
- ---------------------------~----

Mary Schiavo, ln.\7wUur General of the Deparl-
F I YJ N(i 111 c 11/ (}J 'J'ru.nsJJorlntiun, wa-\ working al her 
BLJN D, home compu.ler on Saturday, May 11, 1996, 

F when she received a phone call that made he1jeel 
LY[NG "qLLeasy and sick." It wci, the kind nf nightmare 

• SJ\FE she had long f emed: Valujet Flight 592 had 
;_~:::: crashed in the Florida Everglades. A fire had 

!: broken out in the cargo hold of the jet, an ancient 
- - ---- DC-9 en route to Atlanta from Miami,filling t:he 

cabin with smoke and probably asphyxiating th e 110 passengers 
and crew members before they were swallowed by the swamp. Schi­
avo was distLLrbed not only because of the scale of the tragedy but 
a /so beca u,se she knew it might have been averted . .Just three months 
earlier, Schiavo hacl warn ed the l•cileral Aviation Administration 
a/Jout Vul11jet's awful .mfety record. Hut the l·,1A let the airline keep 
flying, despite Schiavo ·s concem and a recmnmendation j-i-om some 
of the agency's own im71ec/(}rs that Vnlu/d he shut clown. 

Th e nightfolluwing the crcd1, Sd1invo w<mld•/Jc igmned no 
longer: she appeared on /\He's Nighllinc oppns·ite FJ\J\ odministra­
tor David 1 linson, who insisl:ecl that Valujet was "saf e to fly. I 
would fly ii:." Flatly contradicting him and alluding to the FJ\J\ 's 

mission lo promote air travel, Schiovo declared. "It's not my job 
to sell ti.ckets on Va luJet." She dramatically disclosed lo a nation­
al audience the 1-1\A's own damning statistics: Valu.Jet's safety 
record was 14 times as poor as that of other discount carriers, even 
though the agency claimed that all airlines were equally safe. "[ 
wo u.ld noljly Valu.Jet," she said. 

In more them jive yeu.r.1· as Inspector C:eneru.l, Schiavo spent a 
lo t of tim e refuting the FAA Alt.hough her 'IV revel a t.ion seem eel like 
the first a.ct of a whistle blower, it wci5 in fact the denouement of a 
personal crusade to make the agency more respon,ive lo safety is­
sues - mid less responsive lo the needs of t./w 11i.rl i11es. Stifled con­
tinually /Jy the F1\J1's political prowess, Schiavo eventually decid­
ed that t.he best way to bring a/;out rrfonn 11/ th e agency was lo 
resign and tell her story. In th e f ollnw i11g excerpts Ji'Ol n her new 
book, Flying lllincl , Flyin g Sal'c, sh,i rl,•.w:rilws how hm- work at tlw 
'J'rn.nspor/11.ti.on Dcqm·1 /111.cnl left her "r lis111111wrl, tl isi l/11 siu1wcl a.11.cl 
afraid for the flying public." 

After the crash, Valu.f el Wei\ gmu.nclerl jil1' more them three 
months. The carrier has since ret.urnet.l l o tin: air, 11lthm1.gh re­
duced in size. Is Valu/e / .. wife tojly i' Is nrn; airliner Yes, ifcomparecl 
with other means of transportation, such ci, autos. But given the 
rapid growth of air travel, today's low accident rate will mean 
greater numbers of crashes in the next decade unless safety is ·im­
proved. In the wake of Schiavr/s c:cm1,/laign, Congress has changed 
the FJ\J\ 's mandate tu 11w k c sn/etu its /Jl'illl([TIJ 1nissio11.. 
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HE Bl BLE Mi\Y TEi\Cll THAT HUMAN LI FE IS PIUCE­
Jess, but in my earl y years as inspector General, 
l heard rum ors that a F ederal Aviation Ad minis­
tra ti on study assigned a worth to th e average 
passenger w ho might die in a plall e crash. In its 
cos t-benefit analys is, lhe rum or wenl, lhe FM 
easi ly dclermi11ed th at th e va lue o f those li ves 
clicln 'l amoun t to much compared w ith the hard , 
co ld bi llions th al sav ing lhcm wo 11 ld cos t in air­
crafl-safdy devices, ill Liccfcd-11p 11Hrniloring of 
planes, pilots and air traffic, and ill airporls her­
m eti call y sealed aga inst bombs and hijack ing. 

Curious and incredu lous al the rnacahre implici! li ons, J fre­
quently asked about these elusive va lualiolls a11d talked lo 111a11y 
people w ho had heard about th em or kn ew someoll c \\' ho knew 
som eone w ho had heard about th em. Ye t l never mel anyo 11 e w ho 
had actu ally seen th e official fi gures, much less helped compi le 
them. ln many m eet ings, FAA o ffi cia ls argued as if th ey had th ose 
fi gures on th e tips of th eir longucs-" losses," th ey wou Id explain 
pati en ll y, from th e small number of crashes and eve n small er 
number of attacks on plan es just did not justify vast airline in ­
vestments in sa fety and security . After all , as th e Fi\A's assoc iate 
administ rator for civ il -aviation security , Catha! Flynn. would tell 
m e, the terrorist bombing of Pan Am Flight 103 over Lockerbi e, 
Scotland, cost $1 billion. Trying to prevent another Pan Am 103 
wou ld cost $5 billion ove r 10 years. Couldn' t I understand? The 
numbers just didn 't add up . 

" Vl/c regu late hy co 1111li11g lomhslones,'' an Fi\/\ ofli ci;1I told a 

journalist a few years ago. The nickname's 
origins are un known, but by the time I 
joined th e D cpartlllent of Transportati on, 
even people who worked for lli c Fi\/\ cyn i­
ca ll y ca lled il ihc To1nhslo11 c AgclH.:y. 
\<Vilhin th e \<Vashi11glo11 l lt· ll way, ;1ge11l'y 
ortic ials, goverrnn cnl IHin·aunals, sta ll on 
Capitol JI ill , av iat ion lobby ists, airline rep­
resentati ves and journalists all understood 
th e poignant irony of this n ic;kn ame. The 
FM w il l not do anyth ing until peop le die. It 
was a sad , bad , insidl' joke. 011 l y th e public 
never knew how much lrulh was in it. 

