
ANGER IN THE NAS: A CONTRACTUAL PROBLEM 
 
As you read the following analysis, please keep in mind it is not meant to attack the 1999 pay 
MOU under the 1998 CBA and pay reclassification or argue that it should not have occurred. 
Rather, this document is meant to examine and analyze how the FAA’s Imposed Work Rules 
(IWR), the White Book, and the subsequent Mitigation Panel ruling on July 6, 2009, affected air 
traffic controller pay. Excerpts from spreadsheets with relevant supporting data are included, as 
necessary. 
 
Background: Pre-1999 it was known that GS limitations wouldn't allow for effective grouping of 
facilities to allow for pay based on traffic volume worked. For example, the GS-14 pay band ran 
the gamut of Core-30 towers to large TRACONs to all of the ARTCCs. Re-class acknowledged 
that S46, M98, and S56 were not equal to N90, C90, or D10. ZAB, ZLC, and ZSE were not equal 
to ZFW, ZLA, or ZAU. Lastly, BOS, LGA, and PHX were not equal to ATL, DFW, or LAX. The same 
can be said for the groups of facilities that were classified as GS-12 through GS-13.   
 
To address the problem, the GS bands needed to be spread out:  

• GS-14 was spaced out into ATC 9-12 
• GS-13 was spaced out into ATC 8-11 (in 2006, one GS-13 became an ATC-7) 
• GS-12 was spaced out into ATC 6-9 (in 1999, no GS-12 became an ATC-5 and the 

preponderance became ATC-7; in 2023, eight are ATC-4 but only due to realignment)   
• GS-10 and 11 were spaced out into ATC 5-8 (in 1999, no GS-11 facilities transitioned to 

ATC-4 or 9; in 2023 eight are ATC-4 and four are ATC-9) 

To create space to expand all the pay grades, re-class had to expand upwards in incremental 
steps. Example: GS-12 and ATC-5 were basically even (negative 1 percent). ATC-6 increased 
from GS-12 by 9 percent. ATC-7 increased from GS-12 by 21 percent and ATC-8 increased from 
GS-12 by 33 percent. 
 
To analyze the impact of the Imposed Work Rules (IWRs) and the 2009 panel to finality decision 
on Article 108 (pay), let’s start with two pieces of comparable data: 
 

1. How each ATC pay band (4-12) compares for the years 2006 and 2022, and  
2. How each ATC pay band compares to the General Schedule (GS) (ATC 4-12 vs. GS 11-15) 

 
GS is used and is relevant because it is the constant and is where current ATC pay bands were 
derived and transitioned from in 1999. To create a baseline, you must compare how each pay 
band in 2006 performed against GS. Then, you can compare each pay band in 2022 against 
GS—all the while keeping an eye on what pay band a facility transitioned from in 1999.  
 
What is immediately noticeable is that the current pay structure is nowhere near as lucrative as 
the 1999 Pay MOU (2006 being its last year). The closer you get to entry-level position(s), the 
worse the compensation and therefore, the larger the problems.  



 
GS is also specifically relevant because of the Department of Defense (DoD). Generally, they 
employ only GS-11 and GS-12 controllers (there are only a handful of GS-10 positions across the 
country). The FAA has a growing problem of CPCs leaving ATC-4, 5, and 6 facilities for the DoD. 
The reason for their departure will become obvious in this analysis. 
 
 
WHAT THE DATA SHOWS 
 
Keep in mind that all data described below is basic pay; no locality is included.  
 
Everything boils down to each ATC pay band and their respective percentage above or below 
GS in both 2006 and 2022. The problems are immediately apparent at the lower pay grades.  
 
Consider the ATC-6 pay band versus its GS-12 counterpart: there are 53 ATC-6 FAA facilities in 
the NAS; in 1998, 29 were GS-12 facilities and the remainder were GS-11. In 2006, in year 
one/step one, an ATC-6 employee earned 9 percent more than a GS-12 employee. Contrast that 
to 2022, where first year ATC-6 pay is equal to a GS-12: 
 
  

 
 
 



 
 
On the surface, “equal” may seem okay. However, GS has a progressive nature of step increases 
that front-loads pay bands with increases. The AT system, on the other hand, provides balanced 
1.6 percent increases, which makes the ATC-6 pay band fall behind its GS-12 counterpart very 
quickly.  
 
