
 
       

June 13, 2025 

 

Comptroller General of the United States 

U.S. Government Accountability Office 

441 G Street NW 

Washington, DC 20548 

Dear Comptroller General Gene L. Dodaro,  

We write to request the Government Accountability Office (GAO) conduct a study on the 

potential risks and benefits of relocating the Air Traffic Safety Oversight Service (AOV) from 

within the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) to another office within the Department of 

Transportation (DOT), or to another appropriate governmental entity. 

At the recommendation of the 1997 National Civil Aviation Review Commission, the AOV was 

established in 2004 within the FAA’s Office of Aviation Safety to provide independent oversight 

of the Air Traffic Organization (ATO). The Commission underscored the importance of 

separating safety oversight from operational functions within the FAA. However, both the AOV 

and the ATO remain within the FAA and report to the same Administrator, raising questions 

about the structural independence of the AOV’s oversight.1 

The AOV plays a vital role in ensuring the safety of our national airspace system. Specifically, 

the AOV establishes safety standards and provides independent oversight of the ATO. The 

AOV’s core functions include validating ATO safety processes, approving new and modified 

separation standards and waivers, evaluating hazard mitigation controls, and overseeing the 

ATO’s Safety Management System. AOV also participates in operational reviews, develops 

regulatory guidance, and contributes to international standards. The AOV conducts oversight 

through audits, inspections, investigations, surveillance, and coordination with other FAA safety 

divisions. Its work is fundamental to maintaining public trust and upholding the FAA’s core 

mission of safety. 2 

 

 
1 https://www.faa.gov/about/office_org/headquarters_offices/avs/offices/aov 
2 https://www.faa.gov/about/office_org/headquarters_offices/avs/offices/aov 
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Ensuring AOV’s independence is critical as modernization initiatives, such as NextGen and the 

integration of unmanned aerial systems, add new complexities to air traffic operations. Recent 

events, such as the January 2025 fatal midair collision near Washington National Airport (DCA), 

underscore the importance of strong, independent oversight. That incident, involving American 

Airlines Flight 5342 and a U.S. Army Black Hawk helicopter, tragically claimed 67 lives and 

brought to light potential safety oversight gaps. In its aftermath, the National Transportation 

Safety Board issued a recommendation urging the FAA to permanently restrict certain helicopter 

operations near DCA when specific runways are active, citing an “intolerable risk to aviation 

safety.”3 Further concern has been raised by the FAA’s recent decision to halt an independent air 

traffic oversight panel, highlighting the need to reevaluate the FAA’s internal oversight 

structures. 

Amid ongoing modernization, the increasing complexity of air traffic operations, and the recent 

fatal midair collision near DCA, it is timely to reassess whether moving AOV outside the FAA 

but within the federal government could enhance the independence, accountability, and 

effectiveness of aviation safety oversight. 

To support this effort, we request that GAO evaluate the following: 

1. The potential benefits and risks of relocating AOV to another office within the 

Department of Transportation or a different federal entity, including the effects on 

independence, effectiveness, and transparency of safety oversight, as well as any 

unintended consequences resulting from changes to the current organizational structure. 

This analysis should include input from a wide range of stakeholders, including aviation 

representatives, safety experts, and the FAA to determine the strengths and limitations of 

AOV’s current position.  

2. Comparative models from other federal regulatory agencies and international aviation 

authorities that provide independent oversight of operational functions. 

3. The effects on staffing, resource distribution, interagency collaboration, regulatory 

authority, compliance procedures, and funding continuity, as well as any legal or statutory 

obstacles that could influence the practicality of relocating AOV. 

4. The extent to which relocating AOV outside the FAA could enhance or impair safety 

oversight capabilities, in light of the recent fatal midair collision near DCA and the 

challenges of ensuring effective oversight in highly congested and complex airspace 

environments. 

 

 
3 https://www.ntsb.gov/news/press-releases/Pages/NR20250311.aspx 
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This study is not intended to examine privatization or the removal of aviation oversight functions 

from the federal government. Rather, its purpose is to explore whether realignment could 

strengthen the independence and effectiveness of safety oversight of the air traffic control 

system. 

Thank you for your attention to this critical matter. If you have any questions, please contact 

Jordyn Ramsey at 202-225-4911.    

Sincerely,  

       
 
Gabe Amo        Stephen Lynch  

Member of Congress        Member of Congress  
 


