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Summary

When federal agencies and programs do not receive funding after full-year or interim appropriations expire, they experience a "funding gap." If funding does not resume in time to continue government operations, the government generally begins a "shutdown" of affected activities. Shutdowns can be government-wide or partial (i.e., affecting certain federal agencies and programs) depending on which appropriations lapse.

The federal government plays a key role in operating the National Airspace System, providing air traffic control and air navigation services, and conducting aviation security operations at the nation's airports. Shutdowns can affect some civil aviation programs that are administered by the Department of Transportation (DOT), mostly those managed by the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), as well as aviation security functions carried out by other federal entities, particularly the Transportation Security Administration (TSA) under the Department of Homeland Security (DHS).

Shutdowns over the past decade have been lengthier than those during previous lapses in appropriations and have directly impacted civil aviation operations. Federal workers who perform functions integral to these civil aviation operations are generally excepted from furlough during shutdowns. These workers typically are not paid during a shutdown, which has demonstrated impacts on absenteeism and resignations, potentially affecting the federal government's ability to provide full aviation services without disruption or degradation. Quantifiable indicators of these impacts include increased flight delays and cancellations, extended wait times at airport security checkpoints, temporary FAA-mandated flight reductions at major U.S. airports, and forgone revenues for airlines, airports, and related businesses.

Some Members of Congress introduced bills that would have ensured the continuation of aviation operations until funding through normal appropriations was restored during the lapses in FY2026. Some of those bills in the 119th Congress focused on the use of continuing appropriations to pay essential government workers or, specifically, essential FAA and TSA personnel during shutdowns; others proposed to establish certain types of automatic continuing resolutions that would provide a fallback funding source for core aviation safety operations in the event of future funding gaps. Other bills seek a more permanent solution for aviation security functions. For example, the Pay TSA Act of 2026 (H.R. 7941) proposes the creation of a dedicated trust fund that would be funded by passenger security fees and available to expend during a lapse in appropriations. Language in H.R. 7941 expressly prioritizes the use of money in the fund during a shutdown for salaries, benefits, and overtime compensation for TSA screeners; maintenance of staffing levels at aviation security screening checkpoints; and other operational expenses directly supporting frontline aviation security personnel. Some Members may wish to leave in place the balance between the continuation of government services and the congressional power of the purse that exists during a shutdown.











Introduction

When Congress does not appropriate funding for federal agencies and programs or when the President and Congress do not reach an agreement on funding measures after full-year or interim appropriations (commonly known as a "continuing resolution [CR]") expire, affected government agencies and programs will experience a lapse in appropriations. This funding disruption is known as a "funding gap" or commonly referred to as a federal government "shutdown." Shutdowns can be government-wide or partial, meaning they affect all or certain federal agencies and programs depending on what appropriations lapse. Generally, shutting down agencies and programs results in federal employee furloughs and suspensions of programs and operations.

Shutdowns can affect some civil aviation programs that are administered by the Department of Transportation (DOT), including those managed by the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), as well as aviation security functions carried out by other federal entities that also play significant roles in civil aviation, particularly the Transportation Security Administration (TSA) under the Department of Homeland Security (DHS). Although large numbers of federal employees are typically furloughed during a shutdown, many FAA and TSA employees are "excepted," meaning they are to remain on the job. During a shutdown, pay for these excepted workers is typically withheld until appropriations are enacted. FAA air traffic controllers and systems technicians, as well as TSA screeners and certain other employees, are excepted because their work is directly tied to the operation of the civil aviation system and considered essential to protect lives and property. Various other employees at these agencies also continue to work because their duties are linked to funding that is separate from annual appropriations or because their work is directly related to certain presidential powers, constitutional requirements, or statutes that expressly or implicitly except them from being furloughed. Excepted personnel may experience personal financial burdens as they work while their pay is deferred.1 These financial strains are associated with increased callouts (employees' requests for unscheduled leave or temporary furlough for personal reasons) and resignations during shutdowns.2

This report focuses on federal government shutdowns that are associated with lapses in annual appropriations and the direct effect on civil aviation operations and programs. It examines impacts on civil aviation during selected shutdowns: the 2018-2019 partial government shutdown; the government-wide shutdown in October-November 2025; the partial government shutdown from January 31 through February 3, 2026; and the partial shutdown affecting DHS from February 14 to April 30, 2026. It also provides (1) a brief overview of the funding mechanism supporting agency operations and aviation-related programs; (2) discussion and analysis of how a lapse in appropriations and resulting government shutdown may affect DOT (particularly FAA) and TSA, as well as the recipients of their services (e.g., airlines, airports, and their customers); and (3) legislative options and actions that might avert or alleviate the effects of a future shutdown.



Federal Government Shutdowns


Funding Lapses and Shutdowns

When federal agencies and programs do not receive funding after full-year or interim appropriations expire, they experience a funding gap due to a lapse in appropriations. If funding does not resume in time to continue government operations, the government generally begins a shutdown of affected activities,3 though not all funding gaps in the past led to government shutdowns.

Twenty-three lapses in appropriations occurred between FY1977 and FY2026. Some of these funding gaps were brief and do not appear to have resulted in government shutdowns, while some other funding gaps did lead to shutdowns.4 The four most recent shutdowns, examined in detail in this report, were lengthier and more disruptive to civil aviation than prior shutdowns. Some observers have attributed the current budget process and political climate to shutdowns that may be longer, more frequent, and more disruptive than in the past.5

Since the federal government plays a key role in operating the National Airspace System (NAS), providing air traffic control (ATC) and air navigation services, and conducting aviation security operations at the nation's airports, the aviation industry can be directly and significantly impacted by government shutdowns. Even though federal workers who perform these services are generally excepted from furlough during a shutdown, the fact that they typically are not paid during a shutdown has demonstrated impacts on absenteeism and resignations, potentially affecting the federal government's ability to fully provide these services without disruption or degradation.

The federal government's discretionary spending is generally funded through the passage of 12 separate annual appropriations bills from 12 appropriations subcommittees in the House of Representatives and their counterparts in the Senate, each covering distinct areas of federal functions (such as defense, homeland security, transportation, and agriculture). When there is a lapse in all these appropriations bills, then a full-scale government-wide shutdown occurs. If a lapse occurs to some of the appropriations bills, then there is likely to be an agency-specific partial shutdown. FAA activities are covered in DOT appropriations, and TSA aviation security functions are funded under DHS appropriations.

