
 
 

Senate Commerce, Science, and Transportation Committee  

Hearing on “The State of the Aviation Industry: Examining the Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic” 

May 6, 2020 

Witnesses 

The Honorable Eric Fanning, President and Chief Executive Officer, Aerospace Industries Association 

Mr. Nicholas Calio, President and Chief Executive Officer, Airlines for America 

Dr. Hilary Godwin, Dean, School of Public Health, University of Washington 

Mr. Todd Hauptli, President and Chief Executive Officer, American Association of Airport Executives 

Member Opening Statements 

Chairman Roger Wicker (R-MS) began by lamenting the massive amount of economic activity that has 

been lost due to COVID-19 shutdowns both directly for air carriers large and small and for the 

surrounding industries like contractors. Chairman Wicker also outlined the CARES Act relief programs 

that have been passed to provide much needed liquidity, but not a bailout for the aviation industry and 

emphasized the stringent terms of the funding. Chairman Wicker emphasized the need to continue to 

serve rural areas and the safety of workers and the flying public in continued operations. Chairman 

Wicker emphasized the need to prepare for the next pandemic as it pertains to national or international 

regulations.  

Ranking Member Maria Cantwell (D-WA) highlighted the massive economic impact of the pandemic 

and emphasized the need for connection points between communities and the economic impact that 

aviation employers, including manufacturers, have on communities. Ranking Member Cantwell also 

emphasized the need to hear from the Treasury Department to ensure that the payroll program for the 

aviation industry was utilized for what it was authorized. Ranking Member Cantwell also highlighted the 

need for continued competitiveness of the aviation industry and criticized hours reductions considering 

payroll help from the CARES Act. Ranking Member Cantwell emphasized the impact of the virus on both 

airports and aerospace industries, as well as how to keep aviation workers safe and healthy.  Ranking 

Member Cantwell emphasized the need for a uniform, industry-wide standard of operations to keep 

public health standards enforced.  

Questions and Answers 

Chairman Roger Wicker (R-MS) asked if the CARES Act has saved jobs in the airline industry and how 

many it has saved. Mr. Calio answered that the CARES Act absolutely worked in retaining employees and 

the importance of retaining those employees and emphasized that the legislation helped free up private  

funding markets for airlines. Chairman Wicker also asked if the CARES Act and private funding would be 

sufficient to keep individuals employed past September 30. Mr. Calcio indicated that CARES Act only 

covers 50-80% of payroll expenses for airlines. Chairman Wicker also asked about the formula used for 
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CARES Act airport grants and if the funding was sufficient. Mr. Hauptli agreed that general aviation funds 

were not enough and that the formula did not apportion the funds properly for a small number of 

airports, though he mentioned that it worked correctly for 99%.  

Ranking Member Maria Cantwell (D-WA) asked what level of air travel would be safe under a national 

safety guideline. Dr. Godwin indicated that air travel would slowly start to increase, giving time to 

implement safety measures, and by the time normal levels are seen, the risks of the virus would 

hopefully diminish and that it was important to balance cost considerations with health considerations. 

Mr. Calio emphasized efforts by airlines already to socially distance but acknowledged that this was not 

a business model that is feasible to continue flights in the long run.  

Sen. Jerry Moran (R-KS) asked about the manufacturing workforce and its relation to national security. 

Mr. Fanning emphasized the concerns of the industry to retain workforce and plan for the long term in 

this situation and noted the public-private model proposition that would allow the industry to look past 

the fall and help jumpstart the economy. Sen. Moran asked how airports will be different that before 

COVID-19. Mr. Hauptli noted that airports will be cleaner and that there will be distancing and 

monitoring infrastructure in place which will cost billions of dollars beyond the CARES Act. Sen. Moran 

asked about the importance of the Contract Tower Program. Mr. Hauptli indicated the importance of 

the tower to help support air ambulances, cargo, and military operations, and the need to provide the 

contract towers with $8 million to help with increased janitorial services and improvements.  

Sen. Klobuchar (D-MN) asked about airline policies requiring individuals to pay an additional charge for 

more room. Mr. Calio indicated that none of his members were charging for separating their passengers 

and emphasized his members’ support for distancing policies, but indicated that a national regulation 

was unnecessary. Dr. Godwin indicated that national guidance would be helpful even if it was not 

mandatory, as uniformity would be helpful for travelers and emphasized the need to create a national 

database to facilitate contact tracing.  

Sen. Richard Blumenthal (D-CT) indicated his support for a payroll security act that would ensure 

payrolls for all of these companies on the grounds of national security. Sen. Blumenthal criticized that 

airlines are not giving cash refunds when requested and emphasized the need to keep cash in the hands 

of Americans and his hesitance to help airlines more given these practices. Mr. Calcio indicated the 

tough financial position of these airlines and the difficulty of keeping individuals employed while 

providing refunds, given refunds are exceeding revenue and that his group was not asking for more 

money at this time. Mr. Calio indicated that to his knowledge, none of his member airlines were not 

issuing refunds as required by law. 

Sen. Mike Lee (R-UT) asked if air service requirements based on pre-pandemic levels made sense for 

airlines in terms of recovery. Mr. Calio noted that those requirements are making airlines fly flights that 

are not profitable for the airlines and indicated his hope for a revisiting of this issue to help spur the 

recovery. Sen. Lee emphasized the need to preserve taxpayer funds and that exemptions from empty 

flights would help do so.  



