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The bill had passed; bring me up to date on its implementation, other issues with Air-21 that may have emerged.

“The big issue with Air-21 was a restructuring of [the allocation of the money]. It used to go to operations first. That is, to the FAA. What was left over then went into other accounts. Air-21 reversed that. Now the Airport Improvement Program is funded first. 

The FAA operations continued to grow. Air-21 now requires a general contribution [from general tax revenues] to the FAA [so that it’s not so dependent on the Aviation Trust Fund and so more of that money can be used on airport related needs]. But what’s happened now is that the Appropriations Committee took $130 million from the AIP [Airport Improvement Program] for security in the wake of Sept. 11th. That’s the issue now. Now we have to see how well [Air-21 supporters] can fend off raids on the AIP program.” 

You had some concern about how wisely the money would be spent by the airports.

“The AIP funds can used for building new runways, improving the infrastructure to reduce flight delays, and such. There’s the Passenger Facilities Charge for that. It’s still early [to make such a judgment] because we’re still going through the first cycle. We now have $3.1 billion appropriated; that’s up from $1.9 billion, so that was positive. We’ll see what the appropriations committees do now. Since Sept. 11th a lot has happened. Delays, problems with infrastructure, poor customer service, have moved off the radar screen. But generally, so far, Air-21 has worked. Improvements are in the making.”

At the time Air-21 was going through the legislative process the argument was “let’s spend the money that’s there.” Is that argument still be using or is it now more a matter of let’s be vigilant for raids on the fund for security purposes?

“The argument has not changed dramatically. We still say spend the money or cut the tax. What was going on is that appropriators were using money from the trust fund to balance the budget, balance other transportation expenditures. That’s where that argument came from. It still applies. And that was the intent of Air-21 [to stop appropriations’ raids on the Aviation Trust Fund].”

There’s been some important political changes since I last talked to you. First, Shuster is no longer chair of the committee and, second, the Democrats have taken over the Senate. Has either of those affected your work, that of ATA?

Chairman Shuster was a formidable force. He was able to go the leadership with his 75 votes and work the system that way. Young [Don Young, R-Alaska, new chair] has been around for a long time, so he’s experienced, but he doesn’t have the political instincts that Shuster had. I’m not sure he’s going to show the same determination to battle the appropriators that Shuster had. He was defeated on the $130 million transfer to security [from the Aviation Trust Fund]. I’m not sure he wanted to fall on his sword on that one. But security needs are going to grow. There’s a security fee now but it won’t be enough. It’s $2 billion now; it’s going to go $5, 6 billion. But it will go higher than that [and so the pressures on the Aviation Trust Fund will continue to mount].”

There was a coalition that emerged to fight for Air-21 that was headed by Carol Hallet [of ATA]. Has that coalition stuck together to work on other things or Air-21, or is it the case that your coalition emerge anew on individual issues?

“Coalitions emerge on issues when the legislative process is moving. That one would form again [if this issue reemerged].” [In other words, that coalition dissolved after Air-21’s passage.]

Looking back on Air-21, would you say that the Air Transport Association had a significant impact on the issue?

“Absolutely, absolutely. Because. . . We were heavily involved in the legislative process. At the time airlines were being dinged for delays, for poor customer service. We had outgrown the capacity of our system. The FAA was squandering millions. The Airport Improvement Program was underfunded. In terms of appropriations, we got the short end of the stick. Air-21 turned this around. We worked extremely hard, much to the angst of the _________.”

Anything else to add?
“Right now we’re flying at 20 percent less capacity. That’s certainly helped the delay situation. But the new issues are 100 percent baggage screening. That will be [the source of the] new delays. As time goes on and as people return to flying, we’ll see these issues emerge again.”

