
Ramp control: directing tlie action at our Inubs
In a  con tinu ing  series in the Piedmonitor, we 

have featured several of the  success stories and 
o u ts tand ing  efforts th a t  have been m ade  across 
the system  to provide a  safe, reliable, on-tim e 
operation.

Many of these stories have exposed simpler, 
more efficient ways of working with the  old tools 
of the trade, while o thers have show n how a to ­
tally new an d  innovative idea can be pu t to the 
test and  succeed.

Som e ideas succeed sim ply by tr im m ing  tim e 
off a portion of the operation as  a  whole. Others 
revise an  entire procedure.

Ram p control did ju s t  that.
It is an  idea th a t is not new to the  industry. 

Rather, it is a  function th a t  an  airline assum es 
from the FAA w hen its operation becom es so 
com plex th a t it is in the com pany’s best interest 
to directly control the ground m ovem ent of air­
craft a t  its m ost time-critical centers of passen ­
ger opera tions—typically at its hubs.

As a  result of the  rapid growth we have experi­
enced at ou r  two largest hu b  cities. P iedm ont re ­
cently  took over the responsibility to provide 
ram p control for all je t  and  com m ute r  operations 
a t Charlotte/D ouglas International Airport and 
likewise for all of Pier D a t Baltimore/W ashington 
International Airport.

U nder the  direction of station perform ance 
m anagers  Doyle Keever at CLT and  Mike Willis at 
BWI, specially trained agen ts  posted at Pied­
m ont 's  control towers a t  both facilities are 
charged w ith coordinating the efficient move­
m e n t of each and  every aircraft on our ramps. 
From the point w hen  a flight crew calls from the 
gate for pu sh  back clearance and  taxi position, to 
a spot a t a  taxiway w here the  aircraft is tu rned  
over to FAA ground control to proceed for take­
off, P iedm ont’s ram p controllers direct the action.

objective the same
Som e of the track ing  m e thods  an d  co m m u n i­

cations procedures m ay vary between CLT and  
BWI, based on differences in the facilities layout 
at each hub  and the geographical location of the 
airport itself. But, the objective to m ain ta in  Pied­
m on t 's  schedule reliability is one and  the same.

After m o n th s  of p lann ing  and  in tense training 
sessions with the  FAA, P iedm ont first in troduced 
ram p  control th is  pas t April a t  the BWI hub.
Later, in July, Charlotte 's ram p control program  
was im plem ented. Shortly  thereafter, one of 
CLT's parallel runways suffered a  two-week sh u t ­
down for resurfacing.

"T h a t period of limited runway use actually 
helped us ou t a little," Keever said. “ It gave u s  an 
opportun ity  to slowly gear up  and  grow accus ­
tom ed to handling  the  ram p activity in a  limited 
capacity.”

But, now th a t  everything is open and  fully op­
erational, Keever says his staff h a sn 't  m issed a 
beat. P iedm ont’s CLT controllers are responsible 
for m ore th an  440  departing  flights each day:
257 P iedm ont jets, 130 com m uters, and  53 other- 
carrier a ircraft—and  a like n u m b e r  of daily 
arrivals.

“ We're ju s t  now com ing ou t of a learning curve 
and  have had  no th ing  b u t good results. Most im ­
portan t though, we’ve noticeably s tarted  getting 
the aircraft to the  gates a  little faster,’' he said.

Back in BWI, tim e has  proven tha t ram p con ­
trol does in fact m ake an  impressive difference in 
reliability, not only a t the  hub, b u t  a t its down­
line stations. A com parison  between J u n e  1987 
a n d  J u n e  1988 reveals dram atic  im provem ents 
th a t  can only be attr ibu ted  to the effectiveness of 
ram p  control on system  performance.

According to Tim Spangler, system  perfor­
m ance  analyst. P iedm ont lost only three perfor­
m ance  points this J u n e  due to air traffic control 
(ATC) and  airport g round  delays, as  com pared to 
10 points for the  sam e period last year. He m e a ­
su res  the difference in ou tbound  on-tim e depar­
tu res  aga inst on-tim e downline arrivals—from 
the  h ub  to the spoke cities. An on-tim e operation 
is one w hich arrives or departs  w ith in  14 m in ­
utes of schedule.

“We now have the  capability to better  control 
m any  of the delays th a t occur during  th is  part of 
the operation,” Willis said. “The m ajority  of the 
difference between o u tbound  and  downline per­
form ance is prim arily w ith  the taxi tim e at the 
hub.”

P iedm ont's  BWI ram p control oversees more 
th a n  260 departu re  operations per day, 131 of

w hich are P iedm ont je ts  and  87 are com m uters, 
also with an  equal n u m b e r  of arrivals.

“J u s t  by im plem enting  ram p  control we've 
seen a  great im provement,” Willis said. “You 
don 't see the  long lines of aircraft a t  the runways 
w asting precious tim e and  fuel waiting for clear­
ance. And ram p congestion is a lm ost nonexistent.

