Request for Information (RFI): Flight Information Services (FIS) Data Link Communication Services
In response to desires expressed by the user community, and in keeping with the agency’s commitment to work with industry, the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) is seeking information on industry capabilities to utilize digital data link communication services for the provision of FIS informational products (from ground station to aircraft) within the National Air Space (NAS) boundaries controlled by the FAA.  This includes meteorological information, both textual and graphical format, and other noncontrol, flight advisory information (e.g., Notices to Airmen and Special Use Airspace status).  This information is needed by pilots to effect improved decision-making and enhanced situational awareness, resulting in improved NAS safety and efficiency.

The FAA intends to work with the service provider industry and aircraft operators to create an environment in which affordable FIS data link products and services can be made available.  The FAA will lend assistance in identifying and petitioning the FCC for appropriate frequency spectrum, establishing FIS standards, providing ATC personnel training, and establishing FIS implementation guidance.

On May 1, 1998, FAA Administrator, Jane Garvey, approved the FAA Airborne Flight Information Services Policy Statement (See Attachment).  This policy statement identifies, in broad terms, the FAA’s expectations for establishing initial FIS data link services.  In a cooperative effort with industry through the General Aviation Coalition, the process for identification of the FIS frequency spectrum has been initiated.

The following is provided as guidance criteria in establishing FIS Data Link Communications Services:

1. FIS multi-site operating capabilities are planned to commence no more than one year from partnership agreement to include the date that FIS frequencies are identified.

2. The FAA plans no capital investment costs to the FAA in establishing this service.

3. The introduction of this service will not replace any existing NAS voice-radio systems or services, and no immediate changes to NAS procedures are planned.

4. A broadcast (one-way uplink) communications infrastructure is assumed to ensure the least cost (most affordable) avionics for users, and to provide the best opportunity for optimal coverage with potential multiple vendors using the spectrum available.

5. Communications coverage and user access should be at least equivalent to the current FAA Enroute Flight Advisory Service (EFAS) voice service (Flight Watch).

6. The data broadcast architecture should be based on a repetitive cycle such that the pilot will receive the entire broadcast content within minimum time (e.g., 5 minutes) after cockpit systems turn-on.  The content of the broadcast should be continuously updated.  New data received into the data base source should be incorporated into the broadcast during the next full data broadcast cycle.  The broadcast should include sufficient data for inclusive local/regional strategic flight planning and regional/national outlooks.  For general aviation support, the detailed local/regional data should cover at least 200-300nm radius of the transmitter location.

7. At a minimum, the following textual products are considered to be Basic Products and should therefore be provided to the users at no fee:  METAR, TAF, SIGMET, Convective SIGMET, AIRMET, and Urgent PIREP.  Only those current products which support on-going flight operations need to be transmitted (e.g., current plus six hours of the TAF).

8. All FIS data link products and services must be based on acceptable data sources.  These include NEXRAD products available from the national NIDS vendors and all meteorological observations and forecast products available through NOAA/NWS, FAA, or DOD.  Consistent information and data parity among all NAS users (FAA controllers and specialists, airline/corporate dispatchers, and pilots) is essential.

9. Private partner access to NAS status (e.g., NOTAMS, Special Use Airspace) and Federal meteorological data through the FAA will be provided through NADIN II connectivity.  Private partner(s) may use any other source for acceptable data provided such access does not introduce any significant additional latency in the data when received in the cockpit.

10. Standards and guidelines for FIS-Broadcast data link delivery and data link applications are being developed through the RTCA Special Committee 169, Working Group 3.  Final drafts of those specifications are planned by October 1998.

As previously stated, the FAA envisions that the FIS service provider(s) will absorb any costs associated with obtaining or accessing any weather products that will be data linked to FIS users.  The FAA will make NAS status and existing Federal meteorological data available at no cost.  There may be instances where candidate weather products or services are not owned by the FAA or may not be readily accessible.  The service provider(s) may procure such products or services commercially.

The FAA’s business approach for implementing FIS is that the Government will provide industry partners with the FIS frequency spectrum and dedicate agency personnel resources.  The business incentive for service providers will be the profit potential created through utilization of the FIS frequency spectrum to data link value-added FIS related products for a fee.  A key objective for establishing FIS data link services is to improve the safety and efficiency of flight operations by providing pilots reliable information on hazardous weather and flight conditions.  Thus, the FAA is seeking those private partnership approaches that provide the best opportunity for maximizing aircraft equipage and encouraging pilot access/use while pursuing aggressive implementation schedules.

