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What We Looked At 
The Federal Aviation Administration’s (FAA) Airport Improvement Program (AIP) provides grants to 
airport sponsors for land acquisition. Airport sponsors that choose to reduce the impact of airport 
noise on nearby communities may acquire land, known as noise land, with these grants. Given FAA’s 
large investment in these acquisitions and ongoing concerns over aviation noise, we initiated this 
audit. Our audit objectives were to assess FAA’s (1) oversight of land that airport sponsors acquire 
with AIP grants for noise compatibility, (2) processes for determining whether airport sponsors 
identify land they no longer need for noise compatibility, and (3) oversight of airport sponsors’ 
disposal of noise land.  

What We Found 
FAA did not always comply with Federal standards for internal control which direct agencies to design 
measures to support accurate and timely recording of transactions. FAA’s record on grants awarded 
for noise compatibility between 2005 and 2020 was incomplete and grants for noise land valued at 
approximately $32 million were erroneously omitted. FAA also did not follow policy when it 
reimbursed two of five sample airports’ noise land purchases, totaling approximately $2.1 million, 
prior to receipt of evidence of the sponsors’ good land title. Furthermore, FAA’s processes for 
monitoring noise land status are insufficient and processes for overseeing sponsors’ disposal of noise 
land are inadequate. FAA policy requires sponsors to promptly dispose of noise land they no longer 
need but does not establish a time standard for FAA follow-up on disposal status. Two sample 
airports retained noise land parcels for over 10 years and 15 years, without FAA-approved plans for 
final disposition.  

Our Recommendations 
We are making nine recommendations to help FAA strengthen its oversight of AIP grants for noise 
compatibility and sponsors’ disposal of noise land. FAA concurred with recommendations 1, 3, 5, 6, 7, 
8 and 9. FAA partially concurred with recommendations 2 and 4. We consider recommendations 1, 2, 
3, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 9 resolved but open pending completion of planned actions. We consider 
recommendation 4 open and unresolved and request that FAA reconsider its position.         
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U. S. Department of Transportation 
Office of Inspector General 

Memorandum 
Date: February 28, 2023 

Subject: ACTION: FAA Can Strengthen Its Oversight of the AIP Acquired Noise 
Compatibility Land Program | Report No. FS2023020 

From: Dormayne “Dory” Dillard-Christian  
Assistant Inspector General for Financial Audits 

To: Federal Aviation Administrator 

Between fiscal years 2005 and 2020, the Federal Aviation Administration’s (FAA) 
Airport Improvement Program (AIP) provided almost $55 billion in grants to 
sponsors1 of commercial and general aviation airports. AIP grants support 
projects that improve safety and security, reduce congestion, and help mitigate 
airplane noise and environmental costs. Of this amount, $2.2 billion was used for 
land acquisition, including land for airport development2 and for projects to 
mitigate noise levels created by airport operations. The Coronavirus Aid Relief 
and Economic Security Act of 20203 provided another $10 billion to AIP to help 
airports prevent, prepare for, and respond to the COVID-19 pandemic.4  

FAA does not require airport sponsors to reduce the impact of airport noise on 
nearby communities, but sponsors may acquire land, known as noise land, to 
help reduce this impact. If sponsors decide to acquire noise land, they may use 
AIP grants for those acquisitions.  

In our last audit on noise land acquisition, which we reported on in 2005,5 we 
found that FAA and airport sponsors did not always comply with grant 

1 An airport sponsor, usually a county or municipality, is the airport’s owner-operator. FAA guidance also refers to AIP 
grant recipients as airport sponsors. Sponsors receive grant awards on behalf of the airports while airport personnel 
manage day-to-day airport operations.  
2 Airport development could include terminal facilities, aircraft landing and approach areas, runway protection zones, 
and airport utilities. 
3 Pub. L. No. 116-136. 
4 This funding is available for airport development and purposes for which airport revenues may be lawfully used, 
including noise land acquisition. 
5 Audit of the Management of Land Acquired Under Airport Noise Compatibility Programs (OIG Report No. AV-2005-
078), September 30, 2005. 
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assurances6 and FAA policies regulating the disposal of noise land purchased 
with AIP grants. We also found that 11 airports had AIP-funded land they no 
longer needed for noise compatibility7 or did not document development needs 
for the land. We recommended that FAA develop and implement plans to recover 
approximately $242 million in grant funds from airport sponsors for improperly 
used noise land.  

Given the Agency’s large investment in noise land acquisitions since our 2005 
report and ongoing concerns over aviation noise, we initiated this audit. Our 
audit objectives were to assess FAA’s (1) oversight of land that airport sponsors 
acquire with AIP grants for noise compatibility, (2) processes for determining 
whether airport sponsors identify land they no longer need for noise 
compatibility, and (3) oversight of airport sponsors’ disposal of noise land. 

We conducted this audit in accordance with generally accepted Government 
auditing standards. Exhibit A details our scope and methodology. Exhibit B lists 
the organizations we visited or contacted, and exhibit C lists the acronyms used 
in this report. 

We appreciate the courtesies and cooperation of Department of Transportation 
(DOT) representatives during this audit. If you have any questions concerning this 
report, please get in touch with me or Lisa Williams, Program Director.  

cc: The Secretary 
DOT Audit Liaison, M-1  

 FAA Audit Liaison, AAE-100  

                                              
6 Grant assurances are obligations associated with a grant that require the sponsor to maintain and operate its 
facilities safely and efficiently and in accordance with specified conditions. Many assurances come from Title 49 of the 
U.S. Code (U.S.C.) §§ 47105, 47106 and 47107. 
7 Noise compatibility is the amount of noise, measured in decibels, tolerable for human exposure over prolonged 
periods. 
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Background 
In February 1980, Congress passed the Aviation Safety and Noise Abatement Act 
of 1979,8 which directed FAA to:  

• establish a system for measuring noise at airports and surrounding areas; 
the system FAA established measures airport noise in decibels (dB);  

• establish a system for determining the exposure of individuals to noise 
from airport operations; and 

• identify land uses that are compatible with individuals’ exposure to airport 
noise.  

Approximately 7 million people in the United States had been exposed to 
significant levels of aircraft noise in 1970. By 2018, that number had dropped to 
about 430,000. Advances in technology and airport sponsors’ noise compatibility 
projects contributed to these reductions (see exhibit D for details). However, 
growth in air traffic and new flight patterns have raised congressional concerns 
over exposure to aircraft noise in some communities.9 

Federal law10 requires each airport sponsor receiving AIP funds to maintain an 
airport layout plan (ALP) as part of its airport facility maintenance and 
development. An ALP depicts the airport’s existing facilities and planned 
development. It also includes what is known as an “Exhibit A” which includes a 
map of the airport’s land parcels. Each airport sponsor must update its Exhibit A 
whenever it acquires new land parcels, and FAA must review and approve each 
updated Exhibit A.   

FAA established a voluntary program—the Noise Compatibility Program—to 
reduce existing non-compatible land uses and to prevent the introduction of new 
ones. Airports that choose to develop a noise compatibility program, including 
the development of noise exposure maps (NEM), must do so according to 
Federal laws and regulations.11 An NEM presents noise levels as contour lines that 
indicate yearly day-night average sound levels (DNL), modeled in decibels (dB). 
Decibel is the unit used to measure the intensity of sound. The higher a decibel 
level, the more intense the sound and the louder it is perceived by human beings. 
A DNL of 65 dBs is the threshold below which airport noise is compatible with 
residential land use. FAA may consider a lower noise level if the jurisdiction with 

                                              
8 Pub. L. No. 96-193.  
9 United States House of Representatives, Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure, Subcommittee on Aviation 
Hearing, Aviation Noise: Measuring Progress in Addressing Community Concerns, March 17, 2022.  
10 49 U.S.C. § 47107(a)(16).  
11 49 U.S.C. § 47504 and the process at 14 Code of Federal Regulations (C.F.R.) Part 150. 
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land use authority surrounding the airport and the airport sponsor adopt a lower 
standard.  

An airport sponsor that applies for FAA funding to implement a noise 
compatibility plan must comply with requirements established under 14 Code of 
Federal Regulations (C.F.R.) Part 150 and FAA’s record of approval.12 FAA 
encourages local jurisdictions to make planning and zoning decisions that 
prevent new residential development in areas exposed to significant levels of 
airport noise. See exhibit D for details on FAA’s noise compatibility program.  

FAA uses an internal database—the System of Airports Reporting (SOAR)—to 
compile, analyze, and prioritize information on eligible airport development 
projects for possible AIP funding. SOAR contains information on approximately 
3,300 existing and proposed airports that FAA has identified as important to 
national air transportation. AIP grants13 provide funding to airport sponsors for 
both noise compatibility projects and planning and development projects.14 The 
grant funds come from the Airport and Airway Trust Fund—a fund supported by 
user fees, fuel taxes, and other revenue sources. In fiscal year 2020, AIP provided 
approximately $3.35 billion in grants using entitlement and discretionary funds to 
1,338 airports for various airport improvement projects, including noise land 
acquisitions.  

