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The Hon. Elaine L. Chao
Secretary

U.S. Department of Transportation
1200 New Jersey Avenue S.E.
Washington, D.C. 20590

Dear Secretary Chao:

Yesterday, a Centers for Disease Control (CDC) official stated in a press briefing that it is
not a question of i/ the novel coronavirus COVID-19 will spread further into the United States, but
rather a question of when." The virus has sickened nearly 82,000 people worldwide and has killed at
least 2,770 as of today.?

The Ebola outbreak in 2014 should have served as a wakeup call for the Department of
Transportation, in collaboration with airline and airport partners and other Federal departments and
agencies, to develop a plan to limit the spread of pandemics through the aviation system. The
Government Accountability Office (GAO) studied aviation stakeholders’ preparedness in 2015 and
recommended that:

[tlo help improve the U.S. aviation sector’s preparedness for future communicable
disease threats from abroad, the Secretary of Transportation should work with relevant
stakeholders, such as the Department of Health and Human Services, to develop a
national aviation-preparedness plan for communicable disease outbreaks. Such a plan
could establish a mechanism for coordination between the aviation and public health
sectors and provides clear and transparent planning assumptions for a variety of types
and levels of communicable disease threats.’
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According to the GAQ, the Department has not implemented this recommendation, and the
Department’s failure to do so is a reflection of a broader lack of preparedness for arrival of a
pandemic on our shores. We must not let a laissez-faire attitude toward public health endanger the
welfare of people across the country.

Further, the lack of effective Federal-led coordination and collaboration with industry in
responding to the COVID-19 outbreak has become apparent over the last several weeks. U.S.
airlines have expressed concern about the scope of CDC requests and expectations regarding
airlines’ collection of certain inbound passenger data, and CDC officials have expressed concern
about their ability to access information from the airlines. Had the Department implemented the
GAQ’s recommendation that the Department “develop a national aviation-preparedness plan for
communicable disease outbreaks,” providing for “coordination between the aviation and public

health sectors,” the U.S. government and the aviation sector may have been better able to respond
to the COVID-19 outbreak.

We therefore request that you provide, in writing, a detailed explanation of specific measures
the Department is currently taking to work with airlines, airports, and other Federal departments
and agencies to mitigate the spread of COVID-19 within the United States. Please provide this
information to Committee staff no later than close of business Friday, March 6, 2020. If you have
any questions, please feel free to contact Alex Burkett, Aviation Subcommittee Democratic Staff
Director and Special Adviser for Aviation Safety, at (202) 225-9161 or by e-mail at
alex.burkett@ mail. house.gov.

Thank you for your prompt attention to this important mattet.

Sincerely,
% %‘ WﬂW-
PETER A. DeF RICK LARSEN
Chair Chair

Subcommittee on Aviation




