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HEADLINE: New plane-landing system hits snags 

BYLINE: By Jon Hilkevitch, Tribune transportation reporter. 

BODY: 
Rising costs and shrinking benefits are plaguing an experimental aircraft-landing system that was designed to increase flights and safety at crowded airports, according to a government report released Wednesday. 

The Federal Aviation Administration is developing the sophisticated aircraft-tracking technology as part of its efforts to boost the number of airplanes that can land per hour under any weather conditions and to reduce the risk of accidents on runways and taxiways. The FAA's program, called the Local Area Augmentation System, uses the satellite-based global positioning system to dramatically increase the navigational precision of aircraft approaching and landing at airports, down to an accuracy of several feet. It also has been touted as a tool to provide relief to noise-sensitive residential areas because pilots would be able to fly surgical, curving approaches to runways. O'Hare International Airport has served as a test site for the system. 

But a new federal audit of the program found that costs are escalating rapidly. Investigators in the U.S. Department of Transportation also questioned whether the reliability of the technology could be improved to meet the fail-safe standards required for commercial air traffic. 

"Our concerns are that while initial tests were judged successful, the system is not yet working reliably 100 percent of the time and the cost is skyrocketing," said David Barnes, a spokesman for the department's office of inspector general, which conducted the audit. 

Assistant Inspector General Alexis Stefani told the FAA that the program is not what was planned three years ago and "it is time to reset expectations." 

The FAA planned in 1999 to buy an off-the-shelf system developed under government-industry partnerships. But the effort to expedite the program failed, and the agency has since shifted to the traditional acquisition process in which the government pays all development and deployment costs. 

In addition, the FAA originally had considered the Local Area Augmentation System key to a transition from ground-based radar to satellite-based navigation and landing systems. But because of recent concerns that terrorists could try to interfere with GPS signals to cause in-flight collisions and other accidents, the existing ground radar and instrument landing systems will not be phased out as planned, officials said. 

Plans for more flexible curved approaches to airports, which maximize runway use and would help the airlines save fuel, cut flight time and reduce jet noise over populated areas, also are on hold because of security and operational concerns. And the financially beleaguered airline industry is not in a position to make additional investments, officials said. 

The FAA estimated earlier this year that 180 Local Area Augmentation Systems would be needed, at a cost of $813 million, with the first deployment beginning in 2004. 

Responding to the inspector general's conclusion in the audit that the estimates were not reliable, the FAA said it agrees with the findings. 

"We are restructuring the contract to reduce technical risk and minimize cost," the agency said in a statement. 

Tests of the system began two years ago at O'Hare but have been suspended because federal funding did not continue. Chicago has invested more than $1million in the project by building ground stations at O'Hare and Midway airports that communicate with aircraft and satellites. 

"We still support development of next-generation technology that will modernize the airspace," said Monique Bond, spokeswoman for the Chicago Department of Aviation.

