
The Biggest Threat to Your Career

No, I am not speaking of the 
Netflix show, I am speaking 
about a new color that will debut 

soon across all U.S. airports. Orange—a 
universal symbol of construction or cau-
tion. The color will be a change to the 
way business is done.

We always have two seasons at air-
ports: winter and construction. Airport 
infrastructure funding has not declined 
over the past five years; it has in fact 
reversed the trends of other infrastruc-
ture investments by our government and 
increased. In turn, we will see many more 
construction projects arriving at airports 
here in NYC as well as around the United 
States. One common thread we are seeing 
in the safety trends is that pilots, airports, 
and air traffic controllers are missing key 
NOTAMS, which has led to aircraft taxi-
ing into, over, and through construction 
areas and barricades and even taking off 
and landing into closed areas on runways. 
The blame could go around all day long, 
but one thing is certain—it is a trend 
ALPA is trying to combat and reverse by 

working with all stakeholders at the FAA, 
airports, and airlines.

We as pilots are adapted to ambers, 
blacks, reds, and whites on our ground 
signage and lighting, but the FAA, 
along with ALPA’s Airport and Ground 
Environment Group, have come up 
with orange to highlight the areas that 
are undergoing work and maintenance. 
The signs will be temporary in nature 
so they can be moved from spot to spot, 
but will be in the same signage font and 
block you are used to. These signs are 
unlit but will be reflective and placed in 
areas where construction could include 
a taxiway closure, ramp resurfacing, and, 
most importantly, a runway cutback. If 
a runway cutback is to occur, an orange 
“Runway Distance Remaining” and the 
amount in feet will be placed at the hold 
line. Working in conjunction with the 
NOTAMS, the ATIS, the orange signage, 
and the “shortened” terminology from 
ATC, we are taking on the threat of a 
major accident by creating mitigations to 
draw the risk to zero. 
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The orange signs were first tested at 
the FAA Technical Center in Atlantic 
City, N.J., then tested at smaller airports 
for logistics and Airport Operations 
testing, and were fully reviewed by ALPA 
Airport and Ground Environment pilot 
volunteers prior to the larger-scale test-
ing due to take place here at JFK and at 
ORD. Final rulemaking and deployment 
after successful testing will be imple-
mented by the FAA prior to the end of 
the year. 

Although ALPA agrees with this 
design standard and has been a part 
of this project since it was a tabletop 
discussion, we need your help. You, as 
line pilots, can offer an opinion of these 
signs and let us know if what we have 
designed is clear, concise, contrasting, 
and easy to adapt into your daily 
workings on the airport surface. Any 
input would be greatly appreciated, and 
will be assembled, deidentified, and 
included in ALPA’s comments toward 
the final development and rollout of 
these orange construction signs. Please 

forward any and all comments to 
Steve.Jangelis@alpa.org. I fly the 
system, but I don’t get the benefit of 
the thousands of eyes out flying the 
line delivering our passengers and 
cargo safely and professionally, and I 
thank you for any input you may have. 
As always, if you see any airport issues 
involving airport lights, markings, 
wildlife, NOTAMS (be gentle), or 
runway safety, please e-mail and let us 
know how we can help. 

Steve Jangelis is the ALPA National Airport 
and Ground Environment chairman and 
is the industry co-chairman for the FAA’s 
Root Cause Analysis Team and a member of 
the FAA’s Runway Safety Council and FAA’s 
Airport Construction Advisory Council.

A SAVE FOR 
THE BETTER

Accidents usually show a breakdown in the 
“Swiss-cheese” modeling of safety mitigations 
developed to assist expert system operators in 
their threat and error management techniques. 
One recent “save” at JFK highlights the need 
for continuous monitoring of runway safety by 
all stakeholders, and our newest phraseology 
and technology changes are helping.

This report came from the pilot who wrote 
an excellent description of what had happened. 
An Asian carrier with the North American–
born pilot was recently departing for overseas 
from JFK. The runway in use was shortened 
(cut back, in Delta terminology), and construc-
tion notices were posted in local and distant 
NOTAMs. The construction was also noted in 
the ATIS on voice and digital format. The crew 
stated that as they approached the runway for 
takeoff, with checklists complete, the control-
ler directed them to “Line up and wait runway 
xxx, shortened!” Not knowing entirely what 
that phrase meant, the pilot stopped the taxi 
and queried ATC. It was described to him that 
the runway had been partially cut back due to 
construction, and the new length of the runway 
was much shorter than the weight and balance 
would have allowed. They requested a new, 
better-suited runway. In his narrative, the pilot 
stated he never saw the NOTAM or heard the 
ATIS, but the controller putting the required 
“shortened” in his clearance made his mind 
trigger into an area that realized this was ab-
normal. He stated this flight could have been a 
catastrophe since equipment was on the distant 
end of the runway.

Sure, we could close the runway per-
manently, but at some fields with only one 
operating runway, that is unfeasible. Yes, the 
NOTAM system is confusing at best, but it 
is there and can no doubt be missed. Sure, 
we sometimes don’t read every ATIS line 
by line due to fatigue or complacency. The 
mitigations that saved the day were an alert 
air traffic controller and a procedure in place. 
If there were an orange construction sign at 
the end of the runway describing the takeoff 
distance remaining, would it have plugged the 
Swiss cheese hole sooner before an accident? I 
am sure it would have made a difference, and 
while the system worked in this instance, let’s 
give every crew a fighting chance to eliminate 
the risk of a construction-related accident by 
creating mitigations that work.
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