J hrid leaped al the chance to he In­
spector General because th e j ob combined 
th e four things I loved most: in ves tigations, 
law, aviation and public service. Tru th full y, the orti ce was tailor­
made for me, and I was happy to quit my post as Ass istant Secre­
tary of Labor in charge· of kct'ping union l' i<'l'l inn~ hones t. 
I•:v, ·1y<>11t' t ' 11< ·11111 :11;1·d 1111 · Ill 1:il" • 1111' l11SJll'1· l 111 < :, -,ll' i:il j11 I , l,11I 
on ly if f intended lo du sc1 111 cl hin g w ith ii. 

In Au gusl JU~)(), I wa lked inlo Sl'c rclary or l ,al ,01· l•: l izalH'l h 
Dole's office. Dressed in slacks, wearing her glasses. Uolc was 
hard at work on a hot Sunday aftern oon. Th e huilding•was qu iet ­
in racl , liH' w hol,· ci ty was 1p1i l' l silH'<' ( '.c 111gress w;1s 11 "1 in s, ~ssion. 
I l" l cl li er I w;1s lhi11ki11g ;il lllll l l1•;1villg her d1 ·par l11 1l'lll. 

is-;l JUU7 1\lor!J Schiuvu. i \/1 rights U'servcd. /•n,111 1,- ly illg l\lilld , 
Fly in g Safe, by Mciry Schirwo with Su bm Cho rlm11 tl. l o be pub­
lished by Auo 11 Boob. 

"That wou Id be a very i ntcrcsl i ng cl ,al lenge," Dole sa id of the 
Inspector Genera l job . " You cou ld do so me good. llu t be sure 
you know w hat you·re getting inlo." I thought I knew w hat she 
m eant; only later would I fu ll y unclcrsl rrnd her warn ing. 

I beca me lh c wa lclidog of il 1l' !'ii i\. The !'Ail, in turn , sloocl 
guard over th e airl ines. l\ul lli al rnl c c"u ld he i11l erwetcd lwo 
ways : as poli cing Ili c airl ines lo e11 s11rc safely al all cos ts or as pro­
tect ing th e airlin es fro 111 ally opposit ion or criti cism. During fi ve 
yea rs as lnspeclo r Cell era I, I c; 1rnc I" rea lize lliat th e FA/\ hc li cved 
the statutes ordered ii lo ch;1111pio11 tl1 e ;1 vialion industry. 

Tim e and aga ill , 111 y orti cc t111covercd pract ices that would 
shock the publi c: sloppy inspect ions or planes, perfunctory re­
view o f pilots, lax overs ight o f airli llC procedures, disregard for 
bogus airplane part s, sicvc likc sccmil y al airpor ts, antiquat ed 
air-traffic-contro l sys tems. Onl y w it h a 1najor crash, on ly w ith 
peop le dead and sohliing survivo rs filling lelevision sc reens, does 
th e Fi\/\ step up to the plate and make changes. l found the FM's 
complacency toward acc idents difli cnll to accep t. 

IN 1994, (1 8 l'EOl' LI •: IJ I EIJ Wlll•:N i\N i\V l()NS IH: Tll i\NS l'OIIT 111·:­
gionaJ p lane, flown by Ameri can l•:aglc, crashed into a soybean 
fi eld in Roselawn, Indiana. A des ign fl aw made th e F'rench-ftal­
ian pbne become violently unconlro llab le in cold weather. Pil ots 
and aeronautical engineers knew w hat th e problem was: the de­
icing boo ts on the ATR. w ings were not big enough. Those arc the 
rubber sleeves on each w ing that can be expanded to crack sheets 
of ice, But the FAA determin ed that lengthening th e boot would 
cost too much mon ey. I t look llm·c plane crasl1 cs, the third one 

sca tterin g human rem ains and debris over eight acres of I ndi­
ana farm land on I l alloween, before th e FM ordered ex tension o f 
th e cl eicing hoot and limits In ATH fli ghts in icy wea th er. 

11 :il •: 11 1, " ,1< ,1 1:1 1 ,i1 I''" Ill', · , :i• .I, 111, 11 " ' " ''" 111 1" ., .,1 v , ·: 11 s 11r ,· v ­
id l' 11 ce sl10\\' i1 1g il, :11 il1 t' cli :, l :111< ·1 · l "'1w1'(' ll pl;111,·s l:111di11g :ti ;111 
;1irp() r[ sl 11)\ild l ,c i1wn •; 1sl'c l. i' <>r y1·:1 rs, lite Nalion :il Trallsporla ­
l iun Safel y lluard [ 11,e imlcpl'11dc11l ;1gc 11 cy ll1 ;1 l i11 vcslig; 1lcs 
plane accicl cnts] l old th e F/\/\ lo increase th e distan ce hetweenjets. 
T l1(' l,0;1rcl .s[1 l( li ccl ;j I :wl' icl i, lll s ,·:11 1st' cl liy w; 1kc l11rl,1il c 11 cc from 
l !JH:l 111 l fH J: l. 'I\V1' 1il y-si:v<" 11 1w"pl1· 11:id l >1·i,11 killl'cl , and 110 
11 I:nws l1 :1d l 11T111l:11J1:J )',1·d "r d,··, l1 111Tcl . 111 1111,s,· yI·; Ir•:, li lt' NTSII 
rcp(·; 11t-d ly a.sk1 ·cl Ill(' Fili\ 111 sl'i II,·w r1il ,·.s, 11111 il1 t: I' ll ,\ rch ,s,·d. II 
would he three yl'ars 1norc: l ,durc: tli e Fi\/\ rul ed that th e separa­
ti on between heavy and lighter ,1 irc: raft should he increased. 
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Since 1982, the NTSn has urged lhc FAA lo order airlines to in­
stall better black boxes lthe flight-data recorders that can provide 
clues to the cause of an accident]. All the NTSB wanted was black 
boxes that can continue recording for fractions of a second beyond 
a catastrophic explosion or massive electrical failure a hoard an air­
plane. European airlines hnve used such ndvancccl hlack-hox 
technology for years. That means many American planes flying to 
Europe have the advanced boxes. But the FM did not want to com­
pel airlines to install improved boxes. No, the agency declared, the 
new technology would cost the airlines too much money. 

