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Secondary interview

June 26, 2000, Interviewed in person by Jeff Berry

Basic Background

Prior Activity

You don’t need to take me through the history of A-21, but in looking back over my notes there’s something I’m not sure I understand. I’m clear as to how the bill got through the House: Chairman Shuster. But there wasn’t a counterpart to Shuster in the Senate who wanted to force this through. So how did it get through the Senate? 

“The political pressure for airport improvement program was building. The program had expired [and by the way he talked, I think it had gotten one year extensions to keep things going]. Pressure was growing because the folks back home [airport operators] needed the money for their projects. But you’re right, there wasn’t the same kind of advocate on the Senate side. And this whole thing got caught up in the question of committee jurisdictions. You know, with the appropriations, if something goes up then some other [program’s spending] must come down. So this moved when Lott took advantage of McCain being away. McCain would have blocked it because of the PFC [Passenger Facility Charge]. He would have blocked it because it’s a tax increase. [This is the fee on tickets for airport improvements which was raised from $3 per ticket to $4.50; see Deere interview].”

From later in the interview:

The reason this got done in the Senate was because McCain was away. I was in a meeting with Trent Lott and he said, we’re going to get this done before that little snit gets back. [McCain was campaigning for President at that point]. That and the FAA and DOT wanted it done too; they wanted more money for the system. Their hands were tied by OMB but they wanted it. As a political scientist you would want to emphasize the committee jurisdiction thing: the conflict between the appropriators and the authorizers. It used to be [before passage of the recent aviation trust fund bill, A-21] that the appropriators sent the first money they got to the FAA for operations; what was left over could go to AIP [Aviation Improvement Program?]. Now, the law requires that first money go to the AIP and then the left overs go to the FAA for operations. If there isn’t enough money for operations, the air traffic controllers don’t get paid. Now you tell me, will there be an appropriation for operations? Of course.

“We need increased investment in the system. We have all these delays and while [flights] are subject to weather, it’s more than that. We have a navigational system that is from the 1970s.”

“I spent most of my time opposing the PFC [Passenger Facility Charge]. It’s a tax. A tax the airlines collect. But you said you wanted increased investment. Yes, [but it produces too much]. It went from a $1.9 billion program to a $3.3 billion. That’s a big increase. Now it would be good if they used that money to increase capacity instead of building shopping malls within the airport. 

Advocacy Activities:

Direct lobbying

Future Activities:

Issue was resolved; nothing apparently on the horizon.

Key Congressional Contacts:
Cong. Shuster [R-PA, committee chair]

Committee staffers [Coon used to work for the committee and said he knew all of them]

Cong. Duncan [R-TN, subcommittee chair.]

Sen. Trent Lott [R-MS] [Majority Leader]

Targets of Direct Lobbying

Legislators, seemed to be more committee based than overall, and Sen. Lott

Targets of Grassroots Lobbying

Members of Congress contacted by their local airports.

Coalition

“There was this coalition, very broad-based, but it was dominated by the highway guys. This was the coalition that worked on T-21.  What’s the origins of Air-21? It was to be comparable to T-21, which the policy that restructured the highway trust fund [and which changes became the model for the effort to restructure the aviation trust fund]. And now there’s C-21. Which is? Waterways [trust fund]. But the highway trust fund was $200 billion. We were just $40 billion, so it was a whole different thing. But I’d go to these meetings and I’d be sitting next to some sand and gravel guy. So we aviation industry folks formed our own coalition. It was a general aviation group. It didn’t include the air traffic controllers who had already made their deal with the gov and didn’t’ want to rock the boat. But the industry was united around Air-21”

Other Participants

FAA

Dept. of Transportation

Ubiquitous Argument

I really didn’t have to have an argument. [Congress was ready to do this and there was pressure on them from back home.] But we wanted an increased in funding for the system. Money to modernize the system. For more gates, for growth in capacity. To handle the tremendous growth in aviation. We have 22,000 flights a day. We have 16 million takeoffs a year.”

