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FAA Confirms Whistleblower Disclosures of Flight Safety Risk

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
CONTACT: Nick Schwellenbach, (202) 254-3631; nschwellenbach@osc.gov

WASHINGTON, D.C./September 15, 2015 —

Today, the U.S. Office of Special Counsel (OSC) sent findings to the White House and Congress regarding a safety
risk in the nation’s air traffic control system. Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) whistleblowers in Detroit disclosed
the concerns to OSC, which were subsequently confirmed by the FAA. The whistleblowers are air traffic controllers
Vincent Sugent, John Overman, Corinna Morris, Michael Redies, and Lewis M. Bird.

The whistleblowers raised concerns about the FAA’s failure to adequately address the safety risks associated
with multiple aircraft flight plans. Multiple flight plans can provide conflicting information to air traffic controllers and
flight crews. They occur when pilots, air traffic control centers, and dispatch centers make revisions to flight plans, such
as to departure times, altitude, flight speed, etc. According to the FAA, “when multiple flight plans are filed for the same
flight, there is the potential that a controller can clear the flight for departure based upon a flight plan that is different
than the one most recently filed by the operator, which could result in the crew flying a route not anticipated or planned
for by the” air traffic controller.

In response to the whistleblower’s confirmed disclosures, in December 2014, the FAA alerted flight crews and
controllers to the risk, stating that it is seeing an “increasing trend” of multiple flight plans nationwide. If air traffic
controllers are unaware of the most current flight plan, this could lead to situations where there is a “loss of separation”
between aircraft—i.e., the safe distance that reduces the risk of collision or accidents due to wake turbulence. Multiple
flight plans also add to controller and pilot workloads as they reconcile conflicting information.

The FAA’s investigation found that multiple flight plans are entered into the National Airspace System because
the “FAA does not have statutory requirements or enforcement mechanisms in place to ensure flight plans are filed
using established protocols.” The FAA’s system does not automatically identify multiple flight plans and notify the
controller. As a consequence, controllers have to review flight plans, call pilots, and search through paper flight progress
strips to compare and contrast prior plans against new information displayed in the system. The work of combing
through this information can create delays. The FAA also found that some airline dispatchers are not following proper
protocols for entering new data on flight plans.

In 2012, the FAA created a working group to address the multiple flight plan problem. However, according to
the FAA, “the group has had little impact.” The FAA also states that some senior officials “either were not aware of, or
did not perceive the significance of the problem.”

In response to the whistleblower’s disclosures, the FAA has revived its working group to address multiple flight
plans. However, a 2015 audit confirmed that problems still remain.

“The whistleblowers in Detroit deserve our deep gratitude. While more work needs to be done, their actions
reignited efforts to address the problems,” said Special Counsel Carolyn Lerner.

* %%

The U.S. Office of Special Counsel (0SC) is an independent federal investigative and prosecutorial agency. Our basic authorities come from four federal statutes: the
Civil Service Reform Act, the Whistleblower Protection Act, the Hatch Act, and the Uniformed Services Employment & Reemployment Rights Act (USERRA). OSC’s
primary mission is to safeguard the merit system by protecting federal employees and applicants from prohibited personnel practices, especially reprisal for
whistleblowing, and to serve as a safe channel for allegations of wrongdoing. For more information, please visit our website at www.osc.gov.
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