BY LIZ GOFF

A crew of federal investigators arrived at
LaGuardiaAirport on July 5. Their mission:
to determine how the actions of an air traffic
control trainee resulted in a near-collision at
one of the nation’s busiest airports.

On the morning of July 5, Delta flight
737 from Cincinnati was on its descent to
Runway 22/4 at La Guardia. In the control
tower a trainee became confused trying to
direct aircraft on the ground—one of them a
50-seat Conair Delta connection headed to
Greenshoro, North Caroling, as the 737 was
about to land—and instructed the pilot of the
Conair to cross the runway, setting the two
planes on a near-catastrophic collision
course.

Sources at the Nationa Transportation
Safety Board (NTSB) said the trainee was
working with an experienced controller as
part of atwo-man team in the tower on July
5, when thetrainee'sradar screen “ screamed
aseries of darms and flashing lights”, aert-
ing the more experienced controller that a
horrible mistake had been made. “The con-
troller grabbed the equipment and shouted
an order to the Conair jet, to hurry acrossthe
runway,” sources said.

Thetwo planescamewithin lessthan 672
feet of each other, Federal Aviation
Adminigtration (FAA) officids said. Pilots
on both planes managed to avert a ground
catastrophe—setting into motion action by
nearby residents and civic leaders.

Rose Marie Poveromo, president of the
United Community Civic Association
(UCCA), said her community is aghast to
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learn that only one experienced air traffic
controller was in the tower with the trainee
at thetime of the incident. Poveromo, whose
home is afew hundred feet from a massive
fuel farm at La Guardia, described the impli-
cations of the near miss as devadtating.

“Since the first time | took the micro-
phone as president of UCCA 15 years ago |
have said that La GuardiaAirport is an acci-
dent waiting to happen.

“It'samajor jetport built in the middle of
aresdentia community, surrounded by the
Buckeye Pipeline and a massive fuel farm.

“It's sad that, had this catastrophe
occurred, the fud farm might have explod-
ed. Such an explosion would have the abili-
ty to engulf the entire Astoria
Heights/Jackson Heights communities.

“Politiciansfrom al over New York state
were shocked and aerted when a terrorist
plot was uncovered a Kennedy Airport ear-
lier this year,” Poveromo said. “However,
these people came late to the party—since we
have been saying for 15 years that La
GuardiaAirport is a disaster waiting to hap-
pen.

“There have been other near misses at
LaGuardia,” Poveromo claimed. “We have
cried out for yearsto the U.S. Department of
Transportation (U.S. DOT) to reduce the
number of arrivals and departures at
LaGuardiaAirport.”

Poveromo said she was unsure if any
elected official heard the criesfrom her com-
munity, pleading with federal officias for a
moratorium on any new flights at La
Guardia, and for acurfew on flights from 11
p.m. to 7 am. “Isit too much to ask that the
people of Astoria Heights be alowed to
deep at night?’ she asked.

Poveromo applauded efforts by
Congressmember Joseph Crowley to reinin
conditions at the airport that concern the
community.

Crowley reached out to the nation’s top
transportation officias in the wake of the
July 5 near-collision, stressing the impor-
tance of afedera probe into the incident.

Rohit Mahajan, a spokesperson from the
congressmember’s office, said Crowley
cdled U.S. Transportation Secretary Mary
Peters on July 20 to stress how important it
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is for the federa government to investigate
the incident and to take it serioudly.

Crowley told Peters he believes air traf-
fic controllers at all U.S. airports are
overextended, Mahagjan said. “The con-
gressman believes there is a need for more
not fewer air traffic controllers’, responding
to a recent cdl by FAA officials who are
seeking to reduce the number of air traffic
controllers at the nation’s airports.

“The congressman believesthe FAA cuts
would lead to numerous reports of other
near-collisions on runways, and other issues
that would compromise the efficiency of
U.S. airports,” said Mahajan.

Crowley dso called for a freeze or a
reduction in the number of flights arriving
and departing at La Guardia, Mahgjan said.
“He is concerned about the growth of La
Guardia and the impact airport conditions
have on the surrounding community.”

“Kudos to Congressman Crowley for
addressing adire concern that the people of
Astoria Heights and Jackson Heights live
with each and every day,” Poveromo said.
“It'stime that someone took our concernsto
the highest level of the federa govern-
ment.”

“The FAA must, in good conscience, add
to the number of ar traffic controllers a
U.S. airports so residents in surrounding
communities may have some semblance of
security. There must also be true control in
the control tower at La Guardia, along with
areduction in the number of planes arriving
and departing at what was originaly asmall
municipal airport,” Poveromo said.
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