Airport route upgrade should reduce noise
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Airport delays must be reduced, but it is unclear whether the FAA has considered the effect on residents enough.

There is no question the Philadelphia International Airport, as well as the three major airports in Newark and New York, are overdue for improvement. Newark consistently ranks at the bottom of on-time airline performance among major U.S. airports, and Philadelphia doesn't fare much better.

Still, as U.S. Rep. Rob Andrews, D-N.J., has pointed out, reducing delays must be balanced against the environmental harm to residents living near airports.

Despite nearly 10 years of study, 120 public hearings and at least $50 million spent, the Federal Aviation Administration has yet to come up with a plan that doesn't require some residents to live with more noise.

The FAA contends the noise level will rise for residents living near major East Coast airports whether or not changes are made. Yet, it is unclear whether the FAA has come up with an alternative that offers affected residents the most noise abatement.

In its preferred plan that would integrate airport flight operations from southern Connecticut to Delaware, the FAA puts the needs of airlines first.

We urge the FAA to hold off making changes until after the Government Accountability Office evaluates the efficiency and cost-effectiveness of the plan, which could cost taxpayers billions of dollars. The GAO is studying the plan at the request of Andrews and other members of New Jersey's and Pennsylvania's congressional delegation.

The FAA says its preferred plan will reduce delays at Philadelphia and other major airports in the five-state region about 20 percent over five years. The plan would create more flight routes out of the airports. This is expected to reduce fuel use and emission pollution, as well as help airlines and related companies avoid losing business because of delays.

Yet, opening more air routes means fanning out airplanes over South Jersey and the Philadelphia area. The added routes over Philadelphia are expected to increase noise for more than 200,000 people, according to the FAA study. If proposed efforts to reduce noise are successful, that number could decrease to about 37,000 people.

The FAA said its proposed plan will reduce noise pollution for about half a million people in the five-state region compared with making no changes. Yet, it is difficult to gauge whether this is the best option for the 29 million people in the region.

The benefits for South Jersey residents and taxpayers should be made more apparent. The GAO review could do this. That's why it is important for the FAA to hold off making changes until the agency's report is in.
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