The NTSB was especially keen to have the boxes installed on 
Boeing 737s. Investigations of two accidents involving B-737s-one 
outside Colorado Springs, Colorado, in 1991 and the other in Pitts­
burgh, Pennsylvania, in 1994-have been seriously hampered by 
the lack of this information. Instead of pressing the airlines to find 
an economical way to install new black boxes and instead of send­
ing its own investigators to challenge the airlines' assessment of 
the cost, the FAA simply embraced the carriers' argument that the 
project would be too pdcey. 

"Had the FAA and the industry begun the implementation of 
this recommendation in March 1995," when the NTSB originally 
made the request, said NTSB chairman Jim Hall at the end of the 
following month, "most Boeing 737s would have been retrofitted 
with an acceptable, short-term, improved recording capability by 
this time. The lack of FAA action to date is unacceptable." 

More than a year later, in the days after TWA Flight 800 
crashed into the Atlantic Ocean, the public, politicians, investiga­
tors and grieving family members waited tensely while scuba 

divers searched for clues. Eventually the recorder was found, its 
body remarkably undamaged. But it played back only n millisec­
ond of a mysterious loud noise. The box was one of the old mod­
els, and didn't have the extra capacity to record in the midst of a 
catastrophe like the one on 1WA Flight 800. 

The FAA regularly told the NTS!l that it couldn't have anything 
on its wish list of safely 11H·as11rc•s beca11St\ of cost co11sitl('rnlio11s. 
It told the same thing to the Inspector General, Congress and the 
White House. It reassured the public with the mantra "Accidents 
are not happening; planes arc not falling out of the sky." 

Yet they arc, and the danger is growing. In one mcdi11g I at­
tended, the FAA said that shortly after the turn of the century, air­
craft accidents will increase dra111alically. The officials I who were 
making the case for increased FAA fundingJ said mailer-of-factly 

that if demand for flights increnscis al present rates and if grnwt.h 
of discount airlines keeps up at the current pace, we can expect a 
major crash every week or so after the turn of the century. 

Stunned, I wanted to study the data. (At the close of the meet­
ing, FAA officials collected all of the documents they'd shown us at 
the session.) Where had tlw figures co1r1c from, how had they 
been interpreted and substantiated, and what were the airlines 
planning to do about it? More important, what did the FAA plan 
to do to prevent all these crashes? 

I asked the FAA to send me the graphs and any supporting re­
search. The reply was swift: no such data existed, I was told. No 
charts or graphs like that here, the FAA said. In fact, no such re­
search had been done, no such conclusions reached. But I'd seen 
them, I argued; I'd held them in my hands! That didn't matter; 
suddenly none of the officials knew what I was talking about. 

Over the next years, i learned firsthand that, sadly, withhold­
ing information was routine for the FAA. Fortunately, the Boeing 
Co. made similar statistics public in a study that said, "If, as we 
expect, air traffic is to double in the l9!J0s, we need lo reduce by 
half our accident rate jusl to hold our own." 

WHY THE VALUJEI TRAGEDY DIDN'T HAVE TO HAPPEN 
IT WOULD TAKE THE DEATHS OF MORE THAN A HUNDRED PEOPLE 

aboard a ValuJet plane that burst into Harnes, smashed into the 
Florida Everglades and sank in a murky swamp to expose chron­
ic weaknesses in the FAA. The 110 souls on that flight probably nev­
er knew what caused the fire that took their lives. At first, gov­
ernment investigators could not pinpoint the reason for the 

A BARGAIN WITH DEATH: ValuJet's start-up 
was hailed by consumers because It drove 
prices down. But the airline's rapid growth 
and sldmping on maintenance contrihutcd to 
a deteriorating safety record that would Im 
revealed after the crash of Flight 592 

disaster, either: lit was later found that tho 
fire was apparently caused by dangerous~ 
oxygen generators loaded into the cargo~ 
bay without being carefully handled ac- ~ 
cording to regulations.] But the tragedy']' 
would expose what the FAA had long~ 
known: ValuJet was primed for a major~ 
crash; its maintenance was slipshod; it had~ 
an accident rate 14 times as poor as those of: 
its peers; its managers were out of theid 

league; and the FAA's own inspectors had wanted ValuJcl shut! 
down months before the Everglades disaster. • 

Atlanta-based Valujct was a phenomenal success slory. In i: 
just three years, it had leaped from two planes on eight routes be-~ 
tween Atlanta and Jacksonville, Orlando and Tampa, Florida, to~ 
51 planes with 320 itineraries. Founclr.cl in HJ9,3, the discount car-• 
ricr saw revenue sour lo *3CiB millio11 in HJ!JG. t 

But it became apparent [lo the Inspector General's office]~ 
that closer scrutiny of this phenomenon was long overdue. There~ 
were plenty of signs that ValuJel was cursed by its own success,~ 
its growth straining ils management and organizational slruclurn. /: 

In l!J95, when Valujcl bid for a conlracl lo ferry Defense Do~ t 
parlmcnt personnel, Defense specialists l1ad scrutinized Yalu-~ 
Jet's books, inspected its facilities and talked to its pilots, me--!i 
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chanics and managers. The Defense Dcparlment had complaints 
about virtually everything, and its report was brcalhlnking in lhc 
scope of its condemnation. The answer: No conlracl. Val uJ ct is nol 
good enough to fly our people. 

If the I'ilA had properly reg11latcd YaluJel, its rapid growth 
might not have led to disasler. But that February in I UUG, all that 
seemed clear to me was that the FAA simply did not know what to 
do with ValuJet. The airline's safety record had deteriorated al­
most in direct proportion lo its growth. YaluJct pilots made 15 
emergency landings in 1994 and were forced dow11 57 times in 
1995. (I didn't know it yet, but that record would be surpassed 
within months with 59 emergency landings in the first part of 
1996. From February through May that year, ValuJet would have 
an unscheduled landing almost every other day.) 

As I probed, I learned that FAA inspectors had looked al Yalu­
Jet planes nearly 5,000 times in the three years it had been flying 
yet had never reported any significant problems or concerns. 
What are the odds of that? 

Schiavo told her staff 
that their office had to do 
something about t-he FAA's 
oversight of Valu]et. 

"Let's get someone 
clown to Atlanta to find out 
what's going on with Valu­
Jet," I said, not feeling wise 
or clairvoyant, just afraid. 
"There's something wrong, 
and we've got to find out be­
fore someone dies." 