At a minimum, FIS submissions should address the following aspects of the system; including comments and/or alternatives to the guidance criteria outlined above:

1. Basic Service Definition.

Describe your proposed Basic Products and Value-added Products/Services.

Describe how you plan to bill for Value-added Products (e.g., per product, per hour, per month) and their anticipated cost.  How will you monitor these fees? Would there be a need to coordinate billing with other vendors, if there are multiple private partners?  How would this be accomplished?

What assumptions have you made about the customer base required for your success?  How many years must the partnership agreement providing the frequencies run, at a minimum, to amortize the investment in the ground system and make your business model feasible?  Do you anticipate that the customer base will be adequate to support more than one private partnership in any given communications service volume?

2. System Architecture.

Describe the data link to be used in your proposed system.  Include the technology used, band width, anticipated loading, and communications and processing times to receive and format messages.  Describe how your system would use the allotted frequencies: one 25 KHz frequency, two 25 KHz co-channels, and/or all four 25 KHz channels.

Describe the architecture of your proposed system, including the concept for connection management from ground station to ground station.

Describe the number of current and/or planned broadcast sites and their installation/implementation schedule.  Describe the CONUS, Alaska, and Hawaii coverage to be provided.

Describe how your system will ensure a seamless transition as aircraft cross from region to region, if multiple partnerships are awarded. For example, how many frequencies would be used?  Will pilots have to tune manually?  Will the avionics scan defined frequencies transparently to pilots?  Will tuning commands come from the ground?

Describe how your system will be compatible with the existing NAS VHF air/ground communications systems and the planned VDL Modes 2 and 3.

Describe your concept for monitoring the system status and recovery from any outages.

Describe your concept for ensuring system security and data link communications integrity.  How will you provide for virus protection, and prevent unauthorized system access and data manipulation?

3. Avionics Description.

Describe the avionics required to receive and display your FIS information.  List vendors and the anticipated cost of their system.  Include pictures of sample displays.

4. Product Description.

Describe each product that your proposed system provides.

Include a description of the information contained in the product, its source, its resolution, its geographic coverage, its average file size, and its broadcast transmission cycle.

Will you require access to FAA FIS data sources?  If the FAA is not the source of a product, describe how it is generated and age of the data used.  Indicate whether you consider the product as part of the basic or value-added service.

Although FIS implementation plans are still evolving, it is the agency’s policy to provide industry as much pertinent information as early as possible.  In doing so, it is hoped that interested parties will use this information to initiate teaming arrangements or other business decisions.  A very important purpose of this RFI is to facilitate early involvement by industry in the development of FIS requirements.  The RFI will also serve as a means of gaining an awareness of available market capabilities and to gauge industry’s level of interest in working with the FAA to make FIS products available to all NAS users.  In addition to comments on FIS technical requirements and capabilities, industry input on the FAA’s planned business approach for acquiring data linked FIS products is strongly encouraged.  The FAA will continue to keep industry informed through future announcements.

Government personnel from the Communications, Navigation and Surveillance Division of the Air Traffic and Operational Requirements Divisions along with the Aeronautical Data Link Product Team (AND-720) will evaluate all submitted material.  Authorized points of contact to resolve issues and answer questions of FAA personnel will be made available to respondents.  The Government will not pay for submissions in response to this RFI or any resultant questions stemming from the submissions.  Electronic submission is encouraged, but not required. All submissions received by the FAA will be treated as Proprietary Information unless otherwise requested by the individual submitter.

Submissions should be kept to no more than 20 pages.  The FAA requests that submissions to this RFI be received no later than 4:00 p.m. on October 16, 1998.  Electronic submissions should be made to e-mail address “barbara.doherty@faa.dot.gov” or “eugene.johnson@faa.dot.gov”.  Submission by regular mail should use the following address: Federal Aviation Administration, ATTN:  Barbara Doherty/Eugene Johnson, ASU-310, 800 Independence Ave., SW, Washington, DC 20591.    Either Contracting Officer may be reached by fax at (202) 493-5038.