In response to our prior audit recommendations, FAA developed guidance for 
airport sponsors on the management of, and requirements for disposal of noise 
land funded with AIP grants.15 This guidance included a requirement for airport 
sponsors to develop and maintain a Noise Land Inventory and Reuse Plan 
(NLIRP). This plan includes an inventory of each noise land parcel that the airport 
sponsor has acquired.16 FAA policy requires the sponsor to update the inventory 
each time it acquires or disposes of a land parcel, but the inventory retains the 
history of acquired and disposed of parcels. The policy also requires the plan to 
identify the AIP grant the sponsor used to acquire each noise land parcel, notes 
the deed recordation information of noise land parcels in local land records, and 

                                              
12 In a record of approval, FAA tracks elements of a participating airport sponsor’s noise compatibility program. These 
elements may consist of noise abatement measures, noise mitigation measures, land use planning measures, and 
program management measures. 
13 Generally, AIP grants are available for airports included in the current National Plan of Integrated Airport Systems 
(NPIAS). NPIAS is an inventory of U.S. aviation infrastructure assets, including existing and proposed airports that are 
significant to national air transportation. 
14 Airport sponsors receive reimbursements for their land parcel purchases from their AIP grant funds. 
15 FAA Airports Office of Planning and Programming, Noise Land Management and Requirements for Disposal of Noise 
Land or Development Land Funded with AIP, June 2014. This document replaced the 2008 document 
entitled Management of Acquired Noise Land: Inventory-Reuse-Disposal that FAA issued to respond to our 2005 
recommendations. 
16 As of 2006, all noise land grants must include the special grant condition requiring sponsor submission of an NLIRP 
to FAA. 
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states whether the sponsor plans to use the land for noise compatibility or other 
purposes or dispose of the land. NLIRPs are designed to assist FAA’s airport 
district offices (ADO)17 and regional offices in their oversight of noise land. The 
plans are also meant to help airport sponsors manage noise land acquisition, 
disposal, and retention.  

When it decides it no longer needs a parcel of noise land, an airport sponsor 
must submit the methods it will use for land disposal to FAA for approval. FAA 
policy states that sponsors may dispose of noise land through sale, lease or 
exchange, conversion to noise buffer, or conversion to AIP grant-eligible or  
-ineligible airport development land.18 If the sponsor used AIP grant funds to 
acquire the land, FAA must approve the disposition of the Federal share of the 
sale proceeds. In each grant agreement, FAA and the airport sponsor agree on 
what portion of the purchase price of land parcels FAA will pay, usually, between 
80 and 95 percent—known as the Federal share—of the price.19 At the time of 
land disposal, FAA policy and Federal law20 allow the airport sponsor to do one of 
the following with the Federal share:   

1. Reinvest it in an approved noise compatibility project, 

2. Reinvest it in an AIP eligible project,  

3. Reinvest it in any other approved airport development projects,  

4. Transfer it to the sponsor of another public airport21 for a noise 
compatibility project, or 

5. Pay it directly to the Secretary of Transportation for deposit in the Airport 
and Airway Trust Fund.  

We focused our audit on the following random statistical sample of airport 
sponsors and their airports: 

• City of Austin and the Austin Bergstrom International Airport (Austin  
International), Austin, TX; 

                                              
17 FAA’s Office of Airports provides leadership in planning and developing a safe and efficient national airport system. 
The organization is comprised of 4 headquarters offices, 9 regional divisions, and 21 airport district offices across the 
country. 
18 FAA policy also states that airport sponsors must maintain information on parcel sales and exchanges, including 
land record deed book and page, airport parcel number, and the date that FAA approved the disposal method. For 
land converted to airport development, exchange development land gained, or noise buffer, the sponsor must 
reference the date that FAA approved the change in the ALP.  
19 49 U.S.C. 47109; see also FAA Order 5100.38C, Airport Improvement Program Handbook, June 2005. 
20 49 U.S.C. 47107(c)(2)(B). 
21 Any airport sponsored by a public entity such as a municipal, county, or local government. 
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• Little Rock Municipal Airport Commission and the Bill and Hillary Clinton 
National Airport (Clinton National), Little Rock, AR; 

• Clark County Department of Aviation and the Harry Reid International 
Airport (Harry Reid International), Las Vegas, NV; 

• City of Phoenix and the Phoenix Sky Harbor International Airport (Phoenix 
International), Phoenix, AZ; and 

• Rhode Island Airport Corporation and the Rhode Island T.F. Green 
International Airport (Rhode Island International), Warwick, RI. 

In 2012, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) reported22 that many maps 
used by airport sponsors to determine project eligibility for AIP grants were out 
of date and possibly overstated the actual sizes of noise-exposed areas. These 
issues created risks that some FAA investments were funding projects that did 
not meet eligibility criteria. In 2021, GAO reported23 that FAA’s process for 
assessing noise impact using the DNL metric did not provide a clear picture of 
flight activity or associated noise levels. GAO recommended that FAA identify 
additional metrics for assessing the noise impacts of new flight paths; incorporate 
tools, such as other noise metrics and visualization tools, to clearly convey 
expected impact; and improve guidance for communities on effectively engaging 
with FAA. 

Results in Brief 
FAA did not always comply with GAO’s Internal Control 
Standards or its own noise land policy.  

GAO’s Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government (Internal Control 
Standards)24 direct Federal agencies to design appropriate control measures to 
support the accurate and timely recording of transactions. However, FAA’s record 
on grants awarded for noise compatibility between 2005 and 2020 was 
incomplete. We identified grants for noise land valued at approximately $32 
million that were erroneously omitted from the list of grants retrieved from the 
SOAR database. FAA attributed these omissions to incorrect coding and unique 
circumstances in project descriptions when the information was recorded in 
SOAR. FAA did not follow policy when it approved reimbursement requests for 

                                              
22 GAO, FAA Needs to Better Ensure Project Eligibility and Improve Strategic Goal and Performance Measures (GAO-12-
890), September 2012. 
23 GAO, Aircraft Noise: FAA Could Improve Outreach through Enhanced Noise Metrics, Communication, and Support to 
Communities (GAO-21-103933), September 28, 2021. 
24 GAO, Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government (GAO-14-704G), September 10, 2014. 
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two of the five airports in our sample totaling approximately $2.1 million, prior to 
the sponsor providing satisfactory evidence to FAA that good title had been or 
would be obtained. FAA guidance at the time clearly stated that before approving 
a payment request, the FAA ADO should establish, in cases involving land, the 
sponsor has submitted satisfactory evidence that the sponsor has received or will 
receive good title to land acquired or to be acquired. Lastly, one airport sponsor 
may have used outdated noise exposure information to request reimbursement 
for three properties, valued at a Federal share of $568,258. FAA’s insufficient 
oversight and non-compliance with internal control standards and FAA policy can 
diminish the value of data for planning purposes and contribute to the ineffective 
use and lack of control over financial resources. 

FAA’s processes for monitoring noise land status are 
insufficient. 

Four of our five sample airport sponsors did not have up-to-date, FAA-approved 
noise land inventories, as required. For example, one airport sponsor last 
submitted its current NLIRP for FAA approval in May of 2010. FAA gave 
conditional approval, but we were unable to determine and FAA did not provide 
evidence that it reviewed an updated NLIPR or followed up with the airport 
regarding the status of its noise land. This airport sponsor entered into a contract 
in 2021 to update its NLIRP and anticipates completion of this effort in fiscal year 
2023, more than 10 years after its last submission. FAA requires each airport 
sponsor to document its management of noise land acquisition, disposal, or 
retention in an NLIRP, and sponsors agree to prepare and submit the document 
for approval as well as keep it up-to-date in compliance with FAA policy. Policy 
calls for ADOs to verify that NLIRPs are up-to-date during periodic site visits; 
however, this requirement has not been consistently applied across FAA. The lack 
of timely oversight makes it difficult for FAA to be sure that airport sponsors 
properly account for noise land and promote efficient land usage. 

FAA’s processes for determining how airport sponsors 
dispose of noise land are inadequate. 