The next day deputy as­
sistant inspector general 
Larry Weintrob and two 
other officials from my of­
fice walked into the Atlanta 
office of the FAA. There was 
only one major question: 
What is the FAA doing about 
ValuJet? Weintrob pressed 
for details about the recent 
spate of accidents. The re­
ply stunned him. Confused, 
the FAA inspectors asked, 
What spate? The inspectors 
admitted they didn't know 
how many accidents there 
had been. Taken abaek, Weintrob and his team laid out details: In 
its short life, Valujet had had more than its share of aecidenls and 
mishaps. Its planes rcpenleclly ovorshol r1111wnys and suffi,red f'ro111 
collapsed landing gears. Planes look oil in Wt'allll'r Ilia! kt'pl pilots 
of other airlines on the ground. Fires broke oul on planes. Engines 
exploded. ln one blast, the engine spewed shrapnel into the fuse­
lage of a plane, piercing the mctal a1Hl i11j11ri11gs1•ve11 tH'c>t>h· i11sitl('. 

Some of the stories, Wcinlroh rccallc'd, were loo oulragc)0LIS 
lo believe nl lirst. Crews 011 a jl'I ern11plai11t'd alioul ;i brok('n 
weather radar system 31 times before it was fixed; when a Boston 
flight had a stuck landing gear, the plane was diverted lo the 
Washington area, but on the way, the landing gear started work­
ing again, so tl1e crew continued lo Hy without taking the µlane in 
lo be serviced; mechanics used dud tape lo patch planes; a me­
chanic wielded a hammer and chisel lo fix a sensitive engine part, 
and later that engine had to be shut down in Hight. 

Some individual Valujel planes had chronic problc111s. It 

would nol have been diffieull for inspc'.clors I in the Allan la FAA of­
fice] to go over ValuJcl 1'ccords and lrnec these persistent break­
downs. Instead, lhc Atlanta inspeelors seemed uni111prcssed with 
the summary [of problems crn11pilcd by WcintrobJ. The number 
of acddcnls and inl'idl'nls wa!-11101 "disproporlionalc," they said. 
There was IHl co11111Hm link between llwm. The FAA had no spe­
cial plans for Valu.Jel. 

But Weintrob's visit apparently prompted the l•'AA's Atlanta 
office to think twice about its conclusions and conduct its own 
quick re-evaluation of the Valu]et safety record. 

A few days after [our investigators' visit], the Atlanta FAA staff 
wrote a memo to headquarters. For eight pages, they described 
accidents and poor FAA surveillanec until reaching an inevitable 
conclusion so startling and obvious that it should have changed 
history-except that it was also a conelusion so threatening to 

Yalu.Jet and contrary to FAA habit that the memo was immediate­
ly buried, secreted nvvay until disHslcr forced il i11lo the open. 

'/'hut r/i.w1s/er cr1111<· //irn!i 111011//,s /ir/cT, 011. May I/, wlw11 Valn­
}<'l Flight 5!J2 plunged into the 1-:Verglwles. 

Al'tl'r ll1l' c'.rash, J.,;ovc1·1111w11I officials IH'ga11 :qi1H·:1ri11g 011 ldn-· 
vision lo n•assun) the p11lilil· lli:il disc·111111l airlilHis wen• safe lolly. 
Top ol'fit·iHls :ii Ilic: I )l'part11u·1ll ol'Trn11spmlalim1 sliif'lc,d quickly 
into crisis--111anagemenl mode. Secrclary Federico l'efia drew on 
his own experience flying Valu]ct lo reassure the public on na­
tional television: "I have flown Valu]ct. Yalujet is a safe airline, as 
is our entire aviation system." l'efia insisted that "if YaluJct was 
unsafe, we would have grnundc,d ii." • 

I 11 an agilatccl, defensive voice, Pena said an FAA report 
proved that cliscounl airlines were as SHfe as lhe major carriers. 
But Pefia had to know this simply wasn't true. J le was prolccling 
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an airline just the way government ofiicials had for decades. In 
fact, the FAA had an avalanche of evidence that proved that Valu­
J et had been troubled for months and that other marginal airlines 
were just as unsafe. Conclusions from the report Pena referred to 
were etched into my memory. It revealed that the cumulative 
safety rate of discount carriers was skewed because one of' them, 
Southwest, had a nearly perfect safely record. Good grades for 
Southwest brought up the average for everybody. In contrast, 
ValuJet was singled out for its accident rate, 14 times as poor as 
that of the major carriers. So what was Pena talking about? The 
ValuJet crash thrust before the public the fact that an inferior air­
line was allowed to continue flying because of economic pressure. 

I was working at home on my computer when Pena took to 
the airwaves. As I heard his comments from the television across 
the room, my fingers froze over the keyboard. Was Pena ignorant 
of the true nature of the FAA? 

The FAA administrator, David Hinson, echoed [Pena's] assur-

NO WAliNING: A fire in its cargo hold filled Flight 592 with smoke 
before it crashed. The Nl'SB had urged that fire detectors be 
mandatory in cargo holds. Typically the FAA 1·efused, citing costs 

ances. A former executive at Midway Airlines and McDonnell 
Douglas, Ilinson had always seemed genuinely delt•rmincd lo 
streamline the FAA and address safoly as well as commercial in­
terests. Yet I knew he had to have seen the agency's own account 
of the differences among air carriers. Hinson had to realiie-tlrnt 
within a few clays of the disaster, records had revealed that the 
crashed plane was a used DC-9, serial number 901VJ, that had 
been plagued with foully equipment and emergency laµclings 
since January. ·watching Transportation nncl FAA officials, I real­
ized there was no charitable way lo characlcrizci what llwy were 
doing-they were\ sii11ply lying lo IIH• p11l>lil' alm11l V:d11Jt•l\ 
record. ll was not lhc lirsl lime l had seen the clcparlmcnl react 
to a plane crash with a blitz of political spin control. But this time 
their overstatement and vehemence left me outraged. 

The FAA officials very likely would have continued with their 
charade if not for a phone call to my home late in the week after 
the ValuJet crash. An anonymous FAA employee had tracked me 
clown through a reporter. I needed to know, the voice said ner­
vously, that in the clays after Weinlrob grilled the Allan ta inspec­
tors about ValuJcl, the Alla11la staff look a good look al the airline. 
Ten clays later, they put Lheirfears in writing Lo headquarters. Did 
I understand? the caller demanded. The field staff in Atlanta had 
recommended in February that ValuJet be grounded. They had 
put it in writing. Someone had quashed the memo. 