On October 1, 2018, the beginning of FY2019, five of the twelve appropriations bills were enacted in two consolidated appropriations bills,6 and the remaining seven were funded under two CRs. Because no legislative agreement was reached to extend the CRs when they expired, a funding gap began at midnight on December 21, 2018, which led to a partial government shutdown. The federal agencies funded in these seven appropriations bills, including DOT and DHS, were required to shut down their operations. This partial shutdown lasted for 34 days until a CR (P.L. 116-5) was signed into law on January 25, 2019, which allowed affected government departments and agencies to reopen.

On October 1, 2025, the beginning of FY2026, none of the 12 regular appropriations bills had been passed, and no CR had been enacted to fill the funding gap. As a result, a government-wide shutdown occurred that lasted 43 days until P.L. 119-37 was signed into law on November 12, 2025. P.L. 119-37 incorporated three regular appropriations acts for FY2026 and a CR covering the remaining nine (including DOT and DHS) through January 30, 2026.7 To date, this is the longest government-wide shutdown in U.S. history.

Another funding gap occurred on January 31, 2026 (when the aforementioned CR expired). It affected all agencies covered under the CR, including FAA under DOT and TSA under DHS, and lasted three days until P.L. 119-75 was enacted on February 3, 2026. P.L. 119-75 incorporated eight regular appropriations acts that had been enacted on January 23, 2026 (P.L. 119-74), and a CR covering DHS appropriations through February 13, 2026.

On February 14, 2026, the DHS-specific CR expired, resulting in another DHS shutdown that lasted until P.L. 119-86 was signed into law on April 30, 2026. To date, this 75-day DHS shutdown is the longest partial government shutdown in U.S. history.



Agency Planning and Preparation

Executive branch departments and agencies prepare plans for government shutdowns in accordance with formal guidelines and periodic update requirements established by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB).8 These plans provide information regarding the number of agency employees that are to be retained and the number that are to be furloughed in the event of a shutdown, along with a general categorization of retained employees (those excepted or exempted from furlough),9 a description of the nature of activities to be performed by these employees, and the legal basis for retaining them.10 One broad category describing many excepted FAA and TSA workers are employees who are "necessary to protect life and property."11 Other categories include employees who perform activities expressly authorized by law, activities implied by law, or activities related to the President's constitutional duties and powers. Employees whose compensation is financed by carryover funds or by an appropriation specified in permanent law are generally exempted from furlough under an agency shutdown.12


Federal Aviation Administration

Under the DOT shutdown plan issued in January 2026, roughly 34,000 FAA employees would be excepted during a lapse in appropriations and about 10,500 would be furloughed.13 Most who would be excepted have jobs that are considered necessary to protect life and property; others would continue to work because their duties are either expressly or implicitly authorized under statute or are funded outside of annual appropriations.

The plan lists several excepted activities rather than identifying specific employees or job positions that would be required to continue working. Compared with prior DOT shutdown plans, a broader range of activities are specified in the January 2026 plan.14 Excepted activities include ATC operations and air traffic controller hiring and training. The plan specifically notes that almost 14,000 air traffic controllers would be excepted. Past DOT shutdown plans did not include air traffic controller hiring and training among excepted activities.15 FAA has experienced a shortage of controllers, and inclusion of hiring and training activities in the January 2026 plan may reflect concerns that pauses in these activities could prolong efforts to hire and train new controllers. The January 2026 plan notes that training at the FAA Academy for new air traffic controllers would continue under any existing prior-year funds until those funds were exhausted and thereafter would continue as an excepted activity.

Activities relating to command, control, communications, and intelligence, as well as facility security inspections, would also be excepted under the plan. Limited elements of air traffic safety oversight, including activities of the voluntary safety reporting program event review committee and control tower operator certification and credentialing, also would be excepted.

Activities relating to the maintenance and operations of air navigation facilities and navigational aids would be excepted, along with certain support functions for reimbursable Department of Defense16 and DHS activities. Activities concerning the development, evaluation, testing, and deployment of air traffic modernization technologies, equipment, and systems that sustain or improve safety would be excepted, which could encompass a broad range of work being conducted under a new effort called the "Brand New Air Traffic Control System."17

Commercial space launch oversight and licensing activities would be excepted, as would on-call accident investigation activities and foreign-relations-related functions concerning aviation-safety-related matters. Also, support functions necessary to provide timely payments of contracts and grants and certain congressional liaison functions would be excepted.

Various aviation safety functions, including flight standards field inspections, airworthiness directives, and medical certification activities, would be excepted under the plan. In contrast, during the 2018-2019 partial shutdown, most aviation safety inspectors were initially furloughed and were recalled throughout the shutdown on a rolling basis as needed to assure operational safety.18 Several of these aviation safety activities were restored or partially restored under a revised DOT shutdown plan issued on January 11, 2019.19

The 2026 plan notes that hazardous materials safety inspectors may be recalled as needed to maintain system safety and respond to incidents.20 During the 2018-2019 partial shutdown, inspector recalls were used to respond to a wider range of FAA inspection activities.

Under the January 2026 plan, certain activities that are not dependent on annual appropriations would continue, including those funded under the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (IIJA; P.L. 117-58), certain research and development activities funded by multiyear appropriations, airport planning and environmental services funded under Airport Improvement Program (AIP) contract authority, and work being performed under existing airport development grants. Additionally, employees of the aircraft registry office are expressly excepted from furlough by law, and the plan indicates that both aircraft and airmen registry services would be available during a lapse in appropriations.21



Transportation Security Administration

The DHS shutdown plan issued in September 2025 indicates that roughly 61,000 of about 64,000 TSA employees would be excepted or exempted from furlough during a lapse in appropriations.22 The plan notes that these totals do not include Federal Air Marshal Service (FAMS) personnel, whose numbers are considered Sensitive Security Information. Therefore, the undisclosed number of FAMS employees excepted from furlough during a shutdown would be in addition to other excepted or exempted TSA employees.

The DHS plan provides a general summary rather than a detailed description of activities that would continue or cease during a lapse in appropriations. Activities that would continue include those deemed necessary by interpretation of existing law and the Constitution or necessary for the safety of human life or the protection of property. Also, law enforcement operations, counterterrorism watches, threat warnings, and related activities to gather or disseminate intelligence information would be expressly excepted. The plan also calls for retaining a minimal number of personnel necessary to maintain telecommunications for excepted activities.