FAA could not provide an inventory of noise land disposed of between fiscal 
years 2005 and 2020. Instead, the Agency provided an incomplete summary of 
information on 89 airport sponsors. For example, FAA was unable to provide 
adequate data for us to determine whether 73 of the 89 airports had disposed of 
noise land during the time period. FAA’s policy does not require sponsors to 
maintain their NLIRPs in electronic format for review and approval. Furthermore, 
Federal law and FAA noise land policy require airport sponsors to promptly 
dispose of AIP grant-funded noise land when the land is no longer needed for 
noise compatibility purposes. However, the policy does not establish a time 
standard for ADOs to follow up with airport sponsors on the status of noise land 
disposal. Two of our five sample airports retained AIP noise land parcels for over 



 

FS2023020   8 

10 years and some for over 15 years without FAA-approved plans for final 
disposition. Lastly, one airport sold 29 parcels of land between 2005 and 2020, 
but was unable to provide support for how it used the revenues when 
documentation was requested for the sale of 19 of those 29 parcels. Moreover, it 
is unclear whether FAA ever approved the airport’s use of the revenues. Federal 
law and FAA’s Airport Compliance Manual25 specify how sponsors are to use the 
Federal share of revenues from the sale of noise land, including reinvesting in 
other approved noise compatibility projects; reinvesting in approved airport 
development projects; or depositing into the Airport and Airway Trust Fund. The 
lack of timely and accurate noise land data makes it difficult for FAA to provide 
appropriate oversight and ensure that sponsors meet program requirements for 
prompt disposal.   

We are making recommendations to help FAA strengthen its oversight of its AIP 
grants for noise compatibility and sponsors’ disposal of noise land. 

FAA Did Not Always Comply With GAO’s Internal 
Control Standards or Its Own Noise Land Policy 

FAA did not always comply with GAO’s Internal Control Standards or its own 
noise land policy. The Agency’s record on grants awarded for noise compatibility 
was incomplete. The Agency also allowed reimbursements for noise land 
purchases before airport sponsors provided evidence they had legal title to the 
land. Finally, FAA may have reimbursed an airport sponsor for three parcels of 
land acquired outside of the most appropriate noise contours. 

FAA’s Record on AIP Grants Awarded for 
Noise Compatibility Was Incomplete 

GAO’s Internal Control Standards require management to design control 
activities in response to the entity’s objectives and risks to achieve an effective 
internal control system. Control activities are the policies, procedures, techniques, 
and mechanisms that enforce management’s directives. As part of the control 
environment, management defines responsibilities, assigns roles, and delegates 
authority to achieve the entity’s objectives. These standards also require 
management to design the entity’s information system to obtain and process 
information to meet each operational process’s information requirements and to 

                                              
25 FAA Order 5190.6B, Airport Compliance Manual, November 2021. 
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respond to objectives and risks. However, FAA’s record on the AIP grants it 
awarded for noise compatibility was incomplete. 

In response to our request for a universe listing of grants for noise land made 
between fiscal years 2005 and 2020, FAA provided a list of 144 grants made to 39 
airports during that time period, totaling over $485 million. According to FAA 
officials, this list was generated using SOAR. However, we identified three noise 
compatibility grants awarded to Clinton National—totaling $7.2 million—not 
included in FAA’s list.  

FAA then manually reviewed all AIP land grant descriptions. Agency officials 
informed us that the reviewers identified five noise compatibility grants awarded 
to Seattle-Tacoma International Airport,26 totaling approximately $24.7 million, 
were also not included. See table 1 for a summary of omissions from FAA’s list of 
noise land grants. 

Table 1. Omissions From FAA’s Universe of AIP Grants for Noise Land for Fiscal 
Years 2005 through 2020 

Airport 
AIP Grant Sequence 
Number and Year Amount of Omitted Grants 

Clinton National 060-2005 $2,000,000 

Clinton National 062-2006 $3,000,000 

Clinton National 066-2007 $2,200,000 

Seattle-Tacoma International  93-2005 $3,351,882 

Seattle-Tacoma International  94-2005 $4,471,000 

Seattle-Tacoma International  96-2005 $5,340,056 

Seattle-Tacoma International  100-2006 $8,927,085 

Seattle-Tacoma International  110-2008 $2,635,208 

Impact on the Accuracy  
of the Grant Universe:  $31,925,231 

Source: Office of Inspector General (OIG) analysis 

                                              
26 While the Seattle airport was outside of our statistical sample, it received AIP grants for noise compatibility between 
fiscal years 2005 through 2020, and the grants were omitted from the universe provided. 
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FAA attributed these omissions to incorrect coding and unique circumstances in 
project descriptions when information was recorded in SOAR. For example, when 
a grant was put into SOAR, an incorrect code may have been selected or a code 
may have only partially described how AIP grant funds would be used. In 
September 2019, FAA updated an order27 to improve data accountability, 
including the development of procedural guidelines for recording grant 
information in SOAR. The updated guidance also includes project code 
descriptions to better assist FAA representatives responsible for the accuracy of 
SOAR data.  

Since grants are monitored by ADOs and regional offices for adherence to noise 
land policy, FAA’s lack of an accurate and complete universe of grants awarded 
for noise compatibility impedes the Agency’s ability to centrally monitor and 
track airports’ use of Federal funds for noise compatibility.  

FAA Approved Reimbursements Before 
Receiving Evidence of Good Title 

FAA policy28 in effect during our review clearly stated that before FAA would 
approve a reimbursement, the sponsor must have submitted satisfactory 
evidence that it had received or would receive good title to acquired land or land 
to be acquired. However, this policy did not define what constituted evidence of 
good title. In 2019, FAA updated its policy29 and identified specific examples30 for 
what constitutes evidence of good title. More specifically, this policy states that 
costs associated with a land acquisition—such as costs for appraisals and legal 
fees—are not allowable until after the sponsor has submitted satisfactory 
evidence to the ADO that the sponsor will obtain good title to the land 
(“evidence of good title”). The policy also states that without such evidence, there 
is no guarantee that the sponsor will complete the land acquisition, and sponsors 
must not submit payment requests until these conditions are met. However, we 
found that neither policy outlines FAA’s process for verifying title evidence is 
satisfactory prior to a sponsor requesting reimbursement for costs associated 
with noise compatibility land acquisition. 

                                              
27 FAA Order 5090.5, Formulation of the NPIAS and ACIP, September 2019. 
28 FAA Order 5100.38C, Airport Improvement Program Handbook, June 2005. 
29 FAA Order 5100.38D, Airport Improvement Program Handbook, February 2019. 
30 Evidence of good title includes a binding purchase agreement that will convey good title, evidence of a 
condemnation deposit, condemnation award, or court settlement. 
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We found that FAA approved reimbursement requests for two airport sponsors 
(see table 2) in our sample, totaling approximately $2.1 million, prior to the 
sponsors’ submission of satisfactory evidence of good title. 

Table 2. Reimbursements for Noise Land Grants Prior to Submission of Evidence 
of Good Title 

Airport AIP Grant Sequence Number and 
Year 

Ineligible 
Reimbursements 

Austin International a 033-2005 $12,490 

Austin International 040-2008 $1,195,030 

Austin International 044-2008 $51,500 

Austin International 046-2008 $20,480 

Austin International 050-2009 $173,294 

Austin International 051-2009 $366,343 

Austin International 052-2009 $27,899 

Austin International Subtotal: $1,847,036 

Harry Reid 
International b 76-2011 $230,760 

Total Ineligible Reimbursements: $2,077,796 c 

a Austin International submitted its reimbursement requests between 2005 and 2011. 
b Harry Reid International submitted its requests between 2012 and 2014.  
c This $2,077,796 represents funds that could have been put to better use. 

Source: OIG analysis 

Austin International 

Between 2005 and 2009, Austin International’s sponsor received multiple AIP 
grants and eventually acquired 34 properties, valued at approximately $13.1 
million. The sponsor requested and received reimbursements totaling 
approximately $1.8 million prior to obtaining good title for the first property 
covered by each grant. The airport sponsor did not provide documentation to 
support that it had submitted evidence of good title or evidence that good title 
was forthcoming for FAA approval. The sponsor’s representative was unsure 
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whether the sponsor ever submitted the evidence at all. As a result, these grant 
funds were at risk for inefficient or inappropriate use. 

Harry Reid International 

In September 2011, FAA awarded an AIP grant for noise land to Harry Reid 
International for approximately $8.5 million. The sponsor eventually acquired two 
properties, valued at approximately $1.1 million. Between September 2012 and 
May 2014, the airport sponsor submitted requests for reimbursements and 
received approximately $230,000. However, the sponsor did not obtain good title 
for either property until September 2014. An airport sponsor representative 
confirmed to us that it did not submit evidence that good title was forthcoming 
to FAA for approval prior to reimbursement. As a result, AIP grant funds were at 
risk for inefficient or inappropriate use.  

