KAPA: FAA and Mike Fronapfel Need to Be More Transparent

FAA is supposed to regulate the aviation industry. FAA is also supposed to serve all of us — not just aviation in-
terests, but also the full national population. In truth, FAA serves as a tool to enable aviation excess, and also in-
sulates industry players from pushback by impacted citizens who want to rein in noise, lead, and other impacts.
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tial increase in aviation accountability. That is, sky-
dive operators, flight schools, FBOs?, airlines, charter operators, airport authorities, and others would all be ex-
posed, and pressured to clean up. They would be forced to abandon their current pattern, which has been to
blow off citizen efforts to balance aviation impacts and community livability.

Bottom line: we cannot achieve even the slightest balance, in our local communities, between aviation and the
community, so long as FAA remains a captured regulator. Fixing this problem starts with data and transparency.

Getting Ops Data for Centennial Airport

A recent Facebook discussion focused on using FOIA to collect data. The intent was to show how much local
pattern ops (closed pattern, touch-and-go, typically by flight schools) have increased. Collection of this data
does not require use of FOIA. In fact, for any U.S. airport with a control tower, precise data is available online
via FAA’s ATADS/OPSNET webpage.

What does the data show us?

The tables on the next page show operations per month, from January 1990 through March 2023. The top table
shows Local Ops by month. It includes two rows at the bottom, offering ‘year-to-year’ percent change in annual
total ops, and a 5-year average for the annual total ops. The bottom table is the same, except it focuses on an-
nual total ops each year (itinerant plus local pattern ops); it also includes a bottom (purple text) line showing the
percentage of total ops that are Local.

While impacts at KAPA are significant and have grown in some years, the actual total monthly local ops have
declined in recent years. In the tables, the light green and light pink background colors in the ‘yr2yr’ rows show
growth and decline trends for both Local and Total ops. The trends generally match, and they also generally

1 To hold aviation people accountable, it is important to pay attention to the details of all involved. It gets to be confusing. Just to
set it straight and precise... Mike Fronapfel is the CEO and Executive Director for Centennial Airport, and he serves as one of
nine Board members for the Arapahoe County Airport Authority.

2  ‘FBO’ means ‘fixed base operator’. Nothing complicated, just an odd name evolved within the aviation industry. Essentially,
much like a tenant at a mall, each FBO provides defined, aviation-related services and usually has a lease agreement with the air-
port authority.



conform with overall economic conditions. For example, note the large decline with the 2008 economic col-
lapse, followed by a decade of growth through 2019. Each of the last three years show declines.

KAPA Local GA Ops by month (source: ATADS/OPSNET)
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Notice the strong declining trends for the 5-year average, not just for Local Ops, but also for Total Ops. And, by
the way, this is a pattern at airports across the nation. General Aviation® activity peaked in the 70s and 80s, and
has been declining ever since. Billions in subsidies continue to flow to thousands of these smaller airports, ev-
ery year, despite the fact that the grant beneficiaries are a diminishing population®. It is very common for se-
verely underutilized GA airports to be eager for ANY operator to set up an FBO or services, to fill the vacuum
and generate revenues as seed money for the grants (which commonly are 95:5 or 90:10 matching grants). This
eagerness translates to an acceptance of impactful flight schools, air tours, skydiving operations, and more, and
a strong disinclination for the airport authority to pressure their operators to be good local citizens.

How can we have less traffic yet more impact?

There is no disputing that there is lots of flight training activity at KAPA. This fact is born out by both the total
Local Ops figures, and the high percentage of all operations that are local. Note the bottom purple data line,

‘%lcl’, which averaged 52% in the early 1990s and 46% in the last three years. The trend is a decline, but both
figures are quite high, in comparison to the U.S. GA airport average.
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FAA uses the term ‘General Aviation’ to include essentially all aviation that is neither military nor scheduled airline and air cargo.

The term is overly broad. It would be helpful if FAA put effort into differentiating GA into three groups: public (serves a public
interest such as law enforcement or emergency services), commercial (generates revenues), and non-commercial (personal flying
for recreation, use of a company aircraft for transportation or industrial purposes, etc.). It would also be helpful if Congress came
to recognize, aviation uses our public airspace, and if it is impactful, we should have the right to know who is causing the impacts,
and why. Furthermore, because it generates profits/revenues while using our public airspace, all commercial aviation should be
subject to informational disclosures that facilitate an ongoing public cost/benefit assessment and decisions as to how to manage
(even ban or limit) that commercial aviation activity.

FA A’s figures show the total pilot population is extremely small, roughly one in a thousand of our national population. And, it is

not clear what percentage of FAA’s pilot population statistic is actually foreign flight students, coming to train at KAPA and else-

where.




Impacts can increase while ops decline, if either ATC changes how they manage closed pattern traffic, or oper-
ators change how they conduct flight training. Online research shows, there is lots of recruitment of students
from across the globe. In other words, a few operators at KAPA are making lots of money importing students to
burn fuel (and diminish neighborhoods) while they reap a profit. Furthermore, if their recruitment works well,
they can and will end up with a larger pool of students. To manage this pool, and to maximize profits, they will
tend to set up calendars with intensive ‘banks’ of flight activity. Older, more traditional ‘local’ flight training
were less concentrated, spread out more evenly through the day, and thus less noticeable to local residents. As
for ATC, while FAA broadly claims nothing has changed, in the longer context they are quite possibly no longer
splitting closed-pattern ‘local’ flights over numerous runways. lL.e., the trend in recent decades is toward concen-
trating all closed traffic onto one runway, and reserving the other runway for itinerant and jet use. At KAPA,
flight training is now concentrated on the west parallel runway, 17R-35L.

