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Editor’s note: Air Line Pilot will be running 
a series of legislative articles authored 
by members of Congress and Parliament 
demonstrating the interest and influence 
that legislators have in the aviation industry. 
The January/February 2012 issue of Air 
Line Pilot featured a guest commentary 
from Sen. John D. Rockefeller IV (DW.Va.), 
chairman of the U.S. Senate Committee on 
Commerce, Science, and Transportation. This 
month, ALP submitted a series of aviation
industryrelated questions to Sen. James 
Inhofe (ROkla.), ranking member of the U.S. 
Senate Committee on Environment  
and Public Works.

Air Line Pilot: What are our 
greatest challenges ahead in aviation over 
the next three to five years?

Sen. Inhofe: Well, it’s the same 
in the airline industry as it is anywhere 
else right now, and that is the crippling 
regulations that the Obama administra-
tion is placing on private industry, and 
of course, the taxes. The recently passed 
FAA reauthorization bill treated the airline 
industry and general aviation fairly well, 
but that’s only because there isn’t anything 
left to tax. But getting back to the regula-
tions, you’re seeing this everywhere, but 
especially in general aviation where we have 
to fight back things like ending the Block 
Aircraft Registration Request program and 
Environmental Protection Agency rules that 
will, at some point in the future, ban leaded 
avgas. The challenges for the airline industry 
are to stay competitive in a world of ever-
rising fuel prices, to allow U.S. airlines to 
go through the bankruptcy process and 
continue to compete with those that went 
before them, and for the entire industry to 
realize the cost savings and efficiencies that 
can be gained by modern airframes and 
NextGen.

ALP: What should be Congress’s role 
in promoting and enabling NextGen as a 
safety and economic benefit to our nation’s 
airlines?

Inhofe: NextGen is the heart of our 
aviation system modernization, and I be-
lieve it is incumbent upon Congress to not 
just watch the FAA implement the system, 
but to play a central role in its development 
and implementation through proper fund-
ing and oversight. NextGen will change the 
way we do everything in one of our nation’s 
most critical industries. For this reason, it is 
important that our elected representatives 
be vigilant of its progress.

ALP: What about reviewing and revis-
ing the tax structure applied to the airline 
industry? Airline tickets are the most heavily 
taxed commodity, just behind alcohol and 
tobacco. What are your thoughts on the 
need to restructure and reduce the taxes 
on airline tickets? Is there an alternative 
tax scheme that is an adequate source of 
government revenue needed to operate and 
maintain the nation’s aviation infrastructure 
while reducing the overall tax burden on 
airline tickets?
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Inhofe: I think it’s going to be awhile 
before Congress revisits taxes on the airline 
industry, although I am always looking for 
ways to simplify each of our countless tax 
structures. Congress just passed an FAA 
reauthorization bill with no increase in 
passenger ticket, flight segment, interna-
tional departure, or airline jet fuel taxes 
and passenger facility charges. But I don’t 
believe that means we should be satisfied 
with the status quo. We have to continue to 
oppose user fees and increases in passenger 
security fees that the Obama administration 
has proposed as part of its 2013 budget. 
But as new technology and new ways of 
doing things are introduced, we should see 
a decline in the funding that comes from 
the Treasury’s general fund, which at some 
point will translate into the ability to change 
the tax structure. This is all dependent, of 
course, on the savings that NextGen allows 
us to realize.

ALP: You are a senator from a state 
that has a number of manufacturers of 
unmanned aircraft systems (UAS). How 
do you see your role as a member of the 
Senate Armed Services Committee in regard 
to developing standards that would enable 
introduction and operation of UAS in air-
space that is shared by airline and general 
aviation traffic?

Inhofe: It is critical that we get this 
right, because it’s an issue of safety, and the 
flying public deserves to fly with confidence, 
knowing that UAS is being integrated seam-
lessly into the national airspace system. It 
is also important from an economic and 
security perspective. Being a pilot, I have 
to admit it’s a little unsettling to think of 
an airplane without any crew on board, but 
I have seen the amazing things that UAVs 
are doing in the War on Terror and on our 
borders. The capability that they give us is 
something we must continue to develop, 
but they must be safely integrated into the 
system. We, in Congress, have to provide the 
necessary oversight to ensure that this is 
being done.