FAA officials provided inconsistent statements about whether costs are eligible 
for reimbursement prior to submission of evidence of good title. For example, 
FAA officials stated that certain activities—such as public outreach, appraisals, 
surveys, environmental clearance—can be reimbursed before the Agency receives 
evidence of good title. FAA officials also stated that community meetings and 
oral discussions with homeowners would be sufficient evidence to allow 
reimbursement of pre-purchase activities. We disagree that such discussions are 
sufficient as evidence required since FAA policy states that there is no guarantee 
that land acquisition will be complete prior to good title. While these pre-
purchase activities are allowable for reimbursement, FAA policy states that 
requests for reimbursement cannot be submitted before submission of 
satisfactory evidence of good title. 

As noted, FAA’s updated guidance provides specific examples of what constitutes 
good title evidence. Additionally, FAA’s grant assurances provide a special 
condition that the sponsor understands and agrees that FAA will not make nor be 
obligated to make any payments involving parcels until title evidence has been 
submitted to and found to be satisfactory by FAA. However, FAA’s policy does 
not describe how ADO and regional office representatives verify that title 
evidence is satisfactory. FAA officials informed us that the Agency’s payment 
system provides reimbursements when requests are submitted with 
documentation, not when satisfactory evidence of good title is verified by FAA. A 
lack of adequate evidence and verification by FAA that an airport sponsor has or 
will obtain good title to noise land makes it difficult for FAA to be sure that the 
sponsor is using Federal funds efficiently.  
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FAA Reimbursed an Airport Sponsor for 
Land That May Have Been Outside the 
Appropriate Minimum Noise Level 

FAA uses the DNL metric and the 65dB noise threshold to determine eligibility for 
AIP grants for noise mitigation projects. A noise level below the DNL of 65 dBs is 
not eligible for noise mitigation unless the local jurisdiction has specifically 
adopted a lower level (see exhibit D). 

However, Phoenix International received reimbursement for land that may have 
been outside of the most applicable DNL 65 dB contour. In the 1990s, the airport 
sponsor decided to participate in FAA’s noise compatibility program and finalized 
its report in 1999. In 2001, the sponsor received FAA approval for two NEMs—
one with 1999 contours and one for planning with projected contours for 2004. In 
2005, the sponsor received an AIP grant totaling $12,309,187. The grant 
agreement specified that the sponsor would use the funds for land within the 
airport’s 1999 DNL 65 dB contour. Between 2005 and 2008, the airport sponsor 
acquired 44 properties for noise mitigation. In September of 2011, FAA approved 
a grant amendment to include all 44 properties for reimbursement. Three of 
these properties (see table 3) were located outside of the airport’s 2004 DNL 65 
dB contour at the time of purchase. However, FAA policy in 2005, when the 
sponsor received its AIP grant, did not call for consideration of the relevance of 
the 1999 contour map or the significance of the 2004 contour map. FAA made 
reimbursement payments totaling $568,258 for the three properties.  

Table 3. Phoenix International Properties Acquired Outside the Established 2004 
Minimum Noise Contour 

Property Address a Property Title Date Reimbursement Amount 

1734 E. Madison St. June 2, 2006 $194,469 

1721 E. Madison St. March 27, 2008 $175,051 

1942 E. Madison St. March 20, 2007 $198,738 

Total Federal Share: $568,258 

a These properties do not include commercial or residential improvements. 

Source: OIG analysis 

FAA officials informed us that the 2005 grant agreement and September 2001 
record of approval stated that the sponsor would use its 1999 NEM for its noise 
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land purchases. However, the sponsor’s updated noise compatibility study stated 
that the 1999 and 2004 NEMs would be the basis for the official NEMs required 
by the Noise Land Program regulations. Based on the sponsor’s noise 
compatibility study, we found that the 2004 noise contours represented the 
estimated noise conditions based on forecasts of future operations31 and the 
opening of a new runway; these procedural changes did occur. Furthermore, 
according to the sponsor’s noise compatibility study, the 2004 NEM provided a 
near-future baseline that could be used to judge the effectiveness of possible 
future noise abatement alternatives.  

While the airport sponsor’s use of the 1999 NEM did not violate policy in place at 
the time, GAO’s 2012 report32 points out that maps used by airport sponsors to 
determine project eligibility for AIP grants were out of date and possibly 
overstated the actual sizes of noise-exposed areas. FAA has updated its policy33 
to include a requirement that NEMs used for noise land acquisition be no older 
than 5 years or certification in writing from the airport sponsor that a NEM older 
than 5 years remains accurate. 

FAA’s Processes for Monitoring Noise Land Status 
Are Insufficient 

FAA did not always verify that airport sponsors’ NLIRPs or that the plans’ noise 
land inventories were up-to-date. FAA’s noise land management policy34 requires 
each AIP grant for noise land to include the airport sponsor’s agreement to do so 
as part of the acquisition. It also requires the sponsor to prepare an NLIRP and 
submit it to FAA for approval. The policy further states that as part of its NLIRP, 
each sponsor must maintain an up-to-date noise land inventory. Airport sponsors 
use NLIRPs to report proposed use of land no longer needed for noise 
compatibility. Per the policy, the ADO or regional office must maintain copies of 
noise land inventories with current Exhibit As.   

The noise land management policy also states that a sponsor must show each 
land parcel and its parcel number in its NLIRP noise land inventory to verify its 

                                              
31 By 2000, the airport completed its phase out of turbojets weighing over 75,000 pounds. A new runway also opened 
in 2000, changing the flow of air traffic and the resulting noise exposure. 
32 GAO, FAA Needs to Better Ensure Project Eligibility and Improve Strategic Goal and Performance Measures (GAO-12-
890), September 2012. 
33 FAA Order 5100.38D, Airport Improvement Program Handbook, February 2019. 
34 FAA Airports Office of Planning and Programming, Noise Land Management and Requirements for Disposal of Noise 
Land or Development Land Funded with AIP, June 2014.  
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ownership and eligibility for reimbursement. We reviewed four35 NLIRPs from our 
sample airports and found that three36 lacked at least some of the following 
information on noise land parcels:  

1. AIP grant number of the grant that provided purchase funds; 

2. Federal grant share; 

3. Reference to current accepted noise contours for the airport; 

4. For disposed parcels, the information recorded in local land records  or 
the date of FAA approval; and  

5. The date of FAA’s approval for land retention for airport development, 
exchange for development land gained, or noise buffer.  

Furthermore, Federal law37 requires airport sponsors to provide written assurance 
that they will dispose of land at fair market value at the earliest practicable time 
after the land is no longer needed for noise compatibility. FAA policy38 states that 
a sponsor must “promptly” dispose of AIP funded land when the land is no 
longer needed. The policy also states that during periodic visits and field 
inspections at airports, ADOs should verify that noise land inventories are up-to-
date. However, FAA does not define “promptly” or “periodic,” and does not state 
how frequently ADOs are to conduct these visits. Consequently, the policy does 
not state how frequently ADOs are to verify that sponsors’ NLIRPs are current. 
FAA did not provide evidence that these reviews take place.  

We found the following issues:   

• Clinton National last submitted its NLIRP for FAA approval in May 2010. 
The included reuse plan indicated that noise land parcels acquired with 
AIP grants would be retained for development or held for long-term 
lease. FAA gave conditional approval for the NLIRP and requested that all 
items be completed within established timeframes for full approval. 
However, the airport sponsor never updated the noise land inventory and 
did not indicate land reuse or disposal or the date of FAA’s approval for 
ALP changes. The sponsor informed us that in June 2016, it initiated a 
master plan update39 which FAA recently accepted. In 2021, Clinton 

                                              
35 Harry Reid International did not create an NLIRP. 
36 Austin International’s NLIRP did not lack any required information. 
37 49 U.S.C. § 47107(c)(2)(A)(i); see also FAA’s Airport Improvement Program Assurances for Airport Sponsors, June 2020; 
Grant Assurance 31; and FAA Order 5190.6B, Airport Compliance Manual November 2021. 
38 Noise Land Management and Requirements for Disposal of Noise Land or Development Land Funded with AIP, June 
2014. 
39 In September 2015, the airport received an AIP grant in the amount of $1.2 million to fund the update. 
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National entered into a contract to update its NLIRP. FAA officials 
informed us that this update will be completed by fiscal year 2023. 

• Between 2005 and 2020, Rhode Island International received 11 AIP 
grants for noise compatibility totaling over $75 million, and acquired 
274 properties with those funds. The airport sponsor informed us that in 
September 2020, it updated its NLIRP, including its noise land inventory. 
However, it was unclear to us whether the sponsor submitted the updated 
NLIRP to FAA for approval. Furthermore, the airport’s 2020 NLIRP update 
did not include current reuse or disposal designations for some parcels or 
the date of FAA’s approval of the sponsor’s updated ALP. In response to 
findings we identified during a November 2021 site visit, the airport 
sponsor submitted an updated NLIRP in December 2021; FAA approved it 
in January 2022. However, the 2021 inventory remained unclear on the 
current status of plans for several parcels and did not include FAA’s 
approval dates for other parcels. It also was based on the airport’s 2017 
Exhibit A rather than the Exhibit A submitted in 2021. 