The most significant change is that the flight training business model has evolved. The current business model
has been scaled up and places a much harsher, concentrated burden on those below, even with fewer local ops
per year. And it does not help that these larger operators often are big, out-of-area corporations, and do not re-
side in the local area.

And, what about the Key Lime midair collision?

How did that impact operations
at KAPA? The 5/12/2021 midair 0 Runway 17L
was a huge embarrassment to s
FAA. Two ‘local controllers’
were working the traffic, each
responsible for one of the paral-
lel runways. They failed to pre-
vent a collision, had become too
complacent, even robotic in is-
suing clearances and traffic in-
formation. Within the ATC cul-
ture, when bad things happen,
the simplest and most appropri-
ate reaction is for the manager
to direct the controllers to apply
more positive control. At
KAPA, memos would circulate
and recurrency training would
focus on assuring better coordi-
nation between the controllers,
and more vigilance in how traf-
fic is worked. It would also be
appropriate for the tower man-
ager to be more conservative fa-
voring safety, ordering con-
trollers to set a limit of say 3- or

5 ‘Closed Pattern’ refers to those flights where the pilot is neither arriving or departing, is choosing to stay close to the airport, doing
practice landings and takeoffs. A related term is ‘touch-and-go’, where ATC clears the pilot to land, keep the speed up, and takeoff
on the same approach. These are simple terms, made complex by how both FAA and industry work to discourage citizen involve-
ment in airport decisions.



4- maximum aircraft staying in the pattern (and rejecting requests by other pilots to join the closed pattern).
What happened at KAPA is management directed ATC to be more vigilant, but did NOT direct any limits. The

net result was to stretch out the downwind leg of the pattern, north
towards Cherry Creek Reservoir. An additional result, typical
when a closed pattern remains full (and too full) is the pattern nat-
urally balloons outward, in this case further to the west, impacting
even more people. Here’s a screenshot to illustrate. It shows a
north flow (closed pattern Runway 35L), but the same problem re-
sults. Notice how the many tracks are saturating communities on
an enlarged pattern, and notice too all of the closed pattern is on
the west side (none has been distributed by ATC, to use the east
side). Notice, too, that when the pattern becomes too full, auxil-
iary loops need to be flown even further to the west, just to fit into
the pattern.

What transparency cooperation do we need from FAA et al?

Key areas of data needed include, for each calendar month:
* total number of students active at least once during the
month
* total hours flown by all students during the month
* of the total student number, percentage who are foreign
students registered under a Department of State program

* of the total student number, percentage who are out-of-
state residents visiting for training
» total fuel flowage to all flight schools, for each calendar month

Thus far, the airport authority has been dodging release of this data. But, frankly, the airport authority should be
proud to release it. For example, they can (and do) argue that importing 200 students or 1,000 students from
outside Colorado means a lot of revenues for the local economy. This data needs to be mandatory disclosure;
factual and timely data empowers the residents to rebut the pro-airport argument with the need to preserve
health and neighborhoods.

It would be a smart move by Congress, to direct FAA to mandate timely disclosure of this data, via an online
data portal. All forms of commercial aviation (such as flight training) generate large revenues and profits that
often are narrowly distributed, yet the impacts are extensive on communities below. Congress directed FAA to
distribute billions in public funds each year, for airport development and maintenance, and those AIP grants
carry obligations. Perhaps it is time for a new grant obligation: airports receiving federal grants must meet mini-
mum standards for disclosing data and key airport documents — to empower meaningful citizen engagement and
smart local decision-making.

So, Mike Fronapfel, please show us the data...!

What information should be produced using FOIA?

We have a hard time getting FAA to cooperate with FOIA requests, what with delays, inflated fee proposals, ex-
cessive FOIA redactions, etc. Fortunately, the monthly ops data do not require a FOIA request. But, are there
other data and documents that should be requested from FAA via FOIA? Absolutely....
1. Copies of tower training materials used before and after the Key Lime midair; perhaps PDFs of all, from
1/1/2021 through 10/1/2021, as well as a log showing the recurrency training elements for KAPA ATCs.

4



2. Copies of all emails, meeting notes, and other materials documenting proposals to set limits on the num-
ber of closed pattern flights.

3. Copies of the controller statements made immediately after the midair, minimally redacted so as to de-
identify each controller.

4. Complete data showing the full airport improvement funding history at KAPA (and, related, from the
airport authority, a Colorado public records request showing the full revenues and expenses history, to
identify funds gained from flight training, and how much was spent each year to secure federal grants).

Links & Resources:

Here’s a few links, for the tools and resources relevant to this Post. Each of us can use these resources, to see in-
side this mess and help compel FAA and aviation toward accountability.

Airnav, KAPA: (webpage)

FlightAware, KAPA: (webpage)

Airport Authority: (webpage)
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