Under the DHS plan, activities that would cease under a lapse in appropriations include most administrative, policy, and planning functions, including strategic or business activities, as well as research and development activities. Additionally, legislative, public, and intergovernmental affairs; regulatory development; and auditing functions would cease unless justified by an exception. Moreover, any training and development that is not deemed an excepted activity would cease for the duration of a shutdown.





Funding of Aviation Programs and Operations


FAA Operations and Programs

FAA operations and programs are funded under four broad budget accounts: (1) Operations and Maintenance (O&M) funds the administration, operation, repair, and maintenance of the NAS—principally air traffic operations and aviation safety programs; (2) Facilities and Equipment (F&E) provides funding for the acquisition and maintenance of air traffic facilities and equipment and for engineering, development, testing, and evaluation of technologies related to the federal air traffic system; (3) Grants-in-Aid for Airports (also known as AIP) funds the development of a nationwide system of public-use airports to meet the current capacity needs and the projected growth of civil aviation; and (4) Research, Engineering, and Development (RE&D) supports research on the improvement of aviation safety and operational efficiency and reduction of environmental impacts of aviation operations.

These four major FAA accounts are funded primarily through the Airport and Airway Trust Fund (AATF)—a dedicated U.S. Treasury fund—with the remainder coming from Treasury General Fund (general fund) appropriations. Revenue sources for the AATF include passenger ticket taxes, segment fees, air cargo fees, and fuel taxes paid by commercial and general aviation aircraft. The trust fund revenues from these excise taxes were estimated by the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) to exceed $21 billion in FY2026, leaving a balance of over $23 billion at the end of FY2026, including an uncommitted balance of more than $10 billion.23

The O&M account, funded by the AATF and general fund contributions, receives approximately 60% of total FAA appropriations—about $13.7 billion for FY2026. The F&E and AIP accounts were funded at $4 billion each in FY2026. The smallest account, RE&D, received $290 million for FY2026.

Some aviation programs are administered by other parts of DOT, such as the Essential Air Service program (EAS) under the DOT Office of the Secretary.24 Established by the Airline Deregulation Act of 1978, EAS subsidizes airline services to approximately 175 eligible small or isolated communities. EAS is partially funded by overflight fees imposed on flights that fly over U.S.-controlled airspace but do not take off from or land in the United States; the remaining funding is from discretionary appropriations from the general fund. EAS funding for FY2026 was over $680 million, with about 75% from appropriations and nearly 25% (about $167 million) from overflight fees.25 During the FY2026 government-wide shutdown that started on October 1, 2025, DOT issued a notice stating that the potential shortfall of appropriated EAS funding could lead to the program's suspension, which was averted after additional program funding was secured.26


Lapse in Authorization

Both the authority to collect aviation excise taxes and the authority to spend tax revenues from the AATF must be reauthorized periodically by Congress. FAA reauthorization refers to a periodic process through which Congress develops legislation to renew authorizing statutes as well as revise and update relevant laws governing civil aviation programs and functions primarily carried out by FAA. The FAA Reauthorization Act of 2024 (P.L. 118-63) authorized AATF taxes and revenue collections and civil aviation program expenditures through FY2028, with annual FAA expenditures ranging from approximately $20 billion to over $22 billion.

Congress would need to enact legislation to reauthorize or extend the authorities for aviation excise tax collection and for FAA program funding to prevent them from expiring. There have been a few cases when FAA authorization expired without Congress passing full reauthorization legislation, although usually short-term extensions were passed to avoid lapses in these authorities.

The most recent lapse in FAA's authority to collect AATF revenues and expend money from the trust fund occurred in 2011 and lasted for two weeks, from July 23 to August 5. FAA estimated that the 2011 lapse resulted in approximately $200 million of forgone trust fund revenues each week, or about $400 million for the entire lapse. Although the Airport and Airway Extension Act of 2011 (P.L. 112-27), signed into law on August 5, 2011, retroactively reinstated the taxes as though they had never expired, the Internal Revenue Service granted relief to airlines and to taxpayers who purchased tickets during the lapse.27








	Suspension of Aviation Taxes

Congress also has the authority to suspend aviation excise taxes, which is not a lapse in authorization but may have a similar effect on trust fund revenue collections. In early 2020, air travel dropped significantly because of the COVID-19 pandemic. The Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act (P.L. 116-136), enacted on March 27, 2020, provided loans, loan guarantees, and payroll support programs, along with emergency program funding, as economic assistance to the U.S. aviation sector. Section 4007 of the CARES Act authorized suspension of aviation excise taxes through calendar year 2020 to reduce overall costs and encourage air travel. The suspended taxes included the 7.5% tax on airline passenger ticket sales, segment fees, the air cargo waybill tax, and the tax on aviation fuel used by commercial aircraft.










Lapse in Appropriations

With FAA reauthorization in place, most of FAA's spending also requires annual appropriations by Congress, except spending for AIP. AIP funding is disbursed as contract authority,28 which permits funds to be committed prior to an annual appropriation. Funds associated with other accounts (i.e., O&M, F&E, and RE&D) may be spent only with a corresponding congressional appropriation.

In the event of a lapse in annual appropriations, FAA operations identified as excepted activities would continue. These include significant operations such as ATC services; safety oversight, including certain certification and inspection activities; facility security inspections; and accident investigations. Other activities generally considered nonessential would discontinue during a funding lapse (e.g., revaluations and audits, capital planning and financial analysis, and aviation rulemaking).29

Programs funded by laws other than annual appropriations acts are generally not affected by a lapse in appropriations. For example, programs and personnel funded through Division J of the IIJA (P.L. 117-58)30 are not subject to annual appropriations and would not be affected. This includes the $12.5 billion in FY2025 (available through FY2029) for ATC modernization initiatives that was provided by P.L. 119-21, the FY2025 reconciliation law (sometimes referred to as the One Big Beautiful Bill Act).




