic.® According to the 2016 Controller Workforce Plan, since 2000, traffic volume has declined
by 23 percent, with no expectation that traffic volume will return to peak levels in the near future.
Despite this decline in traffic, the number of air traffic controllers has stayed constant!® (See chart
on page 6). The number of controllers eligible to retire, which peaked in 2007 due to the retirements
of those controllers hired after the 1981 controller strike, is expected to continue to decline over the
next decade.!! In the last five years, 3,213 air traffic controllers have retired and 4,700 new
controllers have been hired.*?

The FAA has missed its annual hiring targets in each of the last six years, which
compounded staffing difficulties. In 2015, FAA missed the hiring target by 187 controllers. Despite
these lower than expected hires, the FAA maintains that it is on track to reach its fiscal year 2016
hiring targets.*
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It can take many years of training for an air traffic controller to become fully certified,
therefore the FAA’s hiring plan takes into account both the length of time it takes to complete
training and training failures.** According to the FAA, in fiscal year 2015, Academy failures were
significantly above the forecasted level (142 percent of forecast).’® The FAA is still assessing the
cause of this uptick in training failures.

Department of Transportation Inspector General Reports on Controller Hiring, Training,
and Staffing

In January 2016, the U.S. Department of Transportation Office of Inspector General (DOT
IG) issued a report on the challenges FAA continues to face in ensuring enough fully trained
controllers at critical ATC facilities.*® The DOT IG found that when excluding controllers-in-
training, 13 of the 23 critical facilities reviewed had CPC levels below the facility’s planned staffing
range.!” The DOT IG found “significant weaknesses” in the process that the FAA uses to determine
the staffing ranges in its en route facilities—air route traffic control centers.'® The DOT IG
recommended that the FAA develop and implement a methodology with completion dates for
determining en route facility staffing ranges, as suggested by the National Academy of Sciences.*®

The DOT IG also found that FAA lacks accurate and complete data on optimal controller
scheduling practices and fatigue.?® Accordingly, the 1G recommended that the FAA use the results
of a commercially available, automated scheduling program used by other countries, including
Australia, Canada, and Germany, called the Operational Planning and Scheduling (OPAS) tool.?

Lastly, the DOT IG concluded that the FAA has not yet established an effective process for
balancing training requirements with pending retirements when managing its controller resources at
critical ATC facilities.??

Since 2012, the DOT IG has raised concerns about staffing levels at critical ATC facilities
such as TRACON:S in Atlanta, Chicago, Dallas-Fort Worth, Houston and New York.?® Specifically,
the IG found that 15 of the 21 critical facilities it reviewed had a higher percentage of controllers in
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training than the national average.?* Furthermore, the DOT IG found that between 2008 and 2010,
critical ATC facilities lost roughly 40 percent of their trainees to attrition, compared to the national
average of 24 percent.®® The DOT IG also found that critical facilities had higher levels of
controllers eligible to retire than the national average.?® The DOT IG found that the FAA had not
provided the staffing and training resources needed to retain new hires.?’

Overview of the Revised Controller Hiring Process

Over the last few years, FAA has made significant changes to its air traffic controller hiring
process.?® The two most significant changes were the elimination of the hiring preference for
graduates of FAA’s ATC Collegiate Training Initiative (CTI) schools?® and the introduction of a
new Biographical Assessment (BA), a stand-alone, scored, multiple-choice exam that measures
general and ATC-specific work experience, education and training, work habits, academic and other
achievements.®® The BA replaced an “experience questionnaire” that was part of the Air Traffic
Selection and Training Test (AT-SAT), which is a pre-employment aptitude test that measures a
candidate’s ability to perform the role of air traffic controller.

Under the revised hiring process, candidates from CTI schools are grouped within a “Track
I” applicant pool that consists of candidates from the general public.3! Track I candidates must pass
the BA as a prerequisite for taking the AT-SAT.3? Applicants with at least 52 weeks of experience
as a controller (i.e., former FAA or military controllers) are grouped separately within a “Track I1”
applicant pool.®® Unlike Track | candidates, Track Il candidates are not required to take the BA,
AT-SAT, or attend the FAA Academy.>*

The FAA maintains that the changes to the hiring process resulted in greater efficiencies and
improved the process by ending the use of large inventories separated by applicant source, as well
as opening a vacancy announcement available on the same terms to all U.S. citizens to ensure
“equitable treatment.”®® Under its February 2015 Track | vacancy announcement, 18,302
candidates applied and 2,801 were selected.*® Of the 2,300 candidates who applied under the
FAA’s March 2015 Track II vacancy announcement, 989 were selected.®’
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WITNESS LIST

Ms. Teri L. Bristol
Chief Operating Officer
Air Traffic Organization
Federal Aviation Administration
(accompanied by Mr. Rickie Cannon,
Deputy Assistant Administrator for Human Resource Management, FAA)

Mr. Matthew Hampton
Assistant Inspector General for Aviation Audits
Office of Inspector General
Department of Transportation

Mr. Paul Rinaldi
President
National Air Traffic Controllers Association

Mr. Randolph “Randy” Babbitt
Senior Vice President of Labor Relations
Southwest Airlines
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