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Thirtieth Meeting of the

Informal South Pacific ATS Co-ordinating Group
(ISPACG/30)

Surfers Paradise, Australia
14-17 March 2016
Agenda Item [5.6]
Unmanned Free Balloon/Other Operations in the United States
Presented by the United States (U.S.) Federal Aviation Administration (FAA)
SUMMARY

This paper provides the current status of Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) activities related to unmanned free balloon (UFB)/other operations.  It includes the information and request FAA provided to the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) in 2015; the status of ongoing FAA efforts to review and update pertinent United States (U.S.) Federal Regulations; and FAA plans to continue working with industry organizations to include Google’s Loon project.  It also describes current FAA efforts to review and revise outdated US federal regulations, which should ideally be done in harmony with ICAO and air navigation service provider (ANSP) efforts to revise global standards and recommended practices (SARPs).    
1.
INTRODUCTION

1.1 In follow-up to information paper IP 03 from the 26th meeting of the Separation and Airspace Safety Panel (SASP), and to an ISPACG request, the FAA sent the attached letter to the ICAO Air Navigation Bureau (ANB) to provide information about current emerging unmanned free balloon (UFB)/other operations in the U.S. to include—U.S. regulations and policy/directives, pertinent reported safety trends, and current/planned mitigations; and to request ICAO support in: 
· collecting information from ANSPs about pertinent Standards and Recommended Practices (SARPs) and mitigation efforts, and

· harmonizing efforts to develop global (SARPs).   
1.2 After sending the attached letter to ICAO’s ANB in August 2015, the FAA convened an FAA Rulemaking Action Plan workgroup and is in the process of forming an Aviation Rulemaking Committee (ARC) to review U.S. 14 Code of Federal Regulation (CFR), Part 101.  The Part 101 ARC will serve as a venue for aviation community stakeholders to provide recommendations to the FAA about possible changes to current regulations related to UFB/other operations to include moored balloons, UFBs, fireworks, sky lanterns, and hybrid operations (e.g., UFBs used as airborne platforms to launch rockets).  We anticipate the ARC to finish its work this year, but may take up to two years to develop their recommendations.   
1.3 Additionally, the FAA continues to work with various balloon operators, to include Google Loon.  We are currently setting up a meeting with Google Loon operations staff members to discuss their possible change from helium to hydrogen balloons.    

2.
DISCUSSION

2.1
U.S. regulations about UFB/other operations, written more than 50 years ago, did not envision high numbers of UFB operations where some balloons weigh hundreds of pounds, payloads weigh thousands of pounds, trajectories traverse all classes of airspace from the ground to altitudes exceeding 100,000 feet and operations stay airborne for months.  In the U.S., we have experienced an increasing number of safety incidents ranging from unexpected UFB sightings (distractions) by pilots, to pilots needing to take evasive action to avoid collision, to actual aircraft/UFB collisions.   To ensure a high level of safety is maintained throughout our national airspace system and in U.S.-controlled international (oceanic) airspace, the FAA is undergoing a review of 14 CFR Part 101 and any associated procedures needed to implement the regulations.   
2.2  
While undergoing the Part 101 review, the U.S. would like to harmonize efforts internationally, so that our regulations, and subsequently any supporting procedures, are harmonized with ICAO SARPs as well as with regulations/procedures of other ANSPs, prior to development of any associated separation standards.  Even though current ICAO SARPs (as outlined in Annex 2, Appendix 5, Unmanned Free Balloons, and in Doc 4444/PANS ATM) seem better than the more outdated U.S. 14 CFR Part 101 regulations, we also think the ICAO SARPs could be improved.  For example, based on data analyses of birds, rocket parts and other objects extant in our national airspace system, it seems more practical to have two rather than three payload classifications.   Rather than make changes now to comply with current SARPs, we would prefer to work with ICAO and the ANSPs toward a goal of revised common SARPs that more effectively meet safety requirements that support today’s and tomorrow’s emerging operations.  
3.
ACTION BY THE MEETING

3.1
The meeting is invited to: 


a)
Note the information provided in this paper and share within your ANSP, and with your SASP representatives as appropriate.   

b)
In support of a previous ISPACG request to relay pertinent information about UFB/other operations (that may assist in harmonizing efforts to update regulations and/or supporting procedures), please note that Paul Eure  (Paul.Eure@faa.gov) is the U.S. subject matter expert for further information. 
Attachment:

FAA Letter to ICAO/Air Navigation Bureau, dated 31 August 2015