Transportation Security Administration Funding

TSA derives revenue from the general fund. A portion of the TSA revenue allocated for aviation security functions is received from the collection of aviation security service fees charged to airline passengers. The fees are set in statute at $5.60 per passenger for a one-way trip and are capped to not exceed $11.20 for each passenger round trip purchased.31 These fees are collected by airlines at the time of ticket purchase and remitted to the U.S. Treasury one month in arrears at the end of each calendar month. Some of the passenger security fees are treated as offsetting collections that are credited toward amounts appropriated for TSA aviation security operations, but only after certain other statutory obligations have been met.

By statute, the first $250 million collected in fees is deposited into the Aviation Security Capital Fund (ASCF), which was established to fund airport grants for the installation and integration of explosives detection systems and for other airport security capital improvement projects.32 This money is therefore unavailable for TSA aviation security operations. This fee-based funding structure of the ASCF is set to expire at the end of FY2028 unless reauthorized.

Since FY2014, there has been an additional statutory requirement to treat a specified amount of fees received after the $250 million has been collected and applied to the ASCF as "offsetting receipts" to the general fund, essentially serving as a revenue source for general deficit reduction and not specifically for TSA aviation security operations.33 The amounts to be treated in this manner are specified in statute and vary from fiscal year to fiscal year.34 Specified amounts include $1,640 million for FY2026 and $1,680 million for FY2027. After FY2027, the requirement to treat specified amounts of fees collected in this manner is set to cease unless extended.

Additional passenger security service fees collected beyond the amounts applied to the ASCF and treated as offsetting receipts are placed in the general fund and are to be treated as "offsetting collections" against appropriated amounts specified for aviation security measures carried out by TSA and are to remain available until expended. Therefore, while the authority to collect these fees continues during a shutdown, offsetting collections received in a fiscal year cannot be expended by TSA until corresponding appropriations legislation is enacted.

By statute, the passenger security fees treated as offsetting collections are designated for, among other things, the "[s]alary, benefits, overtime, retirement and other costs of screening personnel, their supervisors and managers, and Federal law enforcement personnel deployed at airport security screening locations."35 The fees can also be applied toward TSA's costs for training screeners; operating the FAMS program; employing Federal Security Managers; deploying federal law enforcement personnel who support airport and aviation security operations; performing background investigations on aviation security personnel; acquiring, operating, and maintaining equipment used for aviation security screening; making security-related capital improvements to airports; training armed pilots under the Federal Flight Deck Officers Program and providing self-defense training to airline crews; and overseeing civil aviation security research and development.36

While these funds that are applied as offsetting collections are to remain available until expended, statute does not grant TSA any express authority to expend these funds absent a corresponding appropriation. TSA may expend appropriated funds only for these purposes. Therefore, when there is a lapse in appropriations, TSA cannot expend any of these funds even though they may be available from amounts already collected and remitted to the Treasury by the airlines. 

An additional consideration is that funds derived from passenger security fees are insufficient to cover all aviation security expenses. For example, in FY2025, TSA aviation security expenses totaled $10.383 billion.37 However, offsetting collections from aviation security fees, after allocations to the ASCF ($250 million) and statutorily imposed offsetting receipts for deficit reduction ($1.6 billion in FY2025) had both been satisfied, amounted to $2.685 billion, offsetting roughly 26% of TSA's costs for aviation security.38

Congress could explore options to modify existing statutes to make funds collected from passenger security fees available for expenditure during a lapse in appropriations. Under existing statute, the authority to collect mandatory passenger security fees continues during a lapse in appropriations, and airlines must continue to remit fees that they collect. However, the existing statute may limit the availability of these funds, especially early in a fiscal year, since both the ASCF deposits and offsetting receipts for deficit reduction must be fully satisfied in sequence before funds received can be treated as offsetting collections against costs associated with providing aviation security functions. As currently prescribed in statute, those offsetting collections can be applied only against expressly appropriated amounts. Therefore, they generally cannot be applied as an offset until an appropriation or CR is enacted. Legislative options could explore mechanisms to make these fee collections available during a shutdown and to prioritize their use to pay salaries and benefits of excepted federal workers and for other costs associated with providing aviation security services during a lapse in appropriations.




Shutdown Impact on Civil Aviation


Overall FAA Programs and Operations

FAA regulates the safety of aircraft, aircraft operators, safety-critical personnel, and the NAS. It also directly operates the NAS by providing ATC and air navigation services to users of the system. In general, the day-to-day operations of the NAS are considered necessary to protect life and property, and FAA employees whose jobs are central to the operation of the system are generally excepted from furlough during a shutdown. Similarly, certain regulatory oversight functions, such as inspections to ensure that users of the NAS (including airlines, other aircraft operators, and facilities that perform aircraft maintenance) are in compliance with operational safety standards, are also generally considered necessary to protect life and property. Other employees whose functions are not directly related to the day-to-day operation and safety of existing airspace and aircraft may be excepted, although Administration interpretations regarding which FAA employees are furloughed and which are excepted have varied. For example, during the 2018-2019 partial shutdown, employees performing aircraft certification oversight functions were initially furloughed, but some were recalled in mid-January 2019.39 In contrast, the January 2026 DOT shutdown plan would expressly except certain certification activities.40

Certain regulatory activities, such as the issuance of airworthiness directives to correct safety issues identified on operational aircraft, would continue during a shutdown. Other rulemaking activities that are deemed less critical may be put on pause until a shutdown has ended. Also, administrative functions, including the administration and oversight of certain contracts and grants, may be paused during a shutdown. The January 2026 DOT plan excepts certain support functions to issue payments to contractors and grant recipients. Both AIP grants and contracts for ATC modernization paid from P.L. 119-21 funds, for example, would continue during a shutdown, and some FAA workers who administer these contracts and grants would remain on the job to disburse payments and fulfill financial obligations. Under the January 2026 DOT shutdown plan, various activities to modernize ATC systems that sustain or improve safety would be excepted, contrasting with prior plans that generally limited excepted ATC activities to the operation and upkeep of deployed systems and equipment. This in part reflects the funding for these activities provided for in the FY2025 reconciliation law that is not tied to annual appropriations.


Air Traffic Control Operations

The FAA Air Traffic Organization (ATO) handles about 44,000 flights operating under instrument flight rules (IFR) on average daily. During peak times, more than 5,500 IFR aircraft are actively flying within U.S. airspace. In addition, almost 40,000 additional visual flight rules (VFR) aircraft operate inside U.S. airspace on a typical day.41 Some of these flights may receive in-flight ATC assistance, called "flight following," and those that operate to or from towered airports receive ATC services during taxi, takeoff, and landing.

