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Crucial Amendment Needed to the Proposed 2010 PDK Airport Layout Plan

PLUS Brief Supporting Evidence in favor of the Amendment

Overview of the Problem with the Proposed 2010 ALP:

PDK Airport's administration has stated that the proposed 2010 PDK Airport Layout Plan merely "describes" the state of the Airport at this time; it is not a projection for future development.  Yet a crucial change has been unobtrusively slipped into this more-than-200-page ALP document, hidden away in a chart.  This change could significantly alter the character of PDK Airport in the future, and it thus would have major policy implications.

The change in question inaccurately represents the present engineered capacity of the main PDK runway as 75,000 lbs., and--according to a careful engineering assessment of the change--arbitrarily increasing the stated engineered capacity of the runway would be "fraudulent." 

PDK Airport officials have misled the Board of Commissioners by not being candid in calling this substantive change in the 2010 ALP to the Board's attention.  Even after the concerned public has identified this substantive problem, Airport officials have presented no valid evidence to justify their action.  

For the Board of Commissioners to vote in favor of the proposed 2010 PDK Airport Layout Plan without correcting this serious substantive flaw in the document, would be to approve a major policy change authorizing expansion of PDK Airport without full and open public consideration of the crucial issues involved. 

Until full and open public discussion of these important policy issues has been held, the responsible course of action for the BOC to take is to make the amendment to the ALP document that is indicated below before approving the proposed document.
The ALP Statement that Requires Amendment:

The indicated engineered load capacity of main runway (2R/20L) must be changed back to 66,000 lbs.--as it was in the three previous PDK Airport Layout Plans--rather than increased to 75,000 lbs., as indicated in the proposed 2010 ALP.
Questions and Justifications relating to the Needed Amendment:
(1) Why must the indicated load-bearing capacity of the main PDK runway remain at 66,000 lbs.?
--The engineered capacity of the main runway is the point that must be addressed here, not whether heavier aircraft can occasionally use the runway. 

--The engineered capacity of the runway is based upon the load capacity of the weakest part of the runway, namely, the 1,000-foot extension of 1987--now an integral part of the main runway and routinely used by PDK aircraft.  The engineered capacity of that main runway extension was documented as 66,000 lbs., based upon core samples taken at the time it was constructed. 

--The improvements made to parts of the main runway since the 1993 ALP have not been sufficient to justify increasing the designated load-bearing capacity of the main runway. Neither the overbuilding of the 2003 "taxiway (not runway) improvement project," nor of the 2009 "slab replacement project" of one-tenth of the main runway, justifies raising the designated load-bearing capacity of the entire runway beyond its current 66,000 lb. level.

--The 1998 document that the 2010 ALP erroneously used in attempting to justify an increase in the designated load-bearing capacity of the main runway was rejected as invalid by both the FAA and the GDOT at the time.  As a result, PDK was forced to revert to showing the published load-bearing capacity of its main runway as 66,000 lbs. A discredited 1998 document cannot be used to justify changing the published load-bearing capacity runway in 2010.

--As noted in the May 12, 2010 engineering review by structural engineer Marc Sorenson, "arbitrarily increasing the engineering rating without substantiating engineering design analyses to substantiate the increase is fraudulent."

Two "Red Herring" Arguments Refuted:

I.  Doesn't DeKalb County's "policy" support 75,000 lb. not 66,000 lb. aircraft using PDK, so shouldn't the 2010 ALP also show the engineered capacity of the main PDK runway as 75,000 lbs.?
--There are two answers to that misleading statement:

(1) There have actually been two different DeKalb County weight-limit policies for PDK Airport. The oldest one from 1976--and forgotten until PDK Airport Director Lee Remmel resurrected it during the late 1990s--required special approval whenever any aircraft weighing more than 75,000 lbs. (such as derigibles) wanted to use PDK Airport. The dominant County policy, however--a policy that DeKalb County committed itself to as part of 1987 11th Circuit Court decision authorizing the 1,000 foot runway extension, and the policy that was repeatedly reaffirmed by at least ten official documents and statements during the next decade--strictly limited aircraft using PDK to 66,000 lbs.  

During the past decade, by comparison, BOC practice--but not its official policy for the entire airport--has tended to allow PDK taxiway and runway repair projects to be engineered to a 75,000 lb. level.  For example, on August 26, 2003, the BOC accepted a taxiway repair grant from the FAA, but amended that grant based on public concerns, to require that the construction be engineered to no more than a 75,000 lb. level, rather than the 105,000 lb. level that PDK administrators had apparently wanted to use.
(2) Whatever the BOC policies for PDK development may have been in the past, and whatever they may be in the future (and that is for the BOC and DeKalb County, which owns PDK Airport, to decide, not self-aggrandizing PDK administrators, by default), the County "policy" argument is irrelevant to the crucial point at issue, namely, the documentable fact that the engineered load-bearing capacity of the main PDK runway clearly remains at 66,000 lbs., as has been documented above.  The BOC may change its policy for future repair work at PDK Airport, but even if it does, that doesn't automatically change the actual engineered status of existing runways, unless they have been legitimately re-engineered and re-built to higher engineering specifications.

II.  Isn't PDK Airport a major economic benefit to DeKalb County?  Shouldn't it, therefore, be expanded?

As with Red Herring #1, above, that argument is irrelevant to the engineered load-bearing capacity of the main runway, which remains at 66,000 lbs. Nevertheless, the following points deserve consideration regarding the potential economic benefits that PDK Airport may or may not have:

(1) While PDK Airport may be a net economic benefit to the metro Atlanta area  as a whole, evidence suggests that it may not be a net benefit to DeKalb County.  For example, the 1998 DeKalb-County-sponsored cost-benefit study (a critique of which is attached to this message) would have showed a net negative benefit-to-cost ratio of PDK for DeKalb County of about 0.6 (roughly twice as negative as positive) if the study had properly included all the cost factors that its RFP required be included.)

(2) PDK Airport was only "self-supporting" during the early 2000s because DeKalb County "forgave" hundreds of thousands of dollars that the airport owed the County so that the Airport's finances could be balanced.  (We have the evidence from top County officials on this point.) Whether the County has continued to "forgive" more recent PDK cost overruns to the County since 2005 is unclear, however.
(3) There may well be millions of dollars in uncollected ad valorem taxes owed the County by aircraft stationed at PDK that could go directly in the County's General Fund. County officials who have sought to determine the ad valorem tax status of aircraft based at PDK have had difficulty gaining access to the necessary information about aircraft that are based there.
(4) Without a full, independent audit of PDK Airport's finances and financial practices, PDK Airport and the BOC would be acting irresponsibly in making any flat statements about the supposed "economic impact" of PDK Airport.
The crucial point at issue, however, remains the engineering specifications of the main PDK runway, and the statement quoted above by structural engineer Mark Sorenson that "arbitrarily increasing the engineering rating without substantiating engineering design analyses to substantiate the increase is fraudulent."
--Larry Foster for Open DeKalb Inc.   
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