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Fact Sheet: Philadelphia Air Traffic Control Facility

The airspace controlled by the Federal Aviation Administration’s Air Traffic Control facilityr at Philadelphia International Airport encompasses an area of approximately 3,600 square miles in four states (PA, NJ, NY and Delaware) and up to an altitude of 10,000 feet.

The responsibilities of directing and controlling air traffic in that airspace is handled by air traffic controllers who work in the “cab” and controllers who work in the “radar room.”

The radar room, a large, darkened room located on the first floor of the ATCT, is officially known as a Terminal Radar Approach Control (TRACON) facility. The controllers in that room provide services for 25 satellite airports and four air traffic control towers in the Greater Philadelphia Metropolitan Area.

Controllers in the TRACON provide air traffic services to aircraft up to a distance of 50 miles from the airport. The Philadelphia TRACON was the 15th busiest such facility in the country in 1997, handling approximately 628,000 operations. Pennsylvania’s other Level V facility, the TRACON at Pittsburgh International Airport, was the country’s 18th busiest radar room. It handled 606,000 operations in 1997.

The controllers in the “cab,” which is the room at the top of the ATCT, handle all takeoffs and landings at Philadelphia International Airport as well as all aircraft movements on the taxiways. The cab at Philadelphia Airport was the 16th busiest facility in the U.S., handling approximately 467,000 operations in 1997.
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That ranked the Philadelphia ATCT cab just behind Newark, but ahead of Kennedy (no.31) and LaGuardia Airports (no. 34) in New York. Dallas-Fort Worth was the country’s busiest, handling 935,000 annual takeoffs and landings last year.

Philadelphia’s approach control airspace is complex, handling a mix of aircraft safely, orderly and expeditiously. Air traffic is expected to continue to grow, based on projections by the City of Philadelphia’s Division of Aviation.

FAA personnel assigned to the ATCT at Philadelphia Airport have been working with the airport and air carriers based there to develop better air traffic control procedures to handle this expected growth in operations.
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What is unique about the FAA’s Air Traffic Control Tower at Philadelphia International Airport?

On July 1, 1998, Philadelphia TRACON established a new record for the volume of traffic it handles in one day – 2,259 operations. Twenty four hours later, it broke the record, handling 2,295 operations.

What has changed the most about the ATCT?

Are there any plans or projects for the future?

A new commuter runway is currently under construction at Philadelphia International Airport. When it is completed sometime late next year, the runway should divert a significant portion of traffic from the airport’s existing parallel runways.

FAA has provided approximately $75 million in Airport Improvement Program (AIP) grants toward the $221 million cost of the project as well as authorized the use of another $26 million in Passenger Facility Charges (PFCs) for the project.

New equipment is expected to be installed at the airport in the next several years that will enhance safety on the airport’s runways and taxiways. For example, plans call for the installation of a Precision Runway Monitor (PRM), a stand-alone air traffic control system designed for parallel runway approaches at airports such as Philadelphia.

In addition, the FAA has undertaken a national airspace review and redesign project. The airspace controlled by Philadelphia ATCT will be part of that project, which is expected to take up to six years to complete.

Does the ATCT hold any top rankings/ awards compared to other airports?

Philadelphia ATCT was selected as the FAA’s National Facility of the Year for 1997. That honor was announced July 28, 1998 at a ceremony at the Tower.

Additionally, the ATCT was selected as the FAA Eastern Region’s Level V Facility of the Year for 1997. That award was presented to FAA personnel July 28, 1998. Philadelphia ATCT is one of eight Level V facilities in the Eastern Region. The other Level V Air Traffic Control Towers are at located at the following airports: Baltimore Washington International Airport;  

Dulles International Airport (Chantilly, VA); John F. Kennedy International Airport; LaGuardia Airport; Newark International Airport; Pittsburgh International Airport; and Reagan Washington National Airport.

In addition, Philadelphia ATCT was named FAA Eastern Region Level V Facility of the Year in 1996; and has received the following FAA awards – the 1996 National Customer Service Award and the 1996 National Facility Service Award for Quality Assurance.