ALP: Thinking ahead, is it possible for 
the House and Senate to work toward devel-
oping a common agenda as far as aviation 
policy issues are concerned?

Inhofe: Yes, I think it is, and I think 
passage of a good FAA conference report 
is confirmation of that. But that could all 
change, for better or worse, with the next 
election. The good news for aviation policy 
is that it has always been more bipartisan 
than most issues on Capitol Hill. No one re-
ally disagrees that we need to institute new 
technologies and practices and that safety 
is important. Reauthorization of the FAA 
took so long not because of aviation policy, 
but because of finance and labor issues. The 
underlying policy issues generally attract 
widespread agreement.

ALP: The Export-Import Bank finances 
aircraft purchases by foreign airlines, in many 
cases state-owned, that turn around and use 
those aircraft on routes competing with U.S. 
airlines. Do you support providing financing 
to foreign operators who compete with U.S. 
airlines? Do you see the need for a policy 
shift regarding who is eligible for financing, 
and if so, and under what caveats? 

The good news for aviation 
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been more bipartisan than most 
issues on Capitol Hill. No one 
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institute new technologies and 
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Inhofe: The Ex-Im Bank is politically 
charged, and most conservatives like me 
are critical of it. I think, in general, the Ex-Im 
Bank is a waste of taxpayer dollars when 
it is spending its money funding foreign 
purchases of U.S. aircraft. Generally, for the 
large customers buying big aircraft, they can 
get the same financing through banks, just 
at a potentially higher cost. Foreign airlines 
shouldn’t get special financing at taxpayer 
expense, especially when domestic airlines 
don’t get the same treatment. That said, we 
need to look at this globally and consider 
the subsidies Europe is providing Airbus. 
The United States must continue to stand 
up for U.S. companies at the World Trade 
Organization. Furthermore, the European 
Union’s insistence that U.S.-based airlines 
participate in their Emissions Trading 
Scheme is incredibly alarming. As a leader 
in the Senate who is against emissions 
trading schemes like this, I firmly believe 
that systems like this are nothing more than 
a way for governments to grab more money 
from the people.

ALP: What do you see on the horizon 
for the Commerce Committee as far as 
aviation is concerned now that the FAA 
reauthorization is finished? 

Inhofe: The first thing the Committee 
needs to focus on is the Pilot’s Bill of Rights, 
which I introduced in July 2011 and which 
was referred to the Commerce Committee. 
The bill addresses many of the problems 
that general aviation pilots currently face. It 
requires that in an FAA enforcement action 
against a pilot, the FAA must grant the pilot 
all relevant evidence 30 days before a deci-
sion to proceed with an enforcement action. 
It allows for federal district court review of 
appeals from the FAA, at the election of the 
appellant. Finally, it requires the FAA to im-
prove its notices to airmen publishing proce-
dures and its medical certification process. 
These are the areas in which pilots currently 

have the most difficulties, so they’re the 
ones we need to tackle first. Hopefully my 
colleagues on the Commerce Committee 
will agree that this is important legislation 
and worthy of their speedy consideration.

 
ALP: You are a licensed general avia-
tion pilot. What first got you interested in 
aviation? How long have you been flying, 
and what are your more memorable flying 
experiences?

Inhofe: I’ve been flying now for 55 
years. At the time I learned to fly, it only cost 
$32 to get a license. That was $4 an hour for 
8 hours. It included everything: the plane, 
instructor, fuel. Most people who get their 
license fall out of practice, because they 
don’t use it or don’t have the need to use it. 
I’ve been blessed that everything I’ve done 
in my career has used my ability to fly, so 
I’ve kept my flying hours active.

Two of my most memorable experiences 
came in an old, beat-up Cessna 414 as I 
was flying around the world retracing Wiley 
Post’s first around-the-world flight. Flying 
across Siberia was unbelievable, but we had 
a problem with the fuel. It was so bad that it 
kept clogging the fuel lines, and the engines 
were running roughly—and the nearest air-
port was 625 nautical miles away. But they 
kept running. The other was the time that 
I flew into a fog bank in Glacier National 
Park…. But that story is too long to  
tell here. 

To view the commentary by 
Sen. John D. Rockefeller IV  
in the January/February  
issue of Air Line Pilot, scan 
the QR code.

Who would you like to hear from? Send your suggestions  
to magazine@alpa.org.