The person on the line hudjust left the FAA building to call and 
tell me that one of the FAA associate administrators had gone into 
his office for a meeting to discuss the secret memo. He had the 
memo with him right now, the caller insisted. 

I dialed the Inspector General's investigations office. "Send 
an investigator with a subpoena over" to the FAA, I demanded. For 
once, government wheels turned quickly, and the investigator 

rushed to the FAA. The 
meeting was already over, 
though, and FAA offieials 
said they knew nothing 
about the memo. • 

But the next morning, 
the FAA called a press eon­
ferenee to ofJhancledly re­
lease a tall stack of ValuJet 
documents. Buried in the 
middle wns the innocuous• 
looking report from tbc At­
lanta staff. I practically 
lunged at the copy handed 
to me. Skimming several 
pages on Valujct's lroublcs, 
I stopped short at the field 
inspectors' bombshell: that 
"consideration should be 
given to an immediate FAR­
IZ"I . rocertificntion of this 
nirlli,in." Ofrit:ial l•'M jargon, 
yes, hul tho moaning was 
elem: ground Val11Jlil. 

'f'lw 11wmo .fhnn the 
fie/cl, written three months 
before the Ma.y 11 crash, 
proved highly embarrassing 
lo the 1;i\.l\ ancl hel]Jecl Jorce 
the agency to re-11valuate its 

self-assured contention that Valujet was a "safe airline." 

Spurred by the gruesome deaths and public outrage, FAA in­
spectors examined Valu,let's own books nnd discovered so many 
egregious violations lhnl the carrier was grounded within 
weeks-on June 17. The resulting consent order between ValuJet 
and the FAA listed 34 violations going baek three years, breaching 
every type of regulation.ValuJet agreed not to fight its grounding 
and paid $2 million toward the l'AA's cost or reinspecting planes. 
ll was nol a penally; in fact, the airline bought itself a virtually 
clean slate. "The FAA agrees that, except for violations of regula­
tions concerning haznrclous materials nncl civil aviation security," 
the consc•nl ordPr said, "ii will 1101 p11rs1w :111ycivil 1w11:1lly li>r any 
viol:1lio11 of ll1e reg11lalio11s lrnow11 l,y l•'M :is of' ll1ti d:tll' a11d li111P 
of Lhe execution of this agreement." How could il? The FAA could 
hardly go back and find the faults without admitting that it was to 
blame for missing or ignoring them in the first place. 
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Yet I knew the !'AA was to blame; my senior staff agreed, and 
Congress had heard from us that this was the case. And we knew 
VnluJcl wus 1101 ulone. Shoddy inspeelions were an l•'AA plague. 
Exposing them had occupied me since my first year on the job. 

LIFE WITH THE TOOTHLESS ENFOllCER 
THE FAA IS HESPONSIBLE FOH CEHTIFYING AND THEN CONTINUALLY 

examining aircraft design, airline operations, airplanes, pilots, 
mechanics, repair stations, aircraft parts-essentially every stage 
of commercial aviation. The agency does this with one basic tool: 
inspections, The nearly 3,000 FAA inspectors are the main link be­
tween the government and the airlines, and it is their job to make 
sure the carriers operate within the law. They are supposed to stay 
on top of the airlines, verifying that planes and pilots are in shape 
to fly. J t's a hands-on job, one that pays from $40,000 to $70,000 
a year. To do their work properly, inspectors should follow de­
tailed checklists and keep up on training. But most of all, they 
need motivation, a sharp, diligent eye-and impartiality. 

In 1992, Schiavo's oj]ice 
investigated seven oj' the FAA 

regions andjbund trouble. 

Inspectors did an abysmal 
job of examining the nation's 
aircraft operators. Countless 
required or recommended in­
spections were never con-· 
ducted, while othern were car­
ried oul so perfunclorily t hal 

llEALLY FAl<E: The FAA insisted 
that bogus parts don't exist, only 
"susr>ected unapproved" ones. 
Schiavo's inspectors found 
1>lenty of bad parts, including, 
above, a flap indicator resold 
after being scrapped; right, a 
failed turbine blade that caused 
engine failure, counterfeit brake 
pads and spacers; and broJ1en 
gears that were welded and 
s1>rny-1iai11ted to conceal re1>airs 

they were meaningless, and still more revealed problems that 
went unreported just to spare the airlines any inconvenience. 
Inspections of planes, pilots, mechanics and repair stations 
were so unreliable as to be virtually useless, Fortunately, most 
of the time savvy and diligent airlines lilied the gap. But it was 
inevitable that the inspection process would eventually break 
clown at an airline like ValuJet, creating the perfect conditions 
for a deadly crash. 

The numbers were stunning: from 1988 to 1990, 833,000 in­
spections turned up fewer than 4,000 violations, The inspectors 
issued few warnings or fines and rarely tracked cases o,r followed 
up on inspections. Landing gear, oxygen systems and engine con­
trols were checked in less than half lhc inspections. The engines 
were inspected only 52%, of the lime. Ycl the FAA insislcd il com­
pleted thousands of ins peel ions every year. 1 Iow many were thor­
ough? And what about those that were not completed? 

We knew inspections were haphazard, but some of the ex-

amples were simply ludicrous, In 1995 Delta Airlines planes un­
derwent nearly 13,000 inspections-but received only seven vio­
lations. The i nspcclors rarely did the paperwork necessary lo fol-· 
low up on the few problems they 1111coverccl. 

Between lfJ~)O and HJ9fi, my office issued 10 reports, all of 
them critical, on the FAA's ins peel ion system-of aircraft operators, 
parts manufacturers, repair stations, designated mechanic exam­
iners. Every investigation or audit was a battle, accomplished 
only after crafting strategies to outwit the FAA. My office made 70 
recommendations to intensify FAA inspections. The NTSB weighed 
in too, pointing out that a 1988 crash Lhat killed 12 people might 
not have happened if the FM had been more meticulous in in­
specting the airline and its pilots. Unfortunately, slipshod review 
of aircraft is the norm, not the exception. 