ATC-6 remains behind GS-12 through year 13. In 2006, year one of ATC-6 was 9 percent ahead 
of GS-12 and it dipped to 4 percent above GS-12 in year six. By year 17, ATC-6 was 11 percent 
above GS-12. In 2022, ATC-6 started even before it dipped to as low as negative 4 percent 
below GS-12; it does not become positive until year 15. In year 17, ATC-6 is a 2 percent above 
GS-12. 
 
The problem is exacerbated by the fact that terminal controllers are placed at ATC-7 level 
facilities and lower. An ATC-6 tower/TRACON employee would not start their CPC pay until year 
two or three of employment. This results in a situation where if an employee stayed at the 
same ATC facility for the duration of their career, they would not pass their GS-12 origin pay 
level until year 17 or 18 of their career: 
 

 
 
 
 
 



ANALYZING ATC-4 
 
ATC-4 facilities were 4 percent above GS-11 in 2006. In 2022, ATC-4 was 4 percent below GS-11. 
For reference, there are 17 ATC-4 facilities in the NAS; some were realigned up/downs and the 
rest were GS-11s in 1998. 
  
In 2006, ATC-4 was even with GS-11 in years 3, 4, 6, 8, and 10. In 2022, ATC-4 starts 4 percent 
below GS-11 and by year four it is 9 percent below. ATC-4 doesn’t reach equality with GS-11 
until year 21. What is also relevant is that in 1999, no current FAA facility was in the ATC-4 pay 
band.  
 

 
 
 
ANALYZING ATC-5 
 
There are 53 total ATC-5 FAA facilities. 12 transitioned from GS-12, and all 12 previous GS-12 
facilities were previously higher ATC pay level facilities and were downgraded. The remaining 
were GS-11 (three from GS-10). What is consistent is that when comparing the percentage 
above or below GS, the 2022 ATC-5 controller makes about 8 percent less than their 2006 
self. It is also relevant that in 1999, there were a total of 113 FAA facilities that transitioned 
from GS-12. During 1999 reclass, the lowest pay grade for a previous GS-12 facility was ATC-6. 
 

 
 



 
 
Obviously, the problem is worse at the 130 ATC-4 through 6 facilities, and this where the DoD 
comes into play: the fact is the FAA has CPCs leaving for the DoD. Some dismiss it as an end-run 
around NCEPT, however the data would indicate it more about compensation. The fact of the 
matter is that employees can make more money, more quickly, in better-staffed facilities—with 
less traffic. That was not true in 2006. 
 
Compounding the issue is the progressive nature of GS step increases which gives employees 
more money, more quickly, compared to the 1.6 percent balanced approach. Between 1999 
and 2006 when AT pay was significantly higher than GS, it made sense. In analyzing the issue in 
2022, it appears that the 1.6 percent balanced approach was a means to slow the Agency’s 
financial liabilities and move costs into later years—or not at all if the employee retired at or 
around 50 years old. BUT it doesn’t make sense if the employee lost the higher compensation in 
the early years, started off even, or even behind. 
 
 
ANALYZING ATC-7 THROUGH 9 
 
Regarding ATC-7: PVD is the only facility that transitioned from a GS-13 facility in 1999. In 2006, 
PVD was reasonably close to GS-13. In 2022, however, the ATC-7 band starts 7 percent behind 
and falls to as far as 11 percent behind in years 4, 6 and 8. 
 

 
 



Regarding ATC-8: There are 42 ATC-8 facilities, of which 21 transitioned from GS-13 in 1999. Of 
those 21, several would probably not have continued as GS-13 based on traffic and situational 
changes (STL and CLE losing hubs, for example). In 2022, their CPCs started 3 percent above GS-
13. In years 3-12, those same CPCs hover between even and negative 1 percent to negative 2 
percent below GS-13. Considering those employees will not be able to get to an ATC-8 tower 
until they achieve CPC at a lower-level facility and transfer via NCEPT, they will be eligible to 
retire by the time their pay turns positive in year 13. In 2006, however, those same employees 
start 12 percent above GS-13. In years 4, 6, and 8 they are 7 percent above. In year 20 they 
were 17 percent above.  
 

 
 
 


