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[Explanatory Note:  The letter below refutes the claim that PDK Watch has been responsible for stopping the PDK Master Plan process.  Rather, the PDK Master Plan process has been derailed as a result of PDK Airport’s refusal to submit a valid fleet-mix report to the FAA.]

May 8, 2008

Commissioner Kathie Gannon

Commissioner Jeff Rader

Dear Commissioners Gannon and Rader,

We appreciated having the opportunity to meet with you this past Friday, May 2, to share with you some of the key documents regarding the 66,000 lb. contractual weight limit at PDK Airport, as well as to hear your concerns regarding the PDK Master Plan process and the funding time limits for the Master Plan.

With regard to those latter points, the decision not to move forward with the PDK Master Plan after the fall of 2005 was not made by PDK Watch, but by federal and/or DeKalb County authorities confronted with an invalid fleet mix that had been prepared for the County by the LPA Group. 

During the notice and comment period on the draft Environmental Assessment (EA) for proposed changes in departure paths out of PDK, several members of the informed public raised serious challenges to the fleet mix in terms of the LPA Group’s flawed methodology and the assumption of the propriety of having planes in the mix with certified maximum takeoff weights in excess of 66,000 pounds.  I have attached one such letter, dated November 10, 2005, for your review (“Letter 1”). [Please see Attachment 3 to the PDK Watch UPDATE for January 2009.]
That letter was based upon the analysis of the electronic flight data secured after the success of the PDK Open Records lawsuit in August 2005 forced the County to divulge to the public the facts about what was using the Airport. That flight data showed that the fleet-mix report submitted to the FAA by DeKalb County was “not an accurate representation of operations at PDK in terms of the number of operations, times and types of aircraft.” (See Letter 1, page 2.)  As mandated by federal law, the County sent the public comments on the EA to the FAA.  The FAA then conducted its own fleet mix analysis, apparently concluding that the County’s submission was indeed faulty.

In addition, Letter 1 notes that the fleet mix that Airport authorities submitted to the FAA “assumes the propriety of a fleet mix that includes Oversized Aircraft” in excess of the contractually binding 66,000 lb. maximum gross take-off weight limit.  (See Letter 1, page 4.)  The electronic records secured and analyzed following the successful PDK Open Records case demonstrate that at least two hundred illegally oversized flight operations per month had been routinely conducted throughout the previous five years at PDK Airport.

Letter 1 concludes that “The EA cannot be legally sufficient given that it accepts the use by PDK by Aircraft in excess of the 66,000 lb. limit (“Oversized Aircraft”) and does so without a single mention of that limit and the prior National Environmental Policy Act (“NEPA”) documentation that relies so heavily on the weight limit as an environmental mitigation measure and condition of funding and approval.” (Letter 1, page 3.) 

In other words, accepting a fleet mix that redefines and enlarges the scope and character of PDK Airport without public notice, without a vote of the DeKalb County Board of Commissioners, and without a federally mandated full Environmental Impact Study is not acceptable as the basis for any PDK planning, whether it be departure paths or more significantly, the PDK Master Plan itself.  Assuming the propriety of Oversized Aircraft in the fleet at PDK leapfrogs over the weight limit without any publicly accountable BOC decision to expand the Airport.  That is how business has been conducted at PDK for decades, until the community sued and won the Open Records case.

Almost two years after the Environmental Assessment had been submitted, it was rejected by the FAA because the flight paths being proposed by Director Remmel would actually increase the number of individuals negatively impacted by PDK Airport noise rather than reduce the number impacted.  That conclusion was based on the EA itself, not on any subsequent analysis performed by the FAA. See letter dated August 2, 2007 to Lee Remmel from John McCartney, the FAA Acting Terminal Director for the Southeastern Regional Office, attached hereto (“Letter 2”).  [Please see Attachment 4 to the PDK Watch UPDATE for January 2009.]
Most significantly for present purposes, by rejecting the EA, the FAA managed to avoid addressing the issue of the validity of the flawed fleet mix, i.e., the weight limit.  The flawed fleet mix was simply sidestepped without ever being mentioned. 

Since the FAA delayed responding to the EA for two years based on the flawed fleet mix analysis and since that was the specific factor that has stopped the PDK Master Plan process from going forward, perhaps DeKalb County would be justified in requesting that the FAA agree to extend its funding authorization for the PDK Master Plan for two additional years.  To commence the Master Plan process again without first deciding whether the Airport should accommodate aircraft in excess of 66,000 lbs. would be spending good money after bad.

Assuming that the FAA approves such a two-year extension of funding for the PDK Master Plan process, the next step that needs to be taken to revive the Master Plan process would be to conduct the Master Plan with a fleet that does not include those that are not lawfully using the Airport, i.e., larger than the 66,000 lbs. maximum gross takeoff weight limit.

The DeKalb County Commission should not spend federal or County or State funds on a Plan that is built on sand, i.e., one that includes Oversized Aircraft as the basis for planning for the Airport’s future.  Plan for the best airport possible, namely, one that is safe and healthy, with usage limited to aircraft with certified maximum takeoff weights less than 66,000 lbs.

Momentous decisions about PDK’s future development must be made in public, with the public, and voted upon by the DeKalb County Board of Commissioners after carefully considering the issues and evidence.

Based on the above considerations, PDK Watch Inc. would be prepared to support the DeKalb County Commission in any way it can to insure a full, open, and honest decision-making process regarding the future development of PDK Airport and to insure the protection of the established residential and business communities in the area affected by PDK Airport.

As always, we appreciate your time and attention.

Sincerely yours,

Norma Herd

Executive Director

PDK Watch Inc.