Secondary argument

On a different aspect of the bill, he fought an increase in the Passenger Facility Charge because it was a tax increase. So he was for the bill in general but against this part of it.

Targeted argument

None described

Nature of Opposition

The opposition was internal congressional politics: In the House and Senate the jealously guarded prerogatives of the appropriations and budget committees. Also, in the Senate, the opposition of John McCain who chaired the relevant committee. 

Ubiquitous Argument/opp

Rest of House, Senate overriding jurisdictions and prerogatives of committees.

Secondary argument

Tax increase from rise in Passenger Facility Charge

Targeted argument

None described

Partisan

No

Venue

Congress

Action Pending

None

Policy Objectives

Those that wanted to change the policy wanted the trust fund money mandated so that it would be spent. Thus, more money for improving airports and other aspects of the system that don’t come from FAA operations monies. Opponents didn’t like the end run around the Budget and Appropriations committees, feeling that their jurisdiction had been ignored. There was also opposition because there was a rise in the tax on passenger assessed through the tickets we buy. 

Advocate’s experience

16 years working on the Hill; two in present job.

“Graduated from Virginia Tech with a degree in Urban Planning. Went to work on the Hill for Bob Smith, a representative from Oregon who became head of the Agriculture Committee. Worked for him for 6 years. Then I went to work for John Duncan and I was with him for 10 years. I worked for him as his legislative director and then went to work for the committee. And then you were recruited for this job? Yes. I’ve been here two years.”

Reliance on Research

 “I’d say it comes closest to your number #3 [the lobbyist only gets 10 minutes and therefore you have to hone in on your message.] You know, you’re really talking about communicating [any research you have] to committee staff. What’s that? Five people? I like to have the facts and figures.  You  mean, you like to have the facts and figures from whatever research so that you can answer any questions that get thrown at you? Yes. With the research, we [those who work on the Hill, as did he] would want to know who paid for the research. They’ll say, “Oh, we paid for it.” Then you know it’s some college professor or think tank that’s in their back pocket. [When I was on the Hill] I would call Wall Street investment types and get their input. You trusted them because they were neutral sources? Yes.” 

When you were an aviation subcommittee staffer, were there any groups that stood out in terms of the quality of their research? “It wasn’t so much the research or the organization. It was the individual. It’s whether I found the individual trustworthy. Whether they gave me good information.  What made for good information? You know, they would come to you and [give you their view] but they would also say, ‘that’s what we want but we know there’s another side too.’”

Number of Individuals involved in advocacy

Impossible to say. From the answer below: a lot. Primary lobbyists are four, but that woefully underestimates the number of people doing advocacy.

“The ATA has about 100 employees. We have a large technical support group for the carriers. We have a legal dept. We have an operations dept. with pilots. They interact with the FAA and they’re the conduits to the carriers. The legal department does that too. In Government Relations we have 4 [professionals]. We’re organized around issues: authorizations, appropriations, tax. Each of us has his own bailiwick. Each of the carriers has its Washington office. What we’re responsible for is federal affairs. We have a meeting here every other week with all the representatives of the carriers. We tell them what’s going on with the FAA, with Congress. And we tell them what ATA is doing to address them. We may discuss it to formulate an industry position. And we may not formulate a position [if there’s disunity].”

Number of Units:

Four: Legal, Technical, Gov. Relations, and operations.

Advocate’s Outstanding Skill:

His connections to the Hill from his years of work on the committee.

Type of Membership

The members are 28 airlines.

Size

28 airlines

Organizational Age: 
64 years

Misc:

7. “I think it would be somewhat positive. But I also think it would be less supportive of the airline industry. I believe that they would say that ATA does a good job. But why would they be less supportive about the industry? “Basically the airlines are in denial about their [lousy] service. [He noticeably lowers his voice to just about a whisper and said later that he could get fired if overheard criticizing the industry. He continued on with the very soft voice for the remainder of this answer. The airlines always say that government should keep out and let the free market work. But, of course, if they have a chance to screw one of their rivals, they’re quick to come up here and try to get government to fix it [so that happens]. But we get beat up here because of the lousy service.”