“Overall, it is well-orchestrated, safe, and  very 
efficient. And the  passengers are getting  w hat 
they deserve—on-tim e service,” he said.

how it all works
Ram p control allows us to do m u c h  more th a n  

move aircraft around  a ramp. It provides u s  with 
an  opportun ity  to prepare ahead  of tim e w ith the 
big picture in m ind  and  to m axim ize on effi­
ciency. It gives u s  an  edge on time, before any 
possible delays caused by weather, m aintenance, 
passengers or servicing can  take it away.

By assum ing  ram p control coordination a t CLT 
and  BWI, P iedm ont relieved the  FAA of a service 
it has  been providing at both  airports. The FAA's 
policy on ram p control was very simple: first 
come, first served. The first aircraft to call FAA 
ground control for pu sh  back clearance and  taxi, 
was the first aircraft to the  runway. The next air ­
craft to call was the  second in line, and  so on, de ­
spite w hich runway the  aircraft would use or its 
ultim ate destination.

T his approach  works well a t a irports  where air ­
line operations are not quite as  braided together 
and  tim e-sensitive as  at CLT and  BWI.

But, as  Willis pointed out, if he h as  a  CLT- 
bound flight th a t  is runn ing  30 m in u tes  late, s it­
ting at the  gate in BWI with m ore th a n  100 
downline connections in jeopardy, the com pany 
canno t afford to allow th a t  aircraft to wait in line 
behind five or six other, less-critical operations 
ju s t  because  they had  called first for pu sh  back.

“ Now we're in control, and  th a t  aircraft is given 
priority clearance to the  taxiway,’’ he said. “ I t’s 
simple. We’re looking ou t for the passengers, 
w hich is in ou r best interest.”

Willis cautioned, however, th a t P iedm ont’s de­
term ination  to utilize ram p  control to ru n  a  safe, 
on-tim e hu b  operation need not be m isconstrued  
as  a  license to d isadvantage the com petition.

“In fact, it often appears  as though  we're lend ­
ing the o ther carriers preferential trea tm ent, s im ­
ply in our efforts to get them  out of the picture 
and  on the ir  way, so we can better concentrate 
on our own operations,” he said.

‘spacers’
O ther airlines' aircraft are also frequently used 

as “spacers” a t BWI, he added, w hich often re­
su lts in a seem ingly preferential position in the 
taxiway queue.

For instance, if P iedm ont has  two or more air ­
craft in a complex th a t will be departing  in the 
sam e general direction —say to Boston, New York 
and  Philadelph ia—each aircraft m u s t be se ­
quenced  for takeoff so th a t  once they are air ­
borne they will not run  nose-to-tail across the

sam e fix or departu re  transition  area  (a naviga­
tional intersection in the  sky). The FAA requires 
a  15-mile space between aircraft departing  to the 
sam e fix, w hich transla tes  into th ree  to five m in ­
utes, w hich creates taxi delays if the departing  
operation is not well sequenced  w ith  th is  restric ­
tion in m ind. So, by placing o ther carriers and  
com m uters  with different fixes between our 
northbound  departures, we can achieve a 
smoother, safer and  m ore equitable departu re  
line-up.

As m en tioned  earlier, there are fundam en ta l 
differences between CLT and  BWI w hen it com es 
to ram p  m a n ag e m en t of aircraft. T h a t is, CLT is 
prim arily  concerned w ith handling  heavy vol­
um es  of aircraft and  the  congestion caused by an  
overlapping ebb and  flow of activity, while BWI’s 
prim ary  focus is on efficient sequencing  of air ­
craft into the  crowded skies of the  N ortheast 
corridor.

ramp control desk
The ram p control desk  a t CLT is m an n ed  by 

an  inbound  agent and  an  o u tbound  agent who 
work side by side, m onitoring  their respective 
radio frequencies, to assu re  th a t  the  aircraft are 
properly guided and  positioned a t their p redeter­
m ined  gates, w ith  the least possible ram p 
congestion.

According to Steve Yancy, senior supervisor- 
CLT, th is  is w here CLT ram p  control will focus its 
energies, a t  least for the  present.

“Baltimore h a s  only one runway a t any given 
tim e for je t  departures, while we are able to 
sim ultaneously  utilize two,” Yancy said. “To the 
ex ten t th a t we p rearrange the ass ignm en t of in ­
bound operations on each  concourse based  on its 
ou tbound  direction, sequencing  based on the  
fixes is of secondary  im portance now.

c o n t in u e d  o n  p a g e  5

The noon-hour complex is  one of the b u siest  
tim es at Piedm ont’s CLT control tower as ramp 
control agen ts  Don A bernathy (left), B ill 
Howell (right), and senior supervisor Steve 
Yancy (center) gear up for the activity.

system performance
Ju ly  perform ance began well, bu t declined 
considerably u n d e r  the influence of weather, 
associated air traffic control, and  the  “echo” 
effect of these lengthy delays on tu rn a ro u n d
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performance. Air traffic contro l/airport delays 
alone accounted  for m ore delay th an  all de ­
partu re  delays in Ju ly  of last year.
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