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 Airport planning basics – why does it matter and how does it 

affect environmental review? 

 Federal environmental review for airport projects 

 New way to potentially avoid federal environmental review 
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TODAY’S SESSION 

Questions, please! 



 The sponsor’s strategy for the development of the airport  

 Usually a 20 (or more)-year look ahead 

 Master Plan is basis for Airport Layout Plan (ALP) 

 -- Airport Master Planning Guidance - FAA Advisory    

  Circular 150/5070-6BA  
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AIRPORT MASTER PLANS 



 Graphic representation of future airport development 

 Opportunity to address relevant issues 

 Air service capacity and forecasting 

 Realistic schedule for project implementation 

 Financial plan 

 Framework for continuous planning process 

 Opportunity to engage public and stakeholders 
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MASTER PLAN – KEY COMPONENTS 



 An Airport Layout Plan is a scaled drawing of existing and 
proposed land and facilities necessary for the operation 
and development of the airport 
 

 ALPs must be maintained in accordance with FAA 
requirements 
 

  -- FAA Order 5190.6B, FAA Airport Compliance Manual, Appendix R 
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AIRPORT LAYOUT PLANS 



 ALPs may be conditionally or unconditionally approved by 
the FAA 

 The distinction between these approvals is important 
 Approval is a federal action! 

 
 FAA funding of projects and approval for implementation 

require unconditional ALP approval 
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AIRPORT LAYOUT PLANS, CONTINUED 



 Definition of “airport property” 

 Federally obligated 

 Subject to regulation 

 Changes trigger FAA review or approval (in some instances) 

and thus environmental review 

 More on that in a moment 

 Both a hammer and a shield 
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SIGNIFICANCE OF ALP IN ENVIRONMENTAL 
CONTEXT 



 Establishes environmental policies and goals for the country 

 When the federal government takes an action that may have 

environmental impacts, it must: 

 Take a hard look at the impacts 

 Provide information about environmental effects to decision-

makers and the public 

 Intent is to improve decision making  
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NATIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY ACT 
(NEPA) OVERVIEW 
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NEPA: THREE FORMS 

Categorical 
Exclusion (CATEX) 

Environmental 
Assessment (EA) 

EIS 



Sponsor 
Planning 

1 

Notice of 
Intent 

2 

Scoping 

3 

Draft 
EIS/ EA 

4 

Final EIS/ EA and 
Record of 
Decision 
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NEPA PROCESS 
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A SPONSOR’S ROLE 

• Coordinate with 

state and local 

processes 

• Watch for other 

environmental 

requirements – 

especially state law 

• Contracting with 

consultant preparing 

the EA/EIS 

• Pre-NEPA strategy  

• Scrutinize 

purpose and 

need 

• Protect sponsor’s 

objectives 

• Coordinate 

environmental review 

with planning 



 NEPA process is not a good place to be doing fundamental 

planning 

 Alternatives need to be defined (and eliminated) in the 

planning process (to consider cost, for example) 

 Use planning to set limits for the NEPA review (to identify 

what you cannot do) 

 

LESSONS LEARNED 



 

 Not starting the NEPA process with unanswered planning 

questions 

 Overlapping the NEPA and planning process 

 Developing a supportable purpose and need during the planning 

process  

 Complete alternatives analysis during the planning process 

 Integrating environmental issues in the planning process 
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SMOOTH PLANNING/NEPA INTEGRATION 



 FAA Reauthorization Act of 2018 
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POTENTIALLY AVOIDING NEPA:  
A NEW LEGAL FRAMEWORK 

Pub. L. 115-254, 131 Stat. 1129 



FAA may not directly or indirectly regulate—  
 

(1) the acquisition, use, lease, encumbrance, transfer, or 

 disposal of land by an airport owner or operator; 

(2) any facility upon such land; or 

(3) any portion of such land or facility. 
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NEW PROHIBITION ON REGULATING AIRPORT 
PROPERTY 

EXCEPT… 



This prohibition does not apply to: 

(1) any regulation ensuring –  

(A) the safe and efficient operation of aircraft or safety of people and property 

 on the ground related to aircraft operations; 

(B) that an airport owner or operator receives not less than fair market value …; or 

(C) that the airport pays not more than fair market value … . 

(2) Any regulation imposed with respect to land or a facility acquired or 

 modified using Federal funding; or 

(3) Any authority contained in –  

(A) A Surplus Property Act instrument of transfer, or 

(B) Section 40117 of title 49, United States Code [PFCs] 

16 

EXCEPTIONS 



(c) Rule of Construction – 

 

Nothing in this section shall be construed to affect the 

applicability of [revenue use restrictions in] sections 47107(b) 

and 47133 … 
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SECTION 163(c): RULES OF CONSTRUCTION 



FAA now only has authority to review and approve ALP changes that:  

 materially impact the safe and efficient operation of aircraft at, 

to, or from the airport or  

 would adversely affect the safety of people or property on the 

ground adjacent to the airport as a result of aircraft operations, or 

 adversely affect the value of prior Federal investments to a 

significant extent; 
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LIMITS ON ALP APPROVALS 
 



 ALP amendments now require examination of the impact on the FAA’s three 

“zones of interest.” Does the change: 

• materially impact the safe and efficient operation of aircraft at, to, or from the 

airport?   

• adversely affect the safety of people or property on the ground adjacent to the 

airport as a result of aircraft operations? 

• adversely affect the value of prior Federal investments to a significant extent. 

 If not, FAA has no jurisdiction or authority to approve the ALP change. 

 FAA required to review and approve ALPs that implicate any of these. 

 Now, certain projects – and their corresponding ALP changes – may not 

trigger NEPA. 
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SO WHAT? 



 FAA still working out the kinks 

 Currently, all requests run through FAA HQ via ADOs 

 Sponsors can submit request to FAA to show that the project 

is eligible for Section 163 

 Ask for forgiveness or permission? 
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HOW DOES THIS WORK? 



Raleigh-Durham, NC (RDU) 
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EARLY ILLUSTRATIVE EXAMPLE 



QUESTIONS? 