• In July 2005, Phoenix International received one AIP grant for noise 
compatibility in the amount of $12,309,187. In fiscal year 2015, an AIP 
grant was awarded to the airport sponsor for a land reuse study. 
According to FAA officials, the intent of this AIP funded planning effort 
was to explore what and how noise land could be reused in an airport 
compatible manner. As a result of this study the sponsor submitted its 
most recent NLIRP to FAA in March 2017 for review and approval. The 
initial outcomes proposed by the airport sponsor in this submission 
included non-compatible uses and was therefore rejected by the Phoenix 
ADO. The sponsor did not submit an updated NLIRP. Furthermore, FAA 
never verified that it received a revised plan for review and approval.40  

• Harry Reid International did not create an NLIRP for two properties it 
acquired with an AIP grant. Phoenix ADO personnel acknowledged that 
they did not follow up with the sponsor on the NLIRP and that it was an 
oversight caused by a transfer of responsibility for this airport from the 
San Francisco ADO. 

FAA’s lack of verification that airport sponsors maintain current land inventories 
diminishes the adequacy of the Agency’s noise land oversight, in particular that 
of land available for sale and sales proceeds that could be put to better use.  

                                              
40 The sponsor submitted a grant closeout package in November 2011 indicating that it had expended the full 
amount of the grant. 
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FAA’s Processes for Determining How Airport 
Sponsors Dispose of Noise Land Are Inadequate  

FAA could not provide an inventory of land that sponsors had disposed of. 
Furthermore, the Agency does not require airport sponsors to dispose of noise 
land in a timely manner, as prescribed by policy. Finally, FAA does not track 
airport sponsors’ prioritization and use of revenues generated from the sale of 
noise land acquired with AIP grants.  

FAA Does Not Maintain an Up-to-Date 
Inventory of Disposed Noise Land or 
Verify That all NLIRPs Are Updated 
According to Policy 

GAO’s Internal Control Standards direct Federal agencies to design appropriate 
control measures to support the accurate and timely recording of transactions 
and maintain information to meet each operational process’s information 
requirements to respond to objectives and risks. FAA’s noise land management 
policy41 requires airport sponsors to report to FAA when they have disposed of 
noise land. However, it does not require ADOs to regularly review sponsors’ 
reports or to verify that sponsors have actually reported disposed of noise land. 

FAA did not provide an inventory of noise land that airport sponsors had 
disposed of between fiscal years 2005 and 2020, but instead provided 
information summaries on 89 sponsors (see table 4). The summaries on 73 did 
not state whether the sponsors had disposed of noise land during the time 
period. Eighty-six summaries stated that the sponsors had developed NLIRPs, 
with 35 available in electronic copy and 48 only available in hard copy. FAA 
officials informed us that because they are stored in hard copy format at ADO or 
regional offices, many NLIRPs would be difficult to obtain during full-time 
telework. 

                                              
41 Noise Land Management and Requirements for Disposal of Noise Land or Development Land Funded with AIP, June 
2014. 
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Table 4. Summary of FAA Information Regarding Noise Land Disposal Between 
Fiscal Years 2005 and 2020, as of November 3, 2021 

Information on Noise Land and NLIRPs Yes No 
Not Available 
for Review Other 

Number of  
Sponsors 

FAA determined that sponsor had disposed of noise land 16 73 N/A N/A 89 

Accessible electronic NLIRP available  35 48 3 3 a 89 

FAA’s approval of NLIRP on file 82 1 2 4 b 89 

Sponsors have prepared NLIRP updates  11 3 2 73 c 89 

a Unable to locate 
b Not found  
c Unknown or not required 

Source: OIG analysis 

FAA Does Not Always Verify That Sponsors Update NLIRPs 
According to Policy 

FAA’s NLIRP policy42 requires the reviewing ADO or regional office to issue an 
acceptance letter to each airport sponsor stating that its NLIRP complies with FAA 
policy. The acceptance letter must require the sponsor to revise the NLIRP with 
new acquisitions, disposals, and other land changes and submit each update to 
FAA for review and approval.  

FAA officials stated that acceptance letters had been submitted to 82 of the 
89 sponsors but did not know whether 73 of the 82 ever updated their NLIRPs. 
FAA officials also stated that the Agency’s switch from Lotus Notes43 to Microsoft 
Outlook during the period of our audit made locating records difficult because 
emails and documentation were lost during the transfer. FAA officials further 
indicated that employee turnover created challenges for obtaining the status of 
land disposals and updates to NLIRPs.  

FAA’s lack of a process to track airport sponsors’ NLIRPs inhibits the Agency’s 
ability to determine whether sponsors have disposed of noise land according to 
FAA policy. Furthermore, FAA’s lack of a requirement that sponsors maintain their 

                                              
42 Noise Land Management and Requirements for Disposal of Noise Land or Development Land Funded with AIP, June 
2014. 
43 Lotus Notes is an IBM application that provides email, calendars, contacts, to-do-lists, instant messaging, file 
sharing, and other uses.  
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NLIRPs in electronic format inhibits the Agency’s oversight and monitoring of 
noise land status.   

FAA Does Not Always Ensure That Airport 
Sponsors Dispose of Noise Land in a 
Timely Manner 

Federal law44 and FAA policy45 require each airport sponsor to dispose of AIP-
grant funded noise land at fair market value at the earliest practicable time after 
the land is no longer needed for noise compatibility. Airport sponsors may retain 
noise land for conversion to noise buffer or to AIP grant eligible or ineligible 
airport development land. When it has no current or future need for the land, the 
sponsor must dispose of the land by market sale and reinvest the Federal share 
of the sale proceeds in eligible airport projects and programs or make payment 
directly to the Airport and Airway Trust Fund.  

However, Rhode Island International and Phoenix International retained noise 
land parcels acquired with AIP grants for extended periods of time without 
establishing a timeline for final disposition (see table 5). We determined that the 
Federal share of the acquisition value of properties held by both airports without 
final disposition was $38,530,768. 

Table 5. Noise Land Parcels Acquired Since 2005 and Held Without Final 
Disposition 

Airport 

Parcels Held for 10 to 
15 Years Without 
Final Disposition 

Parcels Held for Over 
15 Years Without 
Final Disposition 

Federal Share of 
Properties Held Without 
Final Disposition 

Rhode Island International 156 15 $30,107,120 

Phoenix International 31 13 $8,423,648 

Totals 187 28 $38,530,768 

Source: OIG analysis 

                                              
44 49 U.S.C. § 47107(c)(2)(A). 
45 Noise Land Management and Requirements for Disposal of Noise Land or Development Land Funded with AIP, June 
2014. 
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Rhode Island International 

Rhode Island International held onto 156 properties for over 10 years and 
15 properties for 15 years or more.46 In its September 2020, NLIRP update, the 
airport sponsor stated its plans to dispose of noise land parcels, but as of January 
2022, had not taken significant steps towards disposal.  

FAA officials acknowledged these findings and pointed to several causes. FAA 
policy47 requires sponsors to retain property rights to the noise land they sell to 
ensure that the land’s use and development will be compatible with airport 
operations. This right retention may require the local jurisdiction to rezone the 
land, and rezoning can be time consuming. Additionally, airport sponsors have no 
control over economic conditions and the desirability of the land to buyers. 
However, FAA did not explain how these specific causes relate to Rhode Island 
International. Representatives of Rhode Island International’s sponsor stated that 
the sponsor’s reuse plan includes plans to pursue reuse or disposal of AIP grant 
acquired noise land. While we do not dispute this claim, the sponsor’s noise land 
inventory indicates “TBD” for the date of FAA’s acceptance of proposed parcel 
use. This lack of detail on the status of land disposal prevents FAA from 
determining whether disposals are complete, in progress, or scheduled for a 
future date.   

Furthermore, land identified for possible sale represents future revenue that can 
be used for other noise compatibility or airport development projects. We found 
that FAA does not require sponsors to indicate which properties will be disposed 
by sale. 