FAA employs over 14,000 air traffic controllers and more than 4,000 airway transportation system specialists responsible for maintaining air traffic and air navigation facilities, infrastructure, and technology.42 FAA staff are deployed to 313 ATC facilities across the country, including 25 air route traffic control centers (ARTCCs) and combined control facilities, 25 stand-alone terminal radar approach control (TRACON) facilities, 121 combined tower/TRACON facilities, and 142 stand-alone ATC towers. In addition, 264 stand-alone ATC towers are part of the Federal Contract Tower program and are staffed by controllers employed by contractors to FAA or, in some cases, by National Guard controllers operating under an interagency arrangement.

During a shutdown, FAA ATC and air navigation system employees are excepted from furlough. Their pay is to be withheld until appropriations to fund salaries and benefits are enacted into law on the basis of past practices and statutes generally barring payment of salaries without a corresponding appropriation. Contract tower controllers also generally continue to work throughout a shutdown, although their pay may be disrupted if FAA is restricted from fulfilling contract obligations until the shutdown has ended. National Guard servicemembers and civilian employees assigned to National Guard-operated towers are generally excepted from furlough and continue to staff those airport control towers.

Workforce shortages may arise during a shutdown for various reasons. Increased callouts (employees requesting unscheduled leave or temporary furlough for personal reasons) can lead to acute shortages and strain on FAA's ability to provide full air traffic services across the system. Some, for example, pointed to flight disruptions linked to air traffic controller callouts on January 25, 2019, at key FAA facilities that triggered widespread delays at major East Coast airports during the 2018-2019 partial shutdown as a major factor prompting lawmakers to resolve their differences and enact legislation that ended the shutdown.43 Particularly, on Friday, January 25, 2019, media reports attributed departure delays at LaGuardia Airport (LGA), Newark Liberty International Airport (EWR), and Philadelphia International Airport (PHL) to ATC staffing shortages.44 These disruptions were attributed to specific staffing shortages at Washington and Jacksonville ATC centers that handle the busy high-altitude airspace along the East Coast corridor.45 A three-week CR (P.L. 116-5) enacted later that day ended the shutdown.

During the October-November 2025 shutdown, Hollywood Burbank Airport (BUR) in California went unstaffed for a period in the afternoon and evening of October 6, 2025, when none of the air traffic controllers assigned to work that shift showed up.46 The airport remained open, with aircraft self-separating by using standardized procedures and communications to taxi, take off, and land. Extended delays and numerous flight cancellations were reported.47 Other airports reported air traffic controller shortages and attributed delays to various staffing shortages across the NAS.48

During a shutdown, staffing shortfalls due to callouts can prompt system-wide scheduling challenges that may result in reliance on overtime utilization. In FY2025, air traffic controller overtime utilization was the highest in decades, at 7.3%.49 Overtime utilization has been steadily increasing from around 2.1% between 2008 and 2011 to about 7% between 2022 and 2025.50 Air traffic controller productivity—measured as time on position per 8-hour shift—declined from about 4.68 hours in 2008 to 4.01 hours in 2025, and FAA has acknowledged that it lacks specific tools to optimize controller utilization.51 FAA has also acknowledged that "[c]hronic use of overtime leads to fatigue, controller burnout and ultimately loss of retention."52 Retention losses could further increase dependence on overtime utilization and recruitment and training needs. Shutdown impacts and the public perception of those impacts can influence FAA's ability to recruit its future workforce, including air traffic controllers and other staff who support ATC operations.

To specifically address controller workload, fatigue, and work-life balance during the October-November 2025 shutdown, FAA took steps to reduce flight operations at several airports. On November 7, 2025, FAA implemented a phased reduction of flights at 40 "high-impact" airports, including most major hub airports in the United States.53 Initially, on November 7, 2025, FAA imposed a 4% reduction in scheduled flights, which was stepped up to 6% by November 11, 2025, 8% on November 13, 2025, and 10% on November 14, 2025.54 Airlines and scheduled commuter flight operators at these airports were required to trim their scheduled domestic flights to meet the reduced operating levels. On November 17, 2025, FAA published an order clarifying the manner in which schedule reductions were implemented to avoid disproportionate impacts on specific airlines, communities, or hours of the day.55 The order imposed reductions on general aviation flights at high-impact airports, barred general aviation flights at 12 major hubs, eliminated air traffic services for VFR aircraft whenever FAA facility staffing levels were deemed inadequate to provide such services, and placed restrictions on commercial space launch and reentry activities during peak hours. The measures were canceled on November 19, 2025.56 Although the October-November 2025 shutdown officially ended on November 12, 2025, with the passage of P.L. 119-37, flight reductions and limits on providing other air traffic services continued until November 19, 2025. Such lingering effects may reflect various organizational challenges in reconstituting ATC operations and scheduling, staffing, and fully restoring normal levels of service following a prolonged shutdown. Lessons learned from this experience may help inform potential actions by FAA and lawmakers to mitigate shutdown impacts to air traffic operations that may extend beyond the formal end of a shutdown.



Air Traffic Controller Hiring and Training

In addition to air traffic operations, past shutdowns have impacted FAA air traffic controller hiring and training. During the 2018-2019 partial shutdown, FAA Academy training was halted and trainees were furloughed,57 which created roughly a one-month backlog in the training of newly hired air traffic controllers. This pause, along with a much longer hiring and training pause during the COVID-19 pandemic (see text box), has contributed to a persistent shortage of FAA air traffic controllers.








	Pandemic Disruptions to Controller Initial Training

Closure of the FAA Academy during the COVID-19 pandemic had a significant impact on air traffic controller staffing. In March 2020, FAA suspended new-hire training, which did not restart until July 2020. When the academy reopened in July 2020, class sizes were reduced up to 50% to conform with social-distancing guidelines intended to mitigate the spread of infectious diseases. As a result, FAA Academy attendance in 2021 fell to less than half of pre-COVID-19 levels. Classes were brought up to 80% of capacity in February 2022, and FAA resumed normal capacity operations at the academy by FY2023. The FAA Academy had been closed for roughly four consecutive months in 2020 and thereafter operated at reduced capacity for more than two years. The pandemic, coupled with prior hiring shortfalls and a wave of controller retirements, has had lasting impacts on air traffic controller staffing.








