S.J. residents sound off on jet noise

By EILEEN STILWELL
Courier-Post Staff


CHERRY HILL

About 100 South Jersey residents attended an information session Wednesday to learn more about the Federal Aviation Administration's plan to reduce delays at the Philadelphia International Airport by reconfiguring the air space over the region.

Very few arrived with an open mind. Most came to protest any plan that calls for an increase in the number of flights or the intensity of noise.

Fifteen FAA representatives stationed themselves around a ballroom at the Crowne Plaza Hotel with computer laptops, eager to field specific questions from the public. By typing in a zip code, they called up screens showing the number of planes that would fly over specific census tracks under the FAA proposed redesign. The format was in response to earlier criticism that residents did not know exactly how they would be affected by new flight paths.

Still, there were inconsistencies.

"If we were to OK this preferred alternative, there would be no significant increase in noise levels in Burlington, Camden and Gloucester counties," FAA spokesman Jim Peters said.

A few steps away, another FAA expert told a Greenwich Township resident that noise on the west side of town "would probably double because some planes would be flying closer."

The good news, added Stan Eshelman, is "some planes would be diverted on to another heading, so there could be fewer planes."

Evonne Wiggins compared the noise in her Collingswood neighborhood to "living in Iraq."

"We are being dive-bombed 24/7. Sometimes we're blown out of bed by 20 planes in 20 minutes. It's too much already and tonight we're being told a bunch of lies. At least Pennsylvania collects taxes from the airport. In South Jersey, we just get screwed with noise."

Under the current system, most airplanes departing Philadelphia follow the same flight path over the Delaware River until they reach 3,000 feet. Under the proposed plan, those planes would fan out along three paths soon after take-off, meaning they would cross portions of Gloucester County at low altitudes.

More pathways and more airspace are needed to reduce delays and accommodate an estimated 28 percent growth in air traffic from Philadelphia by 2011, said Steve Kelley, manager of the AirSpace Redesign Program, which covers flight paths surrounding 21 airports over 31,000 square miles across five states.

Portions of the politically unpopular plan could be implemented as early as the end of this year or, if U.S. Rep. Rob Andrews, D-N.J., gets his way, never. Andrews and Pennsylvania Rep. Joe Sestack have asked the Government Accountability Office to review the project for cost and effectiveness. Gov. Jon S. Corzine, New Jersey's senators, county freeholder boards and several mayors want it overhauled.

In the last six years, the FAA has spent $50 million preparing the plan. No official cost estimates have been released, but Andrews said he has been told as much as $200 million to $300 million.

"I understand that there is a compelling need to address the issue of flight delays at our region's airports, but I am absolutely convinced that this plan is not the way to do it," Andrews said.
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