Phoenix International  

In 2017, Phoenix International, which held on to some noise land for over 
15 years48 (see table 5), submitted its NLIRP that included a property zoning plan 
for which the airport sought FAA’s approval. The plan was created using a 2015 
AIP funded pilot program on land reuse. For some noise land no longer inside 
the airport’s noise contours, the plan called for redevelopment for residential use. 
FAA informed the airport that it would not support the plan because it did not 

                                              
46 Our analysis was limited to noise land parcels acquired with grants awarded between 2005 and 2020. We 
conducted another historical analysis of Rhode Island International’s noise land acquisition as of the date of our audit 
announcement, September 2, 2021 and identified 157 properties held for over 10 years and 131 properties held for 
over 15 years. We were unable to determine the status of 15 properties due to limited information. 
47 FAA, AIP Grant Assurances for Airport Sponsors, June 2020. Grant Assurance 31 states that disposition of such land is 
subject to the retention or reservation of any interest or right necessary to ensure that the land will only be used for 
purposes compatible with noise levels associated with airport operations. 
48 An historical analysis of Phoenix International’s noise land acquisition, as of our audit announcement date of 
September 2, 2021, identified 39 properties held for over 10 years and 57 properties held for over 15 years. We were 
unable to determine the status of one property due to limited information available. 
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comply with the grant assurances. Consequently, FAA did not approve the 
NLIRP.49 The airport sponsor has experienced challenges disposing of a mixture 
of land parcels acquired under FAA’s Noise Land Program and not under the 
program. This mixture has created a patchwork of land, with some AIP acquired 
parcels located in residential neighborhoods adjacent to existing homes (see 
figure 1). The sponsor informed us that they are working with FAA to develop 
adequate plans for disposal of the noise land, possibly including parks, 
playgrounds, and retail. 

Figure 1. Noise Land at Phoenix International Located in a 
Residential Neighborhood 

 

Source: OIG photo, December 2021 

FAA states that airport sponsors face challenges in prompt disposal of noise land, 
but the Agency’s policy lacks clarity for evaluating when land is no longer needed 
for eligible current or planned airport purposes; does not require sponsors to 
demonstrate progress to FAA in their efforts to dispose of noise land at the 
earliest practical time; and does not require airport sponsors to include original 
acquisition dates, estimated dates for disposal completion, or the status of 
ongoing disposal efforts.  

As a result, sponsor’s NLIRPs may not inform FAA of the status and proposed 
disposal or retention of noise land. FAA policy also does not require ADO 

                                              
49 AIP Grant Assurances for Airport Sponsors, June 2020. 
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personnel to determine which parcels are planned for disposal and which 
disposals have been completed.  

FAA’s lack of required data on noise land disposal makes it difficult for the 
Agency to be sure that airport sponsors meet disposal requirements. 

FAA Does Not Track Sponsors’ Use of the 
Proceeds from Noise Land Sales  

If airport sponsors use Federal financial assistance to acquire the land, FAA must 
approve how the sponsor will use the sale proceeds. Federal law50 and FAA’s 
Airport Compliance Manual states that when noise land is sold, the Federal share 
of the proceeds must be 

• reinvested in another approved noise compatibility project;  

• reinvested in an approved airport development project; or  

• deposited in the Airport and Airway Trust Fund.  

According to its current NLIRP, Austin International disposed of 34 noise land 
parcels51 acquired between 2005 and 2020. We judgmentally selected seven of 
these disposed parcels for review. The NLIRP identified that of these seven, three 
were exchanged, and four were sold. One sold parcel was submitted with 
evidence of reinvestment into the grant. The other three parcels were sold as part 
of a bundle that included 19 out of 29 sold parcels. These 19 were sold for 
$82,700. We requested documentation to determine whether the airport sponsor 
used the Federal share of these revenues—$66,160—in accordance with FAA 
policy. However, the airport could not provide documentation on how it used the 
revenues. FAA also did not provide documentation on how the airport used the 
sales revenues.52  

The airport informed us that it does not have a process for documenting its 
management of noise land sales revenues. According to FAA officials, however, 
the Agency requires airports to establish this process.53 The FAA officials also 
informed us that the Agency conducts financial reviews at airports each year. 
Although FAA has cited policy for tracking and managing the use of noise land 
sales proceeds, the Agency does not routinely hold airport sponsors accountable 

                                              
50 49 U.S.C. § 47107(c)(2)(B). 
51 Five of the 34 parcels were disposed of via exchange, 29 were disposed of via sale. 
52 The Federal share of $66,160 represents funds put to better use because at the time of our audit, the use of such 
funds was not supported by adequate documentation. 
53 64 Federal Register 7696, February 16, 1999. 
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for proper tracking and use of proceeds from the sale of noise land. Austin 
International did not know whether FAA had ever requested information on its 
use of noise land sales revenues or approved how it used them.   

FAA’s noise land inventory guidance does not require airport sponsors to identify 
information such as the Federal share of the sale price, how funds are used, or 
the date that FAA approved an airport sponsor’s choice of how to use the sales 
proceeds. FAA’s lack of information on airport sponsors’ use of revenues from the 
sale of noise land acquired with AIP grants makes it difficult for the Agency to be 
sure that these revenues are not at risk for ineffective or inappropriate use. 

Conclusion 
Since the 1980s, FAA has faced challenges in the mitigation of community 
exposure to airport noise, and more recently these challenges have been 
highlighted by GAO and Congress. While FAA has established guidance to 
oversee AIP noise compatibility land acquired to mitigate the exposure, gaps 
remain. To better oversee the acquisition, monitoring and subsequent disposal of 
noise land, FAA can take steps to strengthen its approach to noise land oversight, 
particularly with NLIRP improvements. Without complete and accurate data for 
property acquired, FAA is not well positioned to oversee its airport sponsors’ 
management of noise land, including the proper monitoring of sponsors to 
ensure the prompt disposal of noise land, and the ability to track and verify the 
usage of revenues when land is disposed of by sale. 

Recommendations 
To help strengthen FAA’s oversight of noise compatibility land grants and noise 
land acquired by airport sponsors, we recommend that the Federal Aviation 
Administrator:   

1. Develop and implement procedures to verify that airport sponsors have 
provided evidence satisfactory to FAA that the airport sponsor has or will 
obtain good title to land, prior to requesting reimbursement for costs 
associated with noise compatibility land acquisition. Implementing this 
recommendation could put up to $2,077,796 in funds to better use by 
requiring that only costs associated with completed noise land 
acquisitions are reimbursed. 
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2. Develop and implement a process to require airport sponsors to certify 
that noise exposure maps are a reasonable representation of current 
and/or future conditions at the airport at the time of grant award. 

3. Update the Noise Land Management and Requirements for Disposal of 
Noise Land or Development Land Funded with AIP policy to establish a 
reasonable schedule for FAA Airport District Offices and Regional Offices 
to review Noise Land Inventory and Reuse Plans for accuracy and 
consistency with FAA policy. 

4. Update and implement procedures to require airport sponsors to 
maintain Noise Land Inventory and Reuse Plans in electronic format 
available for FAA review, upon request. 

5. Require all airport sponsors that have acquired noise land to identify 
noise land eligible for disposal via sale and verify that noise land sales 
revenues are used in accordance with Federal law. Based on our review of 
five airports, implementing this recommendation could put up to 
$38,530,768 in funds to better use by generating revenue that could be 
reinvested in the program. 

6. Update guidance to clarify for airport sponsors when noise land should be 
considered no longer needed for eligible current or planned airport 
purposes and disposed of in accordance with FAA policy. 

7. Update guidance for Noise Land Inventory and Reuse Plans to require 
that the Noise Land Inventory include original acquisition dates, estimated 
or final completion dates for proposed or completed methods of disposal, 
and the date of FAA approval. 

8. Update guidance for Noise Land Inventory and Reuse Plans to require 
that the Noise Land Inventory include the Federal share of the sale price 
at the time of sale and how sales proceeds were used. Implementing this 
recommendation could put up to $66,160 in funds to better use by 
properly accounting for noise land disposal proceeds in accordance with 
Federal law.  

9. Require the Rhode Island T.F. Green International Airport, Phoenix Sky 
Harbor International Airport, and Harry Reid International Airport to 
develop and submit for FAA’s approval current Noise Land Inventory and 
Reuse Plans after implementation of recommendations 4, 7, and 8. 
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Agency Comments and OIG Response 
We provided FAA with our draft report on December 16, 2022, and received its 
response on January 30, 2023, which is included as an appendix to this report. 
FAA concurred with recommendations 1, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 9 and provided 
appropriate planned actions and completion dates. FAA partially concurred with 
recommendations 2 and 4.  

For recommendation 2, FAA stated that it requires airport sponsors to certify their 
noise exposure maps are reasonable representations of current and future 
conditions at the airport at the time of grant award. FAA stated that it will update 
existing guidance document(s) to further clarify and emphasize the importance of 
this requirement. FAA’s alternative planned action meets the intent of our 
recommendation.  