Initiatives to address air traffic controller staffing needs include those setting increased hiring and training targets and expanding partnerships under FAA's Enhanced Collegiate Training Initiative. The initiative provides training equivalent to the FAA Academy through qualified college and university programs, thus allowing for the direct placement of new hires that have completed this training in operational ATC facilities.58

In FY2025, FAA implemented a plan to recruit, hire, and train new air traffic controllers to address the staffing shortage. Since 2024, FAA has achieved its annual hiring goals for new controllers, reversing what it described as a "decades-long air traffic controller staffing decline."59 In FY2025, FAA slightly exceeded its goal of 2,000 new air traffic controller hires.60

Unlike in prior shutdowns, the FAA Academy remained open during the October-November 2025 shutdown.61 In FY2026, Secretary of Transportation Sean Duffy reported that FAA had hired more than 2,000 air traffic controller trainees and met 94% of its hiring target in the fastest time ever, crediting a "streamlined hiring process."62 This appears to indicate that the October-November 2025 shutdown had no long-term impact on FAA's ability to meet its controller hiring and training goals in FY2026, which is possibly attributable to the decision to except air traffic controller trainees and FAA Academy staff from furlough during this 43-day long stretch. FAA has set a hiring goal of 2,300 new air traffic controller trainees for FY2027, reflecting a multiyear strategy to rebuild and sustain the workforce.63 According to FAA's 2026-2028 Air Traffic Controller Workforce Plan, the FY2026 total staffing target is roughly 12,500 controllers, based on forecast air traffic demand.64 Currently, about 11,000 fully certified controllers are deployed and another 4,000 are in the training pipeline, including about 1,000 certified controllers who have transferred facilities and must train to learn the airspace and procedures of the new location.65 FAA's hiring targets have been set to reach the target staffing level and to also account for replacements due to retirements, resignations, and anticipated trainee attrition. The controller hiring targets reflecting these considerations have been set at 2,200 for FY2026, 2,300 for FY2027, and 2,400 for FY2028.66

In FY2025, FAA implemented retention bonuses to help retain experienced retirement-eligible controllers.67 Generally, controllers may retire with full benefits after 25 years of service and are subject to mandatory retirement at age 56; these bonuses primarily target controllers with 25 years of service who are under age 56, although some controllers with less than 25 years of service as an air traffic controller who may qualify for retirement on the basis of other government or military service may also be eligible.

Both the hiring surge and retention initiatives are intended to alleviate air traffic controller shortages. The controller shortage has contributed to increased reliance on overtime in recent years. Reliance on overtime can become more pronounced during a shutdown because of the higher numbers of callouts that may arise. Stress and financial hardship may become more pronounced when controllers are required to continue working without pay until appropriations are enacted, and these effects may be compounded by demands to work additional overtime hours. In its 2026-2028 Air Traffic Controller Workforce Plan, FAA identified potential improvements to workforce utilization and scheduling as one of the most significant opportunities to improve operational performance, highlighting the future use of automation tools for workforce scheduling as a significant focus area for improvement.68 Two options that could help FAA improve resilience to impacts of a sustained government shutdown in the future are (1) a larger, more stable controller workforce and (2) improvements to scheduling tools that could help FAA improve air traffic controller overtime utilization.



Aviation Safety Oversight

During the 2018-2019 partial government shutdown, most aviation safety inspectors were initially furloughed. Inspectors were recalled on a rolling basis as needed to assure operational safety. FAA utilized both temporary and permanent recalls of inspection personnel throughout the shutdown. During the first week of the shutdown, 21 inspectors were recalled; by January 2, 2019, 12 days into the shutdown, 36 had been recalled. Thereafter, FAA continued to increase the number of inspectors recalled. By the final week of the shutdown, beginning on January 21, 2019, FAA had recalled a total of 2,148 inspectors, about half of its aviation safety inspector workforce at the time.69 In addition, over the course of the shutdown, FAA recalled 27 inspectors working on aircraft certification, with the majority of those recalls occurring during the fourth week of the shutdown, the week of January 14, 2019. FAA stated that the number of Safety Assurance System inspection items and Flight Standards Service safety inspector activities both decreased during the shutdown compared with previous years.

In contrast, during the October-November 2025 shutdown, most aviation safety oversight functions were deemed to be excepted from furlough, and these activities generally continued during the shutdown period. While routine aviation safety inspection activities continued, some industry groups raised concerns regarding shutdown impacts on aircraft and operator certification activities, which in some cases delayed business expansion for operators, and potential longer-term impacts on FAA's ability to retain its high-skilled inspector workforce and recruit future talent.70




TSA Aviation Security Functions

During lapses in appropriations, TSA has asserted that the resulting pause in pay disbursements imposes significant personal financial burdens for many TSA screeners and other personnel who work while their pay is deferred.71 These financial strains are associated with increased callouts and resignations during shutdowns, which can lead to closures of screening lanes and increased wait times for passengers. Although screeners and most other TSA personnel had their pay paused for the duration of the October-November 2025 shutdown and for a portion of the February-April 2026 partial shutdown, FAMS and most other law enforcement personnel across DHS were paid from funds allocated in the FY2025 reconciliation law. While TSA screeners and other excepted TSA employees initially went without paychecks during the 2026 shutdown, on March 27, 2026, President Trump issued a presidential memorandum directing DHS, in coordination with OMB, to "use funds that have a reasonable and logical nexus to TSA operations to provide TSA employees with the compensation and benefits that would have accrued to them."72

During the 43-day shutdown in October and November 2025, around 1,100 screeners separated from TSA, a year-over-year increase of about 25% compared with the same period in 2024.73 On March 25, 2026, Ha McNeill, the senior official performing the duties of the TSA administrator, testified that about 460 TSA screeners had resigned in the five-week period since the beginning of the DHS funding lapse that began on February 14, 2026. Nationwide daily callout rates among TSA screeners increased from around 4% before the 2026 shutdown to 11% on average during shutdown days in February and March. Some airports reported callout rates as high as 40%-50% on certain days in March 2026, according to McNeill's testimony.74 It was reported that on March 24, 2026, TSA worker callout rates at specific airports included 36% absent at Louis Armstrong New Orleans International Airport (MSY); 37% at both John F. Kennedy International Airport (JFK) and Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport (ATL); 40% at William P. Hobby Airport (HOU); and 43% at George Bush Intercontinental Airport (IAH).75 Passenger wait times in queues for TSA screening checkpoints were reported as being as long as 3.5 hours at HOU and 4 hours at IAH, both serving Houston, TX, and the surrounding area.76