 
 

 
Sen. Tom Udall (D-NM) asked if airlines are asking for expanded liability protections and what the 

airlines were willing to trade for such changes. Mr. Calio could not give a proper answer currently, but 

committed to answering in writing. Mr. Fanning indicated that conversations were at preliminary stages 

but that especially for small businesses that this was necessary to consider. Sen. Udall asked if airlines 

would agree to proposals by Dr. Godwin in exchange for liability protection. Mr. Calio indicated that 

discussions would continue about those items but would not give a commitment. Mr. Fanning indicated 

that it is a priority for the manufacturing sector, but emphasized that he would not expect liability 

protections until there was a national guideline on what was expected of companies.  

Sen. Jon Tester (D-MT) asked if the flight service rules require no changes or reductions. Mr. Calio 

indicated that it depends on the way the exemption request is filed. Sen. Tester asked for a commitment 

that the airline association would comply with oversight from the CARES Act. Mr. Calio agreed. Sen. 

Tester asked about rural area access to air travel when service returns. Mr. Calio indicated that if there 

was sufficient demand for the flights that the flights would return. Sen. Tester indicated that the 

demand would be diminished for quite some time and asked how to return consumer confidence. Mr. 

Calio indicated that many of the safety and cleanliness measures were in place to do just that. Sen. 

Tester emphasized the need to continue service to rural places. 

 

Sen. Tammy Duckworth (D-IL) asked for a commitment to provide information requested related to 

CARES Act oversight. Sen. Duckworth asked about difficulties in the Treasury Department process of 

allocating CARES Act relief. Mr. Fanning highlighted that the contractors and food services have had 

particular issues getting funds due to slow decisions by the Department of the Treasury. Sen.  

Duckworth asked about the FCC decision for Ligado to utilize L-band 5G networks despite opposition by 

many agencies. Mr. Fanning and Mr. Calio indicated their groups’ opposition to the decision.  

 

Sen. Ted Cruz (R-TX) asked about the implementation of passenger data portals to properly implement 

contact tracing. Mr. Calio indicated that airlines have been trying to work with the CDC to create the 

portal and that the government is best equipped to create this portal. Sen. Cruz also asked what can be 

done to help improve consumer confidence. Mr. Calio emphasized the need to make visible efforts by all 

stakeholders to keep customers and employees healthy like collaboration based on science and data to 

meet consumer needs.  

 

Sen. Ed Markey (D-MA) asked why airlines were unwilling to distribute cash back for refunds instead of 

vouchers. Mr. Calio gave a similar answer as he did previously. Sen. Markey emphasized the need to 

introduce uniform regulations for air travel safety and noted his new legislation to task agencies to do 

so. Mr. Hauptli indicated his support for an ecosystem-wide effort to create guidelines.  

 

eMr. Calio was unable to respond to this question. Sen. Fischer also asked what the impact will be on 

grant programs from the FAA if 2020 enplanements will be used to determine funding levels. Mr. 

Hauptli indicated his support for additional flexibility in determining funding levels. Sen. Fischer asked 

what challenges small airports will face in retaining commercial air service. Mr. Hauptli emphasized the 

importance of supporting small airports and that he would help ensure service would continue. Sen. 



 
 

 
Fischer asked to what extent airlines would continue service to rural areas after the pandemic. Mr. Calio 

was unable to give an answer to that question.  

 

Sen. Jacky Rosen (D-NV) emphasized the economic impact of the pandemic on airports and asked what 

can be done by Congress to help build consumer confidence. Mr. Hauptli emphasized the loss of traffic 

and revenue by airports everywhere and asked for at least an additional $10 billion for airports in the 

next round of assistance, in addition to funding for business and general aviation airports, as well as 

concessionaires. Mr. Calio emphasized the actions already being taken by Congress like the CARES Act 

and appropriate oversight, with further actions based on data. 

 

Sen. Kyrsten Sinema (D-AZ) emphasized her bill to help contact tracing and asked what can be done to 

best support airlines. Mr. Calio gave a similar answer as when he was asked the same question by Sen. 

Cruz. Sen. Sinema asked what can be done to help keep jobs alive for manufacturing companies. Mr. 

Fanning again pointed to the public-private partnership concept he alluded to previously.  

 

Ranking Member Maria Cantwell (D-WA) asked what precluded companies from accessing the 

“national security” money from the CARES Act. Mr. Fanning pointed to the very narrow definition of 

“essential to national security” but noted that the definition is being changed to allow more companies 

to apply and emphasized that airplane manufacturing and other production companies that do a 

combination of defense and commercial work should be considered essential. Ranking Member 

Cantwell emphasized the need to accommodate healthcare needs to retain the aerospace workforce as 

they are highly skilled individuals who are highly sought after.  

 

Sen. Richard Blumenthal (D-CT) asked how industry would react to mandated facemasks for airline 

travel. Mr. Hauptli indicated that there was a growing consensus on this idea and emphasized the need 

for federal guidelines to make operations uniform. Mr. Calio indicated it is something that should be 

considered as a mandate but that his members were already requiring this. Sen. Blumenthal asked 

about the letter he submitted regarding complaints by employees regarding a lack of appropriate 

cleaning and sanitation practices on aircraft and flight decks. Mr. Calio indicated his group looks for 

trends in these reports which have not materialized thus far. 

 