For recommendation 4, FAA proposed to store NLIRPs itself in electronic format, 
not require the airport sponsors to do so. The Agency explained that it has 
concerns about the possible cost to airport sponsors of developing an online 
system or database. FAA policy requires airport sponsors to keep up-to-date 
noise land inventories. During our audit, FAA officials informed us that many 
NLIRPs are stored in hard copy format, and as a result would be difficult to 
obtain. Our recommendation that FAA update policy to require airport sponsors 
to maintain up-to-date NLIRPs in electronic format is intended to help the 
Agency obtain current noise land data. Consequently, FAA’s proposed action 
does not meet the intent of our recommendation. We consider this 
recommendation open and unresolved and request that FAA reconsider its 
position. 
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Actions Required 
We consider recommendations 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9 resolved but open pending 
completion of planned actions. We consider recommendation 4 open and 
unresolved. We request that FAA reconsider its position on recommendation 4 
and provide us with its revised response within 30 days of the date of this report 
in accordance with DOT Order 8000.1C. 
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Exhibit A. Scope and Methodology 
This performance audit was conducted between September 2021 and December 
2022. We conducted this audit in accordance with generally accepted 
Government auditing standards. Those standards require that we plan and 
perform the audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a 
reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. 
We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. 

Our audit objectives were to assess FAA’s (1) oversight of land that airport 
sponsors acquire with AIP grants for noise compatibility, (2) processes for 
determining whether airport sponsors identify land they no longer need for noise 
compatibility, and (3) oversight of airport sponsors’ disposal of noise land.  

We focused on AIP grants awarded for noise compatibility purposes between 
fiscal years 2005 and 2020. We reviewed and assessed airport sponsors’ grant 
agreements and grant assurances to determine whether Federal laws, regulations, 
and FAA policies and procedures were adhered to during monitoring, 
identification, and disposal of noise land. We analyzed criteria, including Federal 
laws and regulations, and FAA policies and procedures for the oversight of noise 
land grants, including the monitoring and disposal of noise land. We also 
reviewed internal controls and performed testing of FAA’s oversight methods. We 
interviewed FAA Headquarters and ADO/regional office staff responsible for the 
oversight of AIP funded noise land and performed a walkthrough to determine 
how FAA goes about monitoring AIP acquired noise land on an ongoing basis. 
We performed site visits and interviews, and performed testing at a reasonable 
number of FAA and airport sponsor locations.  

We requested and obtained a universe of all AIP grants for noise compatibility 
land awarded between 2005 and 2020. FAA’s Office of Airports provided a 
universe of 144 grants from its SOAR database. Although we were unable to 
independently verify this universe because we did not have access to SOAR, FAA 
demonstrated its methodology for retrieving the data we requested. We 
coordinated with OIG’s Mathematical Statistician to generate a stratified 
statistical sample. Stratification by region was performed to support travel 
operations and ensure geographic audit coverage. For reasons of time and 
budget, the first stage sample size was four regions. The Northeast and Southern 
regions were selected as certainties in the first stage. A sample of two regions 
was randomly selected from the remaining six regions based on probability 
proportional to size of the regional total combined entitlement and discretionary 
grant amounts.  
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The second stage sample consisted of two airports from each of the four selected 
first stage regions. These airports were randomly selected based on probability 
proportional to size of the regional total combined entitlement and discretionary 
grant amounts. Grants within the selected airports were listed in a randomized 
order. The final sample included eight airports with a total combined entitlement 
and discretionary grant amounts of $182,010,463.75 or 37.5 percent of the total 
amount of $485,443,511.24. 

During our testing and as part of the data validation process, we identified issues 
related to the reliability of the noise compatibility land grant data provided. More 
specifically, the universe excluded noise land grants that FAA should have 
identified. We reviewed five of the eight sampled airports initially identified. Upon 
completion of our survey phase testing, we determined that testing results 
applicable to these five airports were sufficient for reporting purposes. We did 
not perform testing at the remaining three airports, and we did not make 
projections based upon testing results.  

For objective 1, we assessed FAA’s policies and procedures, including sponsor 
requirements for maintaining up-to-date noise exposure maps, airport master 
plans, airport layout plans and land inventory maps in Exhibit As. We evaluated 
how airport sponsors update and used these documents, and determined FAA’s 
oversight role specific to these maps and plans. Additionally, we reviewed the 
requirements for executing grants and for requesting reimbursements from 
approved noise land grants. We also judgmentally selected properties from each 
of our sample airports to review appraisal and related purchase documentation. 

For objectives 2 and 3, we reviewed NLIRPs for the five airports to determine if 
the plans were prepared in accordance with FAA requirements. We requested a 
universe of noise land disposed of between fiscal years 2005 and 2020. FAA was 
unable to provide this information. We assessed FAA’s policies and procedures 
for identifying land no longer needed for noise compatibility purposes or airport 
development and requirements for disposing of unneeded land through sales, 
leases, or other means such as exchange. We examined how airport sponsors 
determined they no longer needed noise land and FAA’s role in making these 
determinations. We also documented FAA’s oversight controls for monitoring 
noise land, maintaining up-to-date maps and plans, and identifying land no 
longer needed for noise compatibility purposes or airport development. We 
determined that one of our five airports had sold noise land. We evaluated if the 
airport properly accounted for the revenues generated from those sales, and 
whether or not FAA provided adequate oversight, in accordance with applicable 
requirements. 
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Exhibit B. Organizations Visited or Contacted 

Department of Transportation 
Federal Aviation Administration 

Office of Airports, Washington, DC 

Federal Aviation Administration Airports District Offices 

Arkansas/Oklahoma Airports District Office, Fort Worth, TX 

Phoenix Airports District Office, Phoenix, AZ 

Texas Airports District Office, Fort Worth, TX 

Federal Aviation Administration Regional Office 

New England Regional Office, Burlington, MA 

Other Organizations 
Airport Sponsors and Airports 

City of Austin, TX, and Austin Bergstrom International Airport (Austin 
International); 

Little Rock Municipal Airport Commission, Little Rock, AR, and Bill and Hillary 
Clinton National Airport (Clinton National); 

Clark County Department of Aviation, Las Vegas, NV, and Harry Reid International 
Airport (Harry Reid International); 

City of Phoenix, AZ, and Phoenix Sky Harbor International Airport (Phoenix 
International); and 

Rhode Island Airport Corporation, Warwick, RI, and Rhode Island T.F. Green 
International Airport (Rhode Island International). 
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Exhibit C. List of Acronyms 
ADO Airport District Office 

AEDT Aviation Environmental Design Tool 

AIP Airport Improvement Program 

ALP airport layout plan 

C.F.R. Code of Federal Regulations 

dB decibel 

DNL day-night average sound level 

DOT Department of Transportation 

FAA Federal Aviation Administration 

GAO Government Accountability Office 

NEM noise exposure map 

NLIRP Noise Land Inventory and Reuse Plan 

NPIAS National Plan of Integrated Airport Systems 

OIG Office of Inspector General 

U.S.C. U.S. Code 
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Exhibit D. The Noise Compatibility Program and 
Noise Exposure Maps 

The Aviation Safety and Noise Abatement Act of 197954 directed FAA to 
(1) establish a single system of noise measurement to be applied uniformly in 
measuring noise at airports and surrounding areas on the ground; (2) establish a 
single system for determining the noise exposure resulting from airport 
operations and its impact on individuals; and (3) identify land uses that are 
compatible with various noise exposures. FAA promulgated 14 C.F.R. Part 150 to 
implement these requirements. 

Noise Compatibility Program Under 14 
C.F.R. Part 150 

FAA’s noise compatibility program, which was established under 14 C.F.R. Part 
150, does not require airport sponsors to reduce noise impact. The program is 
voluntary in nature. However, FAA promotes this program to have airports assist 
in reducing the public’s exposure to the noise they create. In many cases state, 
county, and municipal governments own and operate airports while also 
exercising authority over local land use planning and development, zoning, and 
housing regulations. Through airport noise compatibility planning, these local 
jurisdictions are also encouraged to make local planning and zoning decisions 
that prevent new residential development in areas exposed to significant levels of 
aircraft noise. See figure 1 for a comparison of aircraft noise levels to other 
noises.  

                                              
54 Pub. L. No. 96-193 



 

Exhibit D. The Noise Compatibility Program and Noise Exposure Maps 32 

Figure D-1. Common Outdoor and Indoor Sounds Compared to Aircraft Sounds 

 

Source: Draft Advisory Circular 150-5020-1A, Noise Control and Compatibility Planning for Airports, 
January 2022. 
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In Part 150, FAA outlines requirements for the noise compatibility program. 
Sponsors that choose to acquire land for noise compatibility must comply with 
Part 150 in their noise mitigation efforts.  