OUR SEARCH FOR BOGUS PARIS 
IN MY Fl HST MONTHS AS !NSPECTOII Gl;:NEllAI,, I Ll<:AIINlm 'l'IIA'I" MY 

predecessors had made only occnsionnl forays lo rnview just how 

the FAA inspected parts manufacturers and suppliers. The FAA was 
satisfied with the proceclun!s in plac:c for monitoring parts mak­
ers and brokers. Bui I couldn"t help nolicing the rnports that 
crossed my desk: allegations aliottl fraudulent aircraf'l parts were 
more numerous than ever, aging aircraft fleets still needed re­
placement parts that their manufacturers no longer made, more 
and more parts makers were foreign operations, the number of 
parts brokers and distributors was increasing every year, and the 
price of parts was skyrocketing. Still, the FAA continued to assume 
that most parts were properly manufactured and safe. This last 
alarmed me: if the opportunily existed for making and selling 
counterfeit parts with Jillie FAA oversight, then lhe chances of get­
ting caught were slim. I low co11lcl an 11nscrnp11lous manufaclur­
l!r or broker pass up odds Ii lw I li;ii 'r' 

In 1991 the FAA gol only a few hundred reports of bogus parts, 
Nevertheless, I knew each report could represent thousands of 
parts. The number of brokers, on the other hand, is unknown. The 
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FAA says 2,000 lo /:i,000; so11H' avialio11-i11duslry tis I i111nl1•s pul the 
number al 20,000. Nobody knows, because brolwrs are unli­
censed, unregistered, untrained-and ungoverned by the FAA. 

They are the broken link in the FAA's regulatory chain. We found 
that had brokers would simply close up shop, move lo another 
building or town, and resume business under a new name. 

We would seize had parts from almost every kind of aircraft: 
helicopter blades, brake components, engines, engine starters, 
fuel bladders, generators, bearings, speed drives, avionics, cock­
pit warning lights, landing gears, wheels, combustion liners, parts 
of helicopter tail rotors, windshields and entire wing and tail as­
semblies. We would confiscate parts made in basements, garages 
and weld shops, or from major U.S. manufacturers and from Ger­
many, France, England, New Zealand, Canada, Japan, China, the 
Philippines, Taiwan or unknown countries. They even showed up 
on the President's helicopters and in the oxygen and fire-extin­
guishing systems of Air Force One and Two. 

Our five years of investigations took my agents all over the 
country and occasionally overseas, and lilied our evidence rooms 
with crates of reworked scrap and olher counlerfeit parts. Yet the 
FAA would shrug off what it called "suspected unapproved parts" 
as a paperwork problem. Some manufacturers made parts with­
out the right FAA permits; others sold certified parts that were 
overruns and didn't have FAA approval. Unapproved parts could 
be those that were not manufactured or repaired under autho­
rized procedures. One of the largest aviation manufacturers in the 
world is Pratt & Whitney, maker of one of the most popular jct 
engines. We would cvcnlunlly !rack clown a New York broker 
who had a local machine shop copy a Prall & Whitney parl. The 
broker had boxes and packaging printed with the Pratt & Whit­
ney label, except that on some of the bogus boxes the Pratt & 

Whitney eagle was flying into the ground. Those parts were new, 
but made with the wrong materials. 

The FAA said these were not safety issues. They were only un­
approved parts. It was a label the FAA would rely on lo blur the is­
sue, allowing officials to talk about the invesligalion without ap­
pealing to endorse it or offend the repair stations, parts makers 
or brokers. The FAA wouldn't even use the term bogus parts. Ad­
ministrator Hinson would tell Congress that "unapproved parts 
may fit somebody's definition of bogus parts, but we only deal in 
'approved' and 'unapproved.'" Associate administrator Anthony 
Broderick would tell Air Transport World in 1994 that,."there is 
no safety problem associated with undocumented parts." 

The FAA would insist !Ital lmgus p;irls had ncv<ir caused a 
plan<? lo crash, and Iha! ll1t•n• w:is 110 incn::ast, i11 IIH• 1111111IH·r of 
bogus parts, jusl more reports. On my desk in a lighl blue folder 
lay a computer printout that clearly indicated the NTSB did not 
agree. Page after dense page described accidents the NTSB tied to 

c·o1111krf1dl pai Is. i"or i11f;la11c•t•, i11 l!J!JO a l'a11 A111 l•:xpicss flight 
crashed when its nose lauding gear ja1111ncd "due lo Lhc installa­
tion of a bogus part by unknown persons." 

At a meeting after our investigations began, FAA officials in­
sisted that there was no epidemic of bogus parts. "We have lo con­
sider the economic impacl lo induslry," lhcy said, an explanation 
that echoed through my years as Inspector General. I truly be­
lieved a line I started using around the office-"If it's on a plane, 
it could be bogus." We carlcd boxes of sample bogus parts around 
with us, laid them out on tables and urged the airline maintenance 
people to lake a good look. We needed Llwm, we said, lo hold on 
to any similar bogus parts they found. Call us, we pleaded, or call 
the FAA, but report the bogus parts and hang on to the evidence. 

Almost immediately, reports of bogus parts soared. They 
came in because mechanics noliccd an odd color, or that metal 
edges were rough, or thal boxes were improperly labeled. When 
Federal Express mechanics ran across starters they thought were 
fakes, their qualily-conlrol deparlmcnl and our agents lore the 
$10,000 piece apart and found reworked scrap and car parls. 

Suddenly it was clear that bogus parls were out Lhere in great 
numbers. One of the first steps had to be to determine the scope 
of the probiem. We crafted a series of audits and went to repair 
stations to count their stock. One of those was the FAA's own Lo­
gistics Center, where lhc agency kcpl lhc parls inventory for ils 
own /lcet. I felt considerable salisf'actio11 al finding lhal :39% of lhc 
FAA's own spare parls worn suspect. I ncvilably, lhis finding out­
raged the FAA-lhcy argued wilh us, insisting Lhal our audit of ran­
dom samples could nol lw accnrnlt\ I hal what we l1ad found was 
simply "suspcdccl unapproved pm-ls," 11ol l>ogus parts. Indig­
nant, they declared Liley would comlucl Lheir own survey of FAA 
bins-and promptly found more bogus parts than we had. 

