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Grand Canyon National Park Benefits From Latest 
Rules Released By The FAA

The Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) today released a set of rules designed to reduce the noise from 
air tour aircraft in Grand Canyon National Park (GCNP) by redirecting routes from especially sensitive areas 
of the park and temporarily limiting additional growth in commercial air tour operations. The new 
regulations will bring the park closer to achieving the goal of "substantial restoration of natural quiet" 
congressionally mandated by Public Law 100-91 (1987), known as the National Parks Overflights Act.

"This is the first time a limitation has been put on the number of commercial air tour operations in the Grand 
Canyon Special Flight Rules Area," stated Park Superintendent Robert Arnberger. "With this operations 
limitation, the agencies' goal is to prevent acoustic conditions from further deterioration, while the National 
Park Service and FAA analyze noise conditions and design a comprehensive noise management plan. This 
plan is essential to the park's long range efforts to achieve the goal of substantially restoring natural quiet."

The NPS defines natural quiet as the natural ambient sound conditions (e.g., the naturally occurring, non-
mechanized sounds) found in the park, and defines substantial restoration as over half of the park meeting 
those conditions more than three-fourths of each day. The regulations were developed by the two agencies 
over the past two and a half years and included public input and extensive consultation with Native 
American tribes.

The rules released today include: a notice of availability that modifies the air tour routes; a final rule 
modifying the dimensions of the Grand Canyon National Park Special Flight Rules Area (SFRA) and 
expanding Flight Free Zones (FFZ); and a final rule that limits the number of commercial air tours that may 
be conducted in the SFRA and revises reporting requirements for commercial air tours in the SFRA. 
Additionally, the FAA released a final Supplemental Environmental Assessment (SEA) and Finding of No 
Significant Impact (FONSI). These rules are collectively known as Federal Aviation Regulation 93, Subpart 
U (FAR 93). The modifications of the dimensions rule will go into effect later this year; the commercial air 
tour limitation rule will become effective 30 days after the rule has been signed.

The Notice of Availability of Routes in Grand Canyon National Park modifies the air tour routes. The 
changes simplify the commercial sightseeing route structure, consolidate noise and provide greater 
protection to Native American traditional cultural properties by redirecting air tours away from the most 
sensitive sites. The rule also increases the SFRA's maximum flight elevation (altitude) from 14,499 feet to 
17,999 feet mean sea level to more accurately capture commercial SFRA operations.

One rule, Modifications of the Dimensions of the Grand Canyon National Park Special Flight Rules Area 
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and Flight Free Zones, modifies the eastern portion of the SFRA and the Desert View FFZ; and modifies the 
Sanup FFZ to provide for a commercial air tour route over the northwestern section of Grand Canyon 
National Park. These modifications increase the total area of the park under the FFZs from approximately 45 
percent to approximately 75 percent and place nearly 100 percent of the park within the SFRA boundary. 
Under this rule, a provisional incentive flight corridor is reinstated through the Bright Angel FFZ for future 
use by noise efficient/quiet technology aircraft. In the future, air tour aircraft that meet stricter noise 
standards, which are currently being developed, would be allowed to use this corridor.

The second rule, Commercial Air Tour Limitation in the Grand Canyon National Park Special Flight Rules 
Area, is to prevent air tour-produced noise levels from increasing while a comprehensive noise management 
plan is developed; noise levels are prevented from increasing by preventing the number of flights from 
increasing. The rule requires an air tour operator to have an allocation to conduct commercial air tours in the 
SFRA; allocations are based on the number of commercial air tours reported during the period of May 1, 
1997 through April 30, 1998. An allocation may be used any day during the year. Allocations for flights in 
the Zuni Point and Dragon Corridors may be used anywhere in the SFRA; allocations, however, may not be 
transferred to the Zuni Point or Dragon Corridors. This rule establishes definitions for commercial air tours, 
as well as transportation, repositioning, maintenance, training and Grand Canyon West flights. The 
limitations established here only apply to commercial air tour flights and not other commercial flights in the 
SFRA such as transportation, repositioning, maintenance, training or Grand Canyon West flights. 
Approximately 90,000 commercial air tours were reported between May 1997 to April 1998. The FAA 
estimates that all SFRA operations total approximately 120,000 flights annually. This rule also revises the 
reporting requirements to include data on all commercial SFRA operations. Additionally, the curfews 
established in the FAA's 1996 rule in the Zuni Point and Dragon Corridors are amended to include all 
commercial SFRA operations.

The FAA has also issued a final SEA that assesses the environmental impact of the route modifications, the 
commercial air tour limitation and the airspace modifications. A FONSI was issued by the FAA based on the 
final SEA and after careful review of public comments to the draft SEA.

The new rules will replace the existing regulations, known as Special Federal Aviation Regulation (SFAR) 
50-2 and allow for the continuation of air tours over the park.

Protection of park resources is frequently achieved by limiting access to, or use of, certain resources. Air 
tour visitors have been the only "specialized" park visitors (i.e., river rafters, mule riders, backcountry 
campers, overnight guests, etc.) that are not limited in number. Superintendent Arnberger stated, "Although 
the impacts may be different than those caused by visitors on the ground, air tourism and air tour aircraft-
produced noises have significant resource and environmental impacts. We are working to manage those 
flights for the protection of park resources and to provide a quality experience to all park visitors."

Today's set of rules are the latest in a series of steps taken by the two agencies, and brings the National Park 
Service closer to achieving the statutory mandate of Public Law 100-91.

Copies of the documents can be obtained by submitting a request to the FAA Office of Rulemaking, 800 
Independence Avenue SW, Washington, D.C. 20591 or by calling the FAA at (202) 267-9677. Internet users 
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may access the FAA's Internet site at http://www.faa.gov/ or the Federal Register's Internet site at http://
www.gpoaccess.gov/fr/index.html
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Go to Aircraft Overflight Documents 
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