During the 2018-2019 partial government shutdown, unscheduled absences also rose, with an average callout rate of 7.4% between January 14 and January 24, 2019. This was more than twice the average callout rate of 3.3% during the same period in 2018.77 TSA reported isolated impacts on passenger wait times across the system due to reduced staffing. At the national level, TSA determined that the average passenger wait time at regular checkpoints between December 22, 2018, and January 25, 2019, was 4.59 minutes, compared with 4.65 minutes during the same period one year earlier. Pre-Check passengers experienced an average wait time of 1.57 minutes versus 1.62 minutes one year prior.78

Passengers at certain airports experienced extended wait times at security checkpoints. According to the TSA statements reporting checkpoint operations at the busiest 42 U.S. airports between January 14 and January 24, ATL experienced the longest wait times, with the most frequent exceeding 30 minutes. Minneapolis-Saint Paul International Airport (MSP) came in second, with average wait times exceeding 30 minutes on four separate days, and Baltimore/Washington International Thurgood Marshall Airport (BWI) experienced wait times in excess of 30 minutes on two out of the eleven days examined. Wait times reached 88 minutes at ATL on January 14, but thereafter remained in the range of 39-47 minutes, and wait times at Detroit Metropolitan Wayne County Airport (DTW) reached 78 minutes on January 23. These delays observed in January 2019 were lower than the multi-hour wait times reported at some airports in February and March 2026.

TSA paused screener hiring and training during the 2025 and 2026 shutdowns. TSA raised concerns that attrition combined with a pause in hiring and training created significant readiness and operational challenges. TSA noted that hiring and onboarding screeners, a process that involves interviews, assessments, background checks, and a comprehensive training program, typically requires about 4-6 months to ensure that new hires are fully qualified to perform security screening functions.79 As a consequence, losses due to increased attrition during a government shutdown cannot be quickly filled, and the lag in filling these positions can be exacerbated by potential backlogs in onboarding and training new hires, a situation that can persist for several months beyond the end of a shutdown. The timing of the February-March 2026 partial shutdown was cited as particularly concerning due to the need to prepare for increased air travel demand surrounding spring break and the World Cup soccer tournament and to hire and train sufficient numbers of screeners to meet these demands and address the increased attrition rates.80

During the 2018-2019 partial government shutdown, TSA recalled more than 200 employees to mitigate impacts on hiring, onboarding, and training. This included 129 people to support continued hiring of screeners and 82 training instructors to conduct basic training program classes that began on December 31, 2018, at the TSA Academy at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center in Glynco, GA.81



Airports, Airlines, and Related Businesses

Longer waits at security lines and delayed and canceled flights may result in lost work time and productivity for travelers, although CRS is not aware of any quantitative assessment of this. Immediate impacts on airlines, airports, and related businesses were primarily the result of reduced government, business, and leisure travelers. In addition to lost revenue from airline passengers, including federal workers and government contractors whose air travel is usually canceled during a government shutdown, airport vendors may have forgone a portion of their revenue that derives from federal workers at airports, such as TSA security screeners, who may make fewer food purchases and other consumer transactions because of their lack of income during a shutdown.82

Although the immediate effects of a government shutdown to aviation operations and air travel tend to be limited, negative impact on air travel can become more pronounced during a prolonged shutdown when TSA screeners and/or FAA air traffic controllers begin to miss work shifts. For example, during the 2018-2019 shutdown, the increase in unscheduled absences contributed to longer wait times at airport security checkpoints, discussed above, and temporary closures of parts of terminals or concourses at certain airports due to lack of TSA staff.

Airlines and other aircraft operators, including charter operators and other companies requiring FAA operator certification, may face delays in adding new planned routes and new aircraft during a shutdown, as these actions typically require FAA approvals that may be delayed or disrupted because of staff furloughs. Additionally, aircraft and aircraft component manufacturers may face delays obtaining FAA approvals for design modifications, changes to production processes, and other actions requiring FAA certification actions. This could result in delays in the delivery of aircraft, aircraft engines, and certain aircraft parts, which could impact airline service and schedules long after a shutdown ends. Similarly, approvals for new aircraft maintenance facilities or the expansion of existing aircraft maintenance facilities may face certification delays during a shutdown due to the reduced FAA staffing previously discussed. This could affect passenger and cargo airlines and other aircraft operators who may face longer down times before aircraft can be returned to service.83 While these types of disruptions have been mentioned by the aviation industry, CRS has not identified specific data or quantifiable examples of how a shutdown may affect FAA certification activities relating to airlines, other aircraft operators, maintenance facilities, and aviation manufacturing.


Partial Closures of Airport Terminals and Concourses During 2019 Shutdown

Increased wait times and partial closures of terminals and concourses during the 2019 shutdown were reported at multiple major airports across the United States, including IAH, Miami International Airport (MIA), Washington Dulles International Airport (IAD), and ATL.84 CRS obtained confirmation from the Airport Council International-North America that these airports temporarily closed parts of their terminals or concourses to mitigate TSA staffing shortages.

For example, on Monday, January 14, the day that passengers at ATL reportedly experienced the record 88-minute wait time at security checkpoints, at least six lanes at domestic terminal checkpoints were closed due to lack of TSA staff.85 When MIA closed a terminal for departures, it remained open for arrivals. This allowed TSA to direct screeners to other security checkpoints at the airport so that those posts could be fully staffed. At IAD, one of the two main security checkpoints was temporarily closed due to a snowstorm. The snowstorm resulted in more employees calling in sick, which exacerbated the TSA staffing shortage.86



Flight Delays and Temporary Flight Reductions During 2025 Shutdown

Starting on November 7, 2025, FAA implemented emergency orders reducing daily scheduled domestic flights across 40 high traffic airports; the orders were lifted on November 17, 2025, as normal operations commenced.87 These flight reductions, as stated by Airlines for America (A4A), a trade organization representing several major U.S. air carriers, exacerbated the operational disruptions that airlines were experiencing from delays due to reduced air traffic controller staffing. A4A indicated that its member airlines "incurred more than 15,600 staffing-related delays and more than 7,100 staffing-related flight cancellations, disrupting 2.3 million passengers.… At the 40 target airports, applying the 6 percent directive translates to approximately 875 cancellations and 60,000 disrupted passengers per day[,] which is more than 13 times the normal rate [emphasis removed]."88