FAA ADMINISTRATOR’S 

Airborne Flight Information Services Policy Statement

Flight Information Services (FIS) are defined as the noncontrol, advisory information needed by pilots to operate more safely and efficiently in the National Airspace System (NAS) and in international airspace.  Flight information services include information necessary for continued safe flight and for flight planning, whether in the air or on the ground.  The FAA’s goal for FIS in the cockpit is to use digital data link to deliver information to the pilot, and in doing so, improve safety, reduce costs to users and the FAA, and increase the utility, efficiency, and capacity of the NAS.  The timely provision of high quality, accurate, and consistent information is essential to support sound operational decisions by pilots, controllers, and dispatchers.

Initial FIS products for delivery to the cockpit include information on the status of  the NAS ( Notices to Airmen and Special Use Airspace) and meteorological information, both in textual as well as graphical format.  This policy supports the inherent efficiency of providing certain FIS through automated data communications to complement, not replace, existing voice communications.  

The FAA’s objective is to ensure development and provision of services for sending FIS to aircraft via data link. In the constrained Federal budget environment under which the FAA is operating, this new service is dependent on a public/private partnership to provide affordable FIS products.  The FAA will utilize private sector’s FIS capabilities to the maximum extent possible to bring FIS services and products to the marketplace quickly and efficiently.  Therefore, future FIS services should be multi-tiered, with certain services and products being provided by the Government and others by the private sector.  The FAA will seek a mix of private and public services that provides the most reasonable combination of cost and efficiency that is beneficial to the users. 

Under the framework provided by this policy statement, the roles and responsibilities of the Government, industry, and the users are as follow: 

a)  FAA:

i)  will make NAS status and existing Federal meteorological data equally accessible to all aeronautical users, including service providers;

ii)  will work with industry to develop a joint petition to the Federal Communications Commission to assign four 25 kHz radio frequency channels in the 136.0-136.9 MHz VHF spectrum and select qualified vendor(s) on a competitive basis to be the providers of FIS services;

iii)  will work with other Government agencies, users, and industry to develop a common set of human factors guidelines and standards for the display and training associated with use of FIS products in the cockpit;

iv)  will lead and coordinate establishment of national and international standards and operational procedures for delivery of FIS via data link, ensuring interoperability between various FIS capabilities and service providers; and

v)  will conduct an investment analysis to determine the feasibility of establishing an electronic Pilot Report system in the same service volume as the uplink FIS in this policy.

b)  Industry:

i)  will provide ground infrastructure (i.e., ground servers and data link transmitters) needed to get products to the aircraft as well as avionics needed to process and display products in the cockpit;  

ii)  will provide basic FIS products and services to all properly equipped users at no direct cost to Government and users; and

iii)  will provide value-added products for fee based on user demand.

c)  Users:

i)  will acquire avionics at their own cost;

ii)  will receive basic products at no cost; and

iii)  will pay for value-added products.

The FAA intends to use VHF Data Link (VDL) Mode 2 capability for non-time-critical data link messaging and subsequently to transition to VDL Mode 3 data and voice capability as part of a multimode data communications architecture that uses the aeronautical telecommunications network and which will support future requirements for FIS. 

In the interim and consistent with this policy statement, the FAA will work with the user community and private industry to define the basic FIS products and services to be provided via data link at no cost to users or the Government.  For this purpose, the FAA will allow the use of current technology radios (including those with aviation standards and those otherwise approved by the FAA under the Type Certification or Supplemental Type Certification process) to meet standards designed to satisfy the requirements of civil aviation safety services.  Radio frequency spectrum allocated and protected for aeronautical safety service will be used to provide FIS data link services.  In addition, spectrum engineering criteria for FIS data link services that also ensure protection to existing and planned systems in the spectrum will be used.  

The FAA recognizes it is likely that flight information may become available to aircraft through various other radio links.  Those systems that do not operate within the spectrum dedicated to aviation cannot be certified by FAA for safety services.

The FAA will not enter the market in the future by providing competing tailored-to-flight FIS products without a thorough evaluation of the impact on the commercial providers’ and users’ safety.   

\\ Signed\\

Jane F. Garvey

Administrator

