July 13, 2006

Mr. Michael Reynolds

Deputy Assistant Secretary

Aviation and International Affairs

U.S. Department of Transportation

400 Seventh Street, S.W.

Room 10232

Washington, D.C.  20590

Re:  Petition for Reconsideration of Essential Air Service Level

Dear Mr. Reynolds:

On June 26, 2006, the Hall County Airport Authority received from the Department of Transportation, Order 2006-6-26 “Order Selecting Carrier” for Grand Island. 
  The Order selects Air Midwest to provide 12 total round trips to Omaha per week and 6 round trips to Kansas City per week.

In a special board meeting held on Monday, July 10, 2006, the Airport Authority Board unanimously approved a resolution authorizing the filing of this Petition for Modification of Essential Air Service Level for the purpose of requesting the Department to reconsider and modify the aforementioned Order.

The Hall County Airport Authority firmly believes that the designated EAS level as provided in the Order is inadequate, was entered in error, and should be modified for the following reasons:

1. THE ORDER DID NOT PROPERLY CONSIDER THE STATUTORY CRITERIA FOR SELECTION OF ESSENTIAL AIR SERVICE.

Section 49 U.S.C. 41733 (c) (1) directs the Department to consider four factors in selecting an applicant to provide essential air service for compensation:  (A) demonstrated service reliability; (B) contractual and marketing arrangements with a larger carrier at the hub;   

Mr. Michael Reynolds

Deputy Assistant Secretary

Aviation and International Affairs

U.S. Department of Transportation

July 13, 2006

Page 2

(C) interline arrangements with a larger carrier at the hub; and (D) community views.  Additionally, the Department is authorized to consider relative subsidy requirements.

While cost is certainly an important consideration, it should not be the determinative or sole criteria.  In this case, however, it would appear that the selected air service for Grand Island was a cost driven decision that did not adequately consider the other statutory criteria.

Community views are an important statutory consideration in determining essential air service.  There may be room to debate the merits of different carriers, hubs, connections, aircraft or scheduling; however, the one certainty for any EAS community is that without adequate community support the program is likely to fail.

While the Order acknowledges “Grand Island’s longstanding desire for eastbound service,” a more accurate statement would be that “Grand Island has a longstanding desire for viable eastbound service”.  The Department seemingly acknowledged our desire for viable service to an eastbound hub in the Order Requesting Proposals of March 13, 2006, which stated (at our request) that “…the community has asked that we encourage carriers to consider a proposal that would offer service to a suitable hub to the east such as Kansas City, Minneapolis/St. Paul, or St. Louis…”

The Airport Authority and community spend countless hours determining our level of preferred service.  A Public Input meeting was held on May 11, 2006 to receive public comment as to desired air service.  Air carrier officials in attendance all remarked that this was the most impressive meeting of this nature they had ever attended.

As referenced in the attached EAS Recommendation letter from the Board
 to Dennis DeVany of May 23, 2006, we received substantial public input from the community suggesting air service to Minneapolis and/or Kansas City.  As a practical matter, we thought we were being financially responsible by selecting Kansas City over Minneapolis as our first choice.  If we had any reason from our prior conversations with Department personnel to even consider that Omaha was an alternative for eastbound service, we would have specifically indicated in our recommendation to the Department that Omaha was NOT an acceptable alternative.
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As you can see from the attached letter of May 23, 2006, there is virtually no local support for Omaha service, as almost everyone understands that Omaha would be simply a dead 
end – not a conduit for improved air service.  The community and the Airport Authority believe Big Sky Airlines proposal #8 will provide us with reliable and fit service.
2. THE ORDER DOES NOT PROVIDE VIABLE COMMERCIAL AIR SERVICE FOR GRAND ISLAND

The facts squarely support our position that the proposed service is doomed to failure.  There is no doubt that travelers from Central Nebraska will continue to fly out of Omaha, but they will continue to make the 2 hour drive from Grand Island – not fly – as they will continue to bypass the Grand Island airport and further increase our 97% leakage rate.

It is a given that the traveling public will not support air service that requires multiple stops and plane changes.  Omaha offers non-stop service to 20 cities with 79 total departures.  By comparison, Kansas City has 53 non-stop destinations and 196 total departures.  Why is this important?  With more connection possibilities, there will be less need for a second connection.  The net result of service from Grand Island to Kansas City will be more enplanements and the likelihood of future self sufficiency for Grand Island.
Our goal (which should be the goal of every EAS community) is to reduce and eventually wean ourselves off of the EAS Program as a result of our success rather than as a result of failure.  We are GREATLY concerned that the proposed service will reduce enplanements to such an extent that the Grand Island subsidy will exceed the permitted $200 per passenger level and result in further reduction of essential air service (see McCook, Nebraska in 2006) or even result in termination of essential air service (see Norfolk, Nebraska in 2004).  It would be a sad state of affairs if the newly constructed runways and infrastructure at the Grand Island airport – at a cost of tens of millions of federal dollars – was without any commercial air service which is a distinct possibility if the current Order remains in effect with respect to Grand Island service.

We are also concerned that Air Midwest may not have enough aircraft to properly service their proposed schedule at Grand Island in light of the airline’s stated network expansion.  The net result of not having enough aircraft is likely to be cancelled flights leading to even lower public support and usage.
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In closing Mr. Reynolds, we respectfully ask that the Department reconsider and modify its June 26, 2006 Order awarding the 2006-2008 Essential Air Service contract to Air Midwest for service to and from Grand Island.  Instead, we ask that the Department follow the Airport Authority Board’s earlier recommendation and award this contract to Big Sky Airlines and accept their proposal #8 providing 12 weekly non-stop flights to Kansas City and 6 weekly non-stop flights to Denver.  This proposal is cost effective, provides for more reliable service, and is highly supported by the community.

Respectfully Submitted,

Michael J. Olson, AAE

Executive Director

Hall County Airport Authority

cc:
The Honorable Congressman Tom Osborne


The Honorable Senator Chuck Hagel


The Honorable Senator Ben Nelson


Governor David Heineman


The Hall County Board of Supervisors


The City of Grand Island City Council


The Honorable Mayor Jay Vavricek, City of Grand Island


Stuart MacTaggart, Director, Nebraska Department of Aeronautics


Mesa Air Group, Inc. d/b/a Air Midwest

Big Sky Transportation d/b/a Big Sky Airlines
� The Order also selects carriers and service proposals for other EAS communities in Nebraska.


� In selecting an applicant, …[the Department shall give] substantial weight to the views of the elected officials representing the users.” 49 U.S.C. 41733(c)(1)(D) (emphasis added).


� Please refer to page 8 of the enclosed Passenger Demand Analysis.