Our studies of rcpair-slntion parts bins were mind boggling: 
tl3% of the parts bought from manufacturers were bogus; a shock­
ing 95% were fraudulent when they came from parts brokers. 
With brokers, lho repair stations had v<:ry Jillie chance of buying 
genuine parts. Again the FAA argued thal lhc parts we found were 
authentic; they were just missing their labels. 

In the end, after three years of investigation and 160 convic­
tions [of bogus-parts sellers], the FM has made few substantial 
changes in parts oversight. It isn't against the law to make bogus 
parts; it is only illegal to claim falsely they are certified by the FAA. 

BATTLING A DINOSAUR 
IN 1981 TIii-: 1-'AAANNOllNC:l-:I> A !'I.AN 'l'Cl ClVl-:111 IAlll.'1'111•: EN'f'IIIE Alll-

11':lflil'· ('IJII[rol sy~:11•111. l•'rn1r y1•;11s l:il1·r, 11ollii11g h:1d lu,r,11 clo110. 
"The air-traffic system is overloaded," declared Congressman 
James Obcrstar of Minnesota. It was the fall of 1985 when he de­
manded that the !'AA begin dealing with the ATC dinosaur. But he 
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would foil lo hold the ugmwy's fed to lhe lire, and his I louse Avi·· 
ation Subcommittee would allow the FM to waste hundreds of 
millions of dollars and more than a decade of time. 

The agency embarked on a massive effort to design, buy and 
install a series of complex, c·ompulPriz<'d syslt!lllS lo n•pla<'P llw 
straining, watchful eyes and rullexes of the air-lrnflie-eonlrol 
workers. These were going to be culling-edge, glittering new sys­
tems-the newest generation of whiz-bang electronics, avionics, 
software and hardware, many of them custom-designed to keep 
up to date with the needs and desires of American aviation. 

Thirteen years and nearly $1 billion later, the FM had to ad­
mit its ambitious program was an utter failure. In 1994, under 
Hinson, the program was canceled. In spite of the hundreds of 
millions of dollars spent and the manpower exerted, no new sys­
tem had been produced, installed or was operating, and every at­
tempt to see the program to its end only prolonged the disaster. 

The FAA intended to build a custom computer network from 
the ground up and consolidate 230 terminal and en route cen­
ters into 23 facilities. The system was designed lo lie phased in 
over a 20-year period, in a building-block approach with live seg­
ments. Through all this, only the first segment, the least complex 
of all, has been partially completed. The FM is still years away 
from fielding any major new equipment. Because of these delays, 
the FM has had to come up with hundreds of millions of dollars 
to keep the antiquated systems al terminal and en route cen­
ters-the ones I saw in 1974 (when I visited an en route center as 

part of my Hight training) should already 
have been phased out or replaced-run­
ning for even longer. This equipment was 
never expected to handle air traffic be­
yond the late 1980s. Now the FAA says it 
can last through 2000. 

'I1ie danger posed by the outdated air­
traffic-control system is compounded by a 
shortage of the special radar needed to help 
planes cope with bad weather. 

Pilots know that weather causes about 
40% of aircraft accidents and about 65% of 
air-traffic delays longer than 15 minutes. 

_Thankfully, technology can defuse the 
threat. Doppler radar can predict and pinpoint rapid, dramatic 
shifts in wind by bouncing beacons off different air masses. 

Today most people think that Doppler radar wind-slwar­
deteclion systems have been installed in every airport. In fact, 
only rn are inslalled and working. Some $350 million worth of 
parts for Doppler wind-shear-warning radar (promised after a 
horrible 1985 crash in Dallas) moldered away when truckloads of 
equipment went to dusty warehouses instead of to the airports 
most in need. Olher systems arc installed but haven't been 
switched on. Seven of the remaining 4 7 scheduled for p1:pduction 
haven't even been delivered. 

Yet in the years since the Dallas erash. ollH'r wi11d sht•ar ae­
(•id1•11ts lrnv<' 1•0•;1 p:1•;.•a•111•,,·r Iii•, .. ;. Tw111111.•;oh•1•d 1·1 :1·.111", i11 I '1·1111 
sylvania and North Caroli11a have been lcnlalively allriln1led lo 
wind shear that might have been avoided with Doppler radar. Af­
ter a USAir Hight crashed in Charlotte, North Carolina, in July 

HJH4, llw NTSII said lliu dt!lay i11 i11stalli11g the radar had cost Llie 
lives of 37 onboard. Charlolle was supposed to get the radar sys­
tem in early 1993. As an airport in lhe South (where wind shear is 
particularly common), it was No. 5 on the FAA list. But the in­
cvilahlt • clt•lays, n•d lap1• a11d laud sq11alililtis p11sht•d Charloll<i lo 
No. 38, lcavi111-": llw US/\ir pilols ddc11sule.ss again.st the weather. 

OUR "BOMBS" GH THROUGH 
IN 1993 I LEAHNED THAT TIIE I•AA'S ABIIO!UmNCE OF ACTION gx­

tencled to airport security. Plainclothes agents from my office 
sneaked into some of the 19 busiest airports in the U.S. They wan­
dered around in off-limits areas, seldom challenged by airport or 
airline employees. We saw other people milling about without 
proper identification, and they weren't stopped either. 

So when I decided in 1995 that we should repeat our securi­
ty audit, I expected Urn! most of the more obvious breaches would 
prove lo have been corrected. We decided lo put particular em­
phasis on bomb ddcclion this time. But 1 was billcrly disap­
pointed: in HJH5 my age11ls, logdlier wilh FAA inspectors, carried 
fake bombs-strapped lo their bodies or in briefcases with marzi­
pan candy or other substances arrayed on boards to look like plas­
tic explosives-and guns and knives through metal detectors. 
They got in to secure areas at the big international airports around 
the country. They were not stopped 40% of the time. 

Early in the summer of 1996, I gathered up the final report on 
airport security and headed toward the FAA administrator's office. 

I wasn't looking forward lo this meeting. The FAA didn't like me, 
and had never liked 111y reports, and if I had missed lhnt message, 
a fresh signnl had just been se11l. St,t•1dary l't!1ia had lic<:n sd1rnl­
ulcd lo come lo this 111ccli11g. 11111 111<,11 Ids office 11111sl havn clis­
eovcrcd lhal the lalesl airport rcporl was nol sul>slanlially differ­
ent from the lmJ:3 study. So he bowed out. The message sccrnccl 
clear. The Secretary was seeking Washington's best protection­
deniability. Pefia didn't want lo know about the security report. 
Since I insisted on discussing it, the Secretary had apparently de­
eicled not to hear me. Instead, he left it to the FM administrator. 