Under Part 150, each participating airport sponsor must develop a noise 
compatibility program that:  

1. reduces existing non-compatible uses and prevents or reduces the 
probability of additional non-compatible uses;  

2. does not impose an undue burden on interstate and foreign commerce;  

3. does not adversely affect the safe and efficient use of airspace;  

4. to the extent practicable, meets both local interests and Federal interests 
of the national air transportation system; and  

5. can be implemented in a manner consistent with all of the powers and 
duties of the FAA Administrator.  

Each airport sponsor that participates in the program may choose to apply for an 
AIP grant for its noise compatibility efforts. When applying for an AIP grant, it 
must evaluate its airport’s land use compatibility issues in accordance with Part 
150. For example, the Part 150 process requires the airport operator to afford 
adequate opportunity for the active and direct participation of the States’ public 
agencies and planning agencies in the areas surrounding the airport, aeronautical 
users of the airport, the airport operator, and the general public to submit their 
views, data, and comments on the formulation and adequacy of that program.  

Part 150 requires each participating airport sponsor to: 

• systematically identify issues and problems concerning airport and aircraft 
noise and local land use planning efforts; 

• determine existing and 5 year (future) noise exposure; 

• evaluate alternative measures; 

• develop a Noise Compatibility Plan and submit it to FAA for review and 
approval within 180 days; and 

• develop an implementation and monitoring plan. 

According to Part 150 requirements, each noise compatibility plan should consist 
of a combination of preferred noise abatement and land use management 
measures and a plan for implementing these measures. Land use management 
measures should consist of both remedial corrective measures—such as sound 
insulation or property acquisition—and preventive measures, such as land use 
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controls that amend or update local zoning ordinances, comprehensive plan, 
subdivision regulations, and building codes. The implementation plan usually 
indicates the estimated cost to the airport sponsor, FAA, airport users, and local 
governments for each of the recommended measures. 

Sponsors have conducted Part 150 studies for decades. According to FAA 
officials, among the 280 airports that have participated in the noise compatibility 
program, 26 are general aviation airports that do not handle commercial flights. 
Sponsors may also choose to conduct noise studies and develop a noise 
compatibility program without a request for Federal funding. Approval of a noise 
compatibility program under Part 150 is neither a commitment by FAA to 
financially assist in the implementation of the program, nor a determination that 
all measures covered by the program are eligible for grant-in-aid funding from 
FAA. 

Noise Exposure Maps 
Part 150 also sets guidelines for airport sponsors’ documentation of noise 
exposure in their airports’ environs using the day-night average sound level 
(DNL) metric which is modeled in decibels (dB). A DNL reflects a person's 
cumulative exposure to sound over a 24-hour period.  

Each airport sponsor that participates in FAA’s noise compatibility program must 
submit an NEM. An NEM is a scaled geographic visualization of an airport, its 
noise contours, and the surrounding area that depicts existing and future 
community noise exposures. It typically overlies a land area plan of the layout of 
airport property, runway locations, DNL noise contours at the DNL 65, 70, and 
75 dB levels, airport boundaries, and locations of non-airport noise sensitive 
buildings nearby. The noise compatibility program does not allow noise 
mitigation to below the DNL 65 dB level unless the indoor noise level is greater 
than DNL 45 dB and the airport has concurred that costs will be expended for 
block rounding (equitable treatment for properties located on the same block), or 
the community has adopted a noise level standard below the DNL 65 dB.  

Each NEM also includes a legend explaining what contour lines indicate. For 
example, in figure 2, the map shows the 2013 noise contours for the Port of 
Seattle, Seattle-Tacoma International Airport and a legend indicates that the 
black lines depict the DNL 75, 70, and 65 dB noise contours.  



 

Exhibit D. The Noise Compatibility Program and Noise Exposure Maps 35 

Figure D-2. Example of Noise Exposure Map 

 

Source: Congressional Research Service adaption of 2013 Port of Seattle, Seattle-Tacoma 
International Airport Noise Exposure Map from FAA, Airport Noise and Land Use Information, 
including NEMs. 

Sponsors update their NEMs as needed to reflect changes in their airports’ noise 
levels. Based on identification of areas of incompatible land use in an NEM, a 
sponsor may propose noise mitigation projects for FAA’s review and approval. 

FAA’s Aviation Environmental Design Tool (AEDT), a computer model, calculates 
aircraft sound levels with data on flight paths, aircraft types, numbers of 
operations, and other factors. Part 150 requires sponsors to use a computer 
model such as AEDT, in their noise compatibility studies for the noise 
compatibility program to determine sound exposure in DNL values for specified 
years. The model can calculate noise exposure at numerous points around the 
airport and predict future exposure levels based on expected changes in aircraft 
activity to assist airport sponsors with developing their NEMs. 
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Exhibit E. Major Contributors to This Report 
LISA WILLIAMS PROGRAM DIRECTOR  

BRIAN FRIST PROJECT MANAGER  

ZACHARY SCOTT JR. SENIOR AUDITOR 

CHRISTINA BURGESS SENIOR ANALYST 

PAT CONLEY AUDITOR 

IAN ANDERSON AUDITOR 

CELESTE VERCHOTA ATTORNEY ADVISOR  

GEORGE ZIPF SUPERVISORY MATHEMATICAL 
STATISTICIAN 

SUSAN NEILL WRITER-EDITOR 
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Appendix. Agency Comments 

The Federal Aviation Administration’s (FAA) Office of Airports (ARP) is committed to ensuring 
airport sponsors adhere to requirements for the acquisition and disposal of noise land and that this 
information is well documented. A key objective of airport planning and development is to ensure 
effective use of airport resources to satisfy aviation demand in a financially feasible manner that is 
consistent with federal laws. One such law, the Aviation Safety and Noise Abatement Act 
(ASNA), authorizes the FAA to provide financial assistance to airport sponsors for noise 
compatibility planning and to implement measures to mitigate impacts of aviation noise to people 
who live in significantly noise-impacted areas around airports. As such, ARP, as appropriate, can 
implement steps to improve the oversight of airport sponsors in this process for compatible land 
use planning and FAA’s financial assistance via grants for the implementation of noise mitigation 
measures. 
The OIG’s audit looked at FAA’s oversight of AIP noise land between 2005 and 2020. During 
these 15 years, ARP implemented multiple measures to improve oversight and consistency. This 
includes the following initiatives, which address specific issues that OIG described in its draft 
report: 

• Issued guidance to airport sponsors on managing noise land grants and disposal and requiring
all airport sponsors, which have or will purchase noise land to develop a Noise Land Inventory
and Noise Land Reuse Plan (2008 and 2014).

• Incorporated grant assurances for land acquisition in grant agreements since 2014. These will
be in all future grant agreements. These conditions are:
Notice to Proceed - Property Interest Acquired. The Sponsor understands and agrees that the
FAA authorization for the Sponsor to issue a notice to proceed with construction work will not
be given until the Sponsor has adequately certified that good title will be acquired on the land
on which construction is to be performed.
Title Evidence. The Sponsor understands and agrees that the FAA will not make, nor be
obligated to make, any payments involving Parcel(s) until title evidence has been submitted to,
and found to be satisfactory by the FAA, subject to no liens, encumbrances, reservations, or

Memorandum 
Date: January 30, 2023 

To: Dormayne Dillard-Christian, Assistant Inspector General for Financial Audits 

From: Erika Vincent, Acting Director, Office of Audit and Evaluation, AAE-1 

Subject: Federal Aviation Administration’s (FAA) Response to Office of Inspector General 
(OIG) Draft Report: Oversight of Airport Improvement Program (AIP) Noise Land 
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exceptions which, in the opinion of the FAA, might create an undue risk or interference with the 
use and operation of the airport. 

• As recently as 2019, updated procedures to code grants to improve tracking of grants used to 
purchase noise land. 

• Implemented a process to require airport sponsors to certify that their Noise Exposure Maps, 
which depict information acquired five or more years previous, are accurate and still reflect 
current conditions. 

 
The FAA concurs with recommendations 1, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9 as written. The FAA partially 
concurs with recommendations 2 and 4 and proposes alternative actions or clarifications to address 
these recommendations. For recommendation 2, the FAA requires airport sponsors to certify their 
noise exposure maps are a reasonable representation of current and future conditions at the airport 
at the time of the grant award. The FAA will update existing guidance document(s) to further 
clarify and emphasize the importance of this requirement. As an alternative to recommendation 4, 
the FAA agrees to store this information in an electronic format. The FAA is concerned about the 
potential cost to airport sponsors to develop an online system or database. 

 
The FAA proposes the milestones listed in Table 1 for compliance with the OIG 
recommendations. 

 
Table 1 

Recommendations Target Action Dates 
2, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 9 December 31, 2023 

1, 3, and 4 December 30, 2024 
 

We appreciate this opportunity to offer additional perspectives to the OIG draft report. Please 
contact Erika Vincent at (202) 267-9000 if you have any questions or require additional 
information about these comments. 
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