Additionally, A4A noted broad "secondary impacts" that were triggered by air traffic controller staffing issues:

In many instances, even those passengers who successfully reach their destination encountered long departure delays, extended tarmac times and highly unpredictable arrival times. For the airlines, many flight crews were timing out (per regulated limits) or missing connections because of late aircraft arrivals and equipment mis-positioning.89

Travel agencies also felt the impact from travel disruptions induced by government shutdowns, as reported by the American Society of Travel Advisors:

Travel advisors overwhelmingly reported that the shutdown created significant financial strain for their agencies, largely due to widespread flight disruptions that required hours of unpaid rebooking work and lost commissions when trips were canceled. Many advisors noted a sharp decline in new bookings, with clients delaying or abandoning travel plans entirely because of uncertainty, fear of being stranded, or financial stress from missed paychecks. For Federal government employees and contractors hit directly by loss of pay, even long-planned vacations were canceled in order to free up funds for basic living expenses.… In fact, nearly two-thirds reported clients delaying travel decisions. The hesitation spanned both leisure and business travelers and resulted in revenue drops averaging 25 percent for agencies.90





Potential Legislative Actions

Members of Congress may or may not opt to pass legislation to mitigate potential impacts that might be caused by a future government shutdown. Appropriators might decide that "the existing array of statutes and chamber rules strikes the appropriate balance between continuing government services and asserting Congress's power of the purse."91 Congress could choose to establish in permanent law that stop-gap appropriations become available upon a lapse in regular appropriations. Congress could opt to fund certain functions while it continues deliberations on broader government funding during a lapse.

Following the 2018-2019 shutdown, some Members of Congress introduced bills aiming to prevent future shutdowns and mitigate their effects on federal workers and the economy. For example, the Government Shutdown Prevention Act of 2019 (S. 147) and the Ban Government Shutdowns Act (H.R. 809), both introduced in the 116th Congress, sought to avoid funding gaps by providing temporary continuing appropriations if regular appropriations bills were not passed on time.

Some Members of Congress introduced bills to ensure the continuation of aviation operations during the lapse in appropriations from October 1, 2025, through FY2026, until funding by normal appropriations was restored. Some bills focused on continuing appropriations to pay essential government workers or essential FAA and TSA personnel during a shutdown, while others offered to establish certain types of automatic CRs that would provide a fallback funding source for ATC operations and other core aviation safety operations in the event of potential funding gaps. The bills discussed below show some legislative routes Congress could consider.

The Shutdown Fairness Act (S. 3012) would have provided appropriations for federal agencies to pay excepted employees during a government shutdown in FY2026. The bill specifies that the term excepted employee  includes certain contractors who support federal employees during a government shutdown and members of the Armed Forces who are on active duty. The Keep America Flying Act of 2026 (H.R. 5851, S. 3031), introduced in October 2025, would have provided continuing appropriations to pay FAA air traffic controllers and other essential FAA employees and contractors, as well as TSA employees and contractors engaged in screening operations and other aviation security duties, in the event of a government shutdown in FY2026.


Legislative Proposals Focused on FAA

Two bills introduced in November 2025 would provide appropriations for FAA ATC and core aviation safety operations during future government shutdowns, albeit from different funding sources. The Aviation Funding Stability Act (S. 1045) would tap into the AATF, while the Aviation Funding Solvency Act (H.R. 6086) would provide funding derived from the Aviation Insurance Revolving Fund as long as the fund maintains a minimum balance of $1 billion.92 H.R. 6086 would also permanently reauthorize the FAA non-premium war risk insurance program, which provides war risk insurance without premium to commercial carriers engaged in operations deemed essential to support U.S. foreign policy or national security. The program is scheduled to expire at the end of FY2028.93

The Aviation Education Remaining Operational (AERO) Act (H.R. 2563) would mandate that the FAA Academy in Oklahoma City, OK, including air traffic controller training conducted there, remains open for the duration of any lapse in FAA appropriations. It would require that all FAA employees providing services to the academy and students at the academy be excepted from furlough during a lapse in FAA appropriations.



Legislative Proposals Focused on TSA

The Transportation Security Administration Pay Act of 2026 (S. 4073, S. 4127) sought to appropriate for FY2026 any Treasury funds not otherwise appropriated to provide for pay and benefits to TSA employees covering a period beginning on February 14, 2026, and would have been applied retroactively as if enacted on February 13, 2026. The use of these appropriated amounts was to be limited to TSA employees affected by the lapse in appropriations during the partial shutdown that began on February 14, 2026, and would have been charged against any future amounts appropriated to TSA once enacted into law. The special appropriations that would have been made available under the terms of the bill and the corresponding authority to pay TSA personnel from those appropriations would have terminated once a subsequent TSA appropriations measure was enacted or at the conclusion of FY2026.

The Pay TSA Act of 2026 (H.R. 7941) would repeal the current use of passenger security fees as offsetting receipts for deficit reduction (see "Transportation Security Administration Funding") and instead would establish a Transportation Security Trust Fund to be funded by passenger security fees. Under the provisions of the bill, all money deposited in the fund would be available, without further appropriation and without any fiscal year limitation, for funding salaries and benefits of TSA personnel; TSA training and workforce support; passenger and baggage screening operations; checkpoint and screening technology; airport security infrastructure and equipment; and research, development, and deployment of advanced aviation security systems. Under the proposal, whenever there is a lapse in TSA appropriations, money in the fund would remain available, and language in the bill would expressly prioritize use of money in the fund for salaries, benefits, and overtime compensation for TSA screeners; maintaining staffing levels at aviation security screening checkpoints; and other operational expenses directly supporting frontline aviation security personnel. Once these objectives were met, the bill would allow for secondary use of funds for the procurement, deployment, and sustainment of checkpoint technology; baggage screening equipment and related infrastructure; maintenance and modernization of airport security systems; and grants to airports for aviation security technology improvements. The bill would also establish an Aviation Security Technology and Infrastructure account to support aviation security technology and infrastructure modernization.
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