Hinson's demeanor was familiar: he was his usual easygoing 
st'lf. I cxpcdt'd lh<' l'M slalT 1111d llw S1•t•rt'l:1ry's 1111dt•rli11w: nol lo 
lil<1· 0111 li11di1q•:;, l,111 I w:1:,11·1 jlll'f':11,·d l111 1111' 11·111 p11i11I ol 11111 
111cdi11g: llwy wa11lcd me lo bury tlw rcpml. The Oly111pie ( :a11H!S 

were opening in Atlanta that month. The investigation might 
have miserable results, but "the threat is low," they kept repeat-
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ing. Whal good would il do lo upset the public and generate a lot 
of negative publicity right before the Olympics? I couldn't say an 
attack was imminent. Still, I knew that the number of attempted 
bombings had skyrocketed in recent years. 

The FAA did try to get airports to do a better job at screening. 
In January 1996 it warned airline and airport managers at major 
airports across the country that there were serious problems not 
only with airline screening processes but also with the airports' 
security procedures. For example, O'Hare was in 16th place 
among 19 big international airporls. The FAA said ils people 
watched 1,500 bags go through clwckpoinls, and saw only one 
opened for closer inspection. 

I contended that the security report was so important that not 
only should it be released immedialcly, it should he delivered di­
rectly to the President. But mine was the minority opinion in that 
office that clay. The FAA, with tl1<i l>acking of llw Scer!'lary ofTrnns­
portalion, agreed to send a copy of tho doe1111w11l lo llw Nalional Se­
curity Adviser 1ml re111aincd rnnvinced il was bt•sl lo withhold the 
report from the public indclinilcly. DOT officials insisted that I hold 
the report; they were requesting that the document be classified. 

ENOUGH WAS ENOUGH 
I KNEW I COULD NO LONGER STAY IN MY JOB. ONCE AGAIN, THE FM 

was manipulating a potential public relations crisis without a 
thought for the safety issues involved. The Secretary of Trans­
portation's office was assisting the cover-up by insisting the report 

should be classified, even though the classiliers had already ap­
proved it for release. They didn't really ('are that tlw airporl­
sccmily report wo11lcl11'1 qualify for el:1ssifi<·atio11; it would l:tlw 
weeks lo figure that out, and by then Lile Olylllpics would he ov<'r, 
the goal accomplished, the crisis past. 

If I expected change, I knew I had to devise yet another 
strategy to circumvent the FAA, to find a way to offer my concerns 
about safety and security directly to the public. I had to resign, 
even though it meant leaving the airport-security report behind 
and unprotected. The DOT was adrift, blown wherever the 
winds of a media event or crisis carried it. The Secretary offered 
no leadership, no knowledge or understanding, no aecountabil­
ity. The administrator of tlH' FAA was a figurclwad. N<'illier of 
them heeclcd NTSB rc•co111111emlalio11s; neither followed through 
on the many reports detailing safety problems at the FAA. Look­
ing around the table at the meeting on the security report, I'd 

felt painfully defealed for the lirsl lime. l couldn't continue 
working in a place where all we did was sit around waiting for 
people to die. 

On July 3, I wrote my letter of resignation but because of 
the long holiday weekend, I could not find anyone at the White 
House to take the letter until July 8. A week later, the House 
Subcommittee on Aviation asked me to explain why I was leav­
ing my job. Transportation Secretary Pefia and administrator 
Hinson were there too, and they seemed determined to dis­
tance themselves from any rcsponsihilily for lhc problems al 
the FAA that I eornplaincd about. The luspcctor General had 
never warned him about Valujet, Pefia told the Senators. He 
had no knowledge, he insisted, of how deep the crisis ran at 
the discounter, and lie found ii V(iry troubling that I had im­
plied lhal alarm bells should have hc(in ringing all over the DOT 
for 111011ths. 

II was this kind of n•visio11ist pal111li11n that h:id cll'ivcn 11w 
from myjoli. I c•xpl:1i11cd lo lht: panel ll1at 1nonlhs bel'orn, thn Sec­
retary's own chief of staff, Ann Bonnolini, had at the request of 
her close personal friend, n Valujel lobbyist, asked me what I was 
doing snooping into Valujet. l told the Senators that in response 
to this unusual request, I'd written a stern memo outlining what 
the FAA and my office were doing about ValuJet. Did Pefia expect 
us to believe he had no idea what his chief of staff did every day 
in the office suite they shar~IP 

Exhausted when I got home, I fell asleep early. It was July 17. 

HOW SAFE? FAA administrator David Hinson, 
left, and Transportation Secretary Federico 
Pena declared ValuJet safe, des11ite its 
record. They also delayed Schiavo's critical 
1·c1>ort on airport security, which was not 
released until afl(,I' tho Atlanta Olympics 

"There's been another crash. It doesn't. 
look good," I heard my husband say~ 
through my fog of sleep. "It crashed into~ 
the ocean." l got up and followed him to the~ 
television. TWA Flight 800 had just plum-i 
meted into the Atlantie in a ball of flames i 
off Long Island, and it looked like hun-~ 
dreds of passengers were dead. A familiar, J 
wrenching drcacl lugged at me. Eehoes of: 
Valujet questions bounced around my~ 

head. [lad the TWA jet crashed because an incompetent me-~ 
chanic 111iss<•d sonwthing? lkca11sc: a hog11s part sold lo lhc air-~ 
li11<' l1y slr:1dy cl(•alns 11:id faihicl? Or w:is 111<: plane lilow11 0111 of~ 
ll1c: sky l>t•cause lax sccnrily had ptinnillccl a bomb lo lie hidden~ 
on the plane or slipped aboard as luggage or cargo? g 

For two weeks after TWA Flight 800 blew up, I sat through~ 
interview after interview on television as the eountry tried to sort~ 
out what could have gone wrong. Yet it was difficult for me to re-; 
assure the public when I knew about the FAA's sloppy safely and~ 
security record. To be sure, many FAA field employees are hard-~ 
working