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More than 50 countries have adopted modernized air traffic control (ATC) systems and 

senior officials at every one have said that the benefits of separating from being 

government-controlled have vastly outweighed the challenges of putting the new system 

in place. Rapid technology upgrades and changes, the ability to recruit skilled 

engineering talent, and the predictability and availability of adequate financial capital 

were all common reasons for reform. 

 

The private sector possesses the innovative technologies and management techniques for 

accomplishing the enormously sophisticated job of efficiently routing passenger and 

cargo flights, but no government agency can overcome the financial and political 

challenges to do it.  

 

In most of Europe, non-governmental organizations have been safely and efficiently 

guiding aircraft at major airports like London Heathrow for nearly two decades. 

Meanwhile, even with congressionally-authorized acquisition privileges and a unique 

personnel system, the American air traffic control system has only fallen farther behind.   

 

A recent National Academy of Sciences review concluded that the Federal Aviation 

Administration does not possess the technical expertise to develop an air navigation 

system as modern as those routinely deployed by companies in the private sector. After 

decades of trying, the government has proven that it isn’t able to effectively update our 

ATC operations. 

 

In 1994, I joined the Clinton Administration to help lead an effort to modernize our 

country’s air navigation system. At the time, I thought that a properly managed 

government agency could do almost as good of a job as the private sector.  

 

I was wrong. 

 

Several of my colleagues from the Clinton Administration have reached this same 

conclusion, including former Virginia Governor Baliles, a nationally-recognized expert 

on our nation’s aviation system who served as Chairman of the 1993 Commission to 

Ensure a Strong Competitive Airline Industry.  Governor Baliles joined six other former 

senior Administration officials in authoring a recent letter to members of Congress asking 

them to adopt air traffic control reform.    

 

As I stepped into the role of Associate Administrator for Research, Development and 

Acquisitions of the Federal Aviation Administration, the modernization program was 

already years behind schedule and billions of dollars over cost. By 1998, after four years 

of reorganizing the FAA’s 2,500-member engineering workforce, re-scoping technical 

requirements and modifying numerous contracts, we managed to deliver more than $6 

billion in new ATC equipment. 

 



Despite our incremental success, I became convinced that the FAA would never be able 

to update and maintain a modern ATC system. It turns out that a federal agency simply 

can’t keep up with the pace of technology change given all of the constraints and 

challenges that exist in government. The FAA has tried and tried again (and again), but 

our nation still has an antiquated ATC system. I know from my own experience that it’s 

not for lack of trying, but it’s not going to get any better if we do nothing. 

 

 

 

Transitioning to a not-for-profit company to oversee ATC operations (much like a public 

power or telecommunications utility) is a significant undertaking, but we know the 

benefits it holds from seeing what has taken place in other countries. The longer we put 

this off, the more we will fall behind. The not-for-profit model guarantees a reliable 

source of funding to move from the outdated, stove-piped system architecture to a 

modern, integrated, wireless telecommunications architecture that can accommodate the 

cyber security threats and unmanned air systems present today and in the future. 

 

While our skies are safe today, the number of air passengers has increased for the sixth 

consecutive year, putting extraordinary stress on our ATC system. We are seeing these 

increases across the country, including a 4% increase at RIC.  As other countries can 

attest, the new model can keep costs down, reduce delays and enhance safety. The FAA 

will retain its oversight responsibility, letting us maintain the highest safety standards in 

the world while enjoying modern, reliable air navigation.  

 

Opponents fighting progress are shills for the status quo. We run the risk of eroding our 

leadership in the skies and continuing to fall behind other nations. The House of 

Representatives has approved a measure that includes air traffic control reform.  We now 

need our leaders in the Senate, including Senators Warner and Kaine, to help fix our 

antiquated ATC system.  Congress should act now to adopt important ATC reforms 

before we face a real crisis. 
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