Congress of the United States
Washington, BE 20513

December 17, 2025

Mitch Behm

Acting Inspector General

Office of Inspector General

U.S. Department of Transportation
1200 New Jersey Ave SE
Washington DC 20590

Dear Acting Inspector General Behm:

Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy is a former airline industry lobbyist, and, now as head of
the U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT), has steadily eliminated passenger protection rules
that are strongly opposed by the airline industry. We request that the DOT’s Office of Inspector
General (OIG) investigate whether Secretary Duffy has violated federal ethics law by improperly
assisting the industry he previously represented. Secretary Duffy’s actions are poised to have
real-world implications: this holiday season, as Americans face flight delays and cancelations,
they may be denied compensation from airlines because of a top regulator’s potential bias and
favoritism toward an industry that formerly employed him.

Even as Americans face higher prices almost everywhere — including for air travel — the DOT
has made air travel more expensive and burdensome for customers. On November 17, 2025,
DOT eliminated protections that would have required airlines to automatically send passengers
between $200-$775 in cash payments for delays of more than 3 hours caused by the airline.'
These payments were designed to compensate for costs to passengers arising from delays,
potentially including reimbursements for hotels, airport meals, airport parking, and more.
Similarly, on December 5, 2025, DOT halted a rule that required airlines to refund travelers
when they canceled flights and rebooked passengers with a different flight number.? Completing
the trifecta, on December 10, 2025, DOT released new guidance informing airlines that they no
longer have to compensate passengers for expenses incurred as a result of delays and
cancellations caused by aircraft recalls.” Also this year, DOT announced it would pause requiring
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airlines to reimburse the 15,000 passengers whose wheelchairs they damage each year.* DOT has
also decided to let Southwest Airlines off the hook following the airline’s 2022 holiday
meltdown that stranded two million customers, announcing that it would waive the landmark fine
imposed by the previous Secretary of Transportation.” These moves all appear to reflect DOT’s
new priority of placing the potential “financial burden on airlines” ahead of the “significant
inconvenience, stress, and financial cost” facing the millions of passengers impacted by flight
delays and cancellations each year.°

The impact of these changes will hit travelers right in the wallet: airlines will keep billions of
extra dollars that otherwise would have gone toward reimbursing Americans who the industry
has left stranded in airports across the country.’

These wins for airlines were delivered by a former industry lobbyist who now leads DOT,
Secretary Duffy. Before entering the Trump Administration, Secretary Duffy worked for the
lobbying firm BGR Government Affairs for years.® In 2020, he was a registered lobbyist for the
airline industry coalition Partnership for Open Skies,” whose members include American
Airlines, Delta Air Lines, and United Airlines,'® and his firm was paid $70,000 for that
representation. '' Since then, Secretary Duffy has been a paid consultant for the airline coalition
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as recently as 2024."> This representation as both a lobbyist and consultant may have left
Secretary Duffy with a bias in favor of the industry he now regulates. Secretary Duffy appears to
also maintain a relationship with his former lobbying firm, BGR; as of last year, he was a
member of BGR’s advisory board and a consultant for BGR clients, and just last weekend, he
reportedly attended a sporting event in the suite of BGR’s managing director."

We are very concerned that Secretary Duffy may have eliminated protections for American
travelers not based on impartial policy assessments and the good of the flying public, but, at least
in part, as a result of conflicts of interest and potential bias related to his former client’s airline
members. Those same airlines fought against the passenger protection rules, suing to kill some of
them in court,'" and urging in regulatory filings that they be “terminated.”"® Then when President
Trump named Secretary Duffy as his intended nominee, Delta Air Lines welcomed the
announcement as a “breath of fresh air”'® — and since then has paid Secretary Duffy’s former
employer hundreds of thousands of dollars to lobby his department.'” Similarly, the airlines’ trade
association announced that it was “thrilled” and “eager to collaborate with [Duffy].”'® That
collaboration appears to have paid off for the airlines, potentially contributing to the revocation
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of rules that would have put money back into Americans’ pockets. It has also paid off for BGR,
which expanded its portfolio of clients seeking to lobby DOT after its former employee became
head of the department."

Given our concerns about the impact of bias and conflicts of interest, and whether they may have
affected the DOT rulemaking process, we ask your office to evaluate the Secretary’s compliance
with federal ethics laws, and his involvement in regulatory matters that may have affected his
previous clients. Conflict-of-interest rules require employees not to participate in particular
matters in which they? or their recent or prospective employers®' have a financial interest, and
direct them to avoid circumstances that create an appearance of impropriety to reasonable
observers.* In his ethics agreement, Secretary Duffy agreed not to participate for one year in
specific-party matters in which his former employer BGR is involved. He also agreed “not [to]
participate personally and substantially in any particular matter involving specific parties in
which ... a former client ... is a party or represents a party for a period of one year” following
the end of his work with them.” However, DOT’s dismantling of consumer protections opposed
by Secretary Duffy’s former airline client’s members — at least one of which BGR still
represents — raises questions about Duffy’s compliance with such restrictions, and, even if he
did comply, whether Secretary Duffy’s close relationship with the airline industry may have
created a conflict of interest that affected DOT rulemaking.

The failure of another DOT official, the head of the Federal Aviation Administration, to divest
his airline stock, in violation of his ethics agreement,* heightens concerns about whether a
culture of noncompliance with federal ethics rules has developed at the DOT. We ask that the
Office of Inspector General evaluate whether any conflicts of interest of Secretary Dufty, or any
other DOT officials, may have affected DOT rulemaking regarding the airline industry, including
the following questions:

1. Does Secretary Duffy’s former work with BGR, including for airline industry clients,
present a real or perceived conflict of interest?

2. Has Secretary Duffy had any involvement with DOT rulemakings with regard to
compensation or reimbursement of travelers by airline companies? If so, what was the
nature of this involvement?
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3. Has Secretary Duffy met with representatives from BGR, United Airlines, Delta Air
Lines, or American Airlines since becoming Transportation Secretary?
4. Has Secretary Duffy participated in particular matters in which he, or an entity whose
interests are imputed to him, has a financial interest?*
a. Has Secretary Duffy recused himself from any matters? If so, please provide the
date of the recusal and describe the circumstances.

5. Has Secretary Duffy sought a waiver to participate in any work that presents a conflict of
interest?
a. Has he received any such waiver? If so, please provide a copy of the waiver and
the waiver request.

6. On what date did Secretary Duffy resign from BGR?

7. Had Secretary Dufty provided services to any clients in the year before he entered office?
a. If so, has he complied with his obligation not to participate in any such clients’
matters for 1 year after terminating his services to the client?

8. Has Secretary Duffy participated in any particular matters, including particular matters of
general applicability, that have a direct and predictable effect on BGR or BGR’s airline
clients?

9. Has Secretary Duffy received any covered payment (as defined in 5 C.F.R. § 2635.503)
from BGR, and BGR clients, or any other former employer?
a. Ifso, has he complied with obligations not to participate in particular matters in
which one of those entities is a party or represents a party?*
b. If Secretary Duffy has recused from any such matters, please provide the date of
the recusal and describe the circumstances.

10. Do other DOT officials have potential conflicts of interest related to the passenger
reimbursement and compensation rules affecting the airline industry?

Thank you for your attention to this important matter.

Sincerely,
Elizhbeth Warren Richard Blumenthal '
United States Senator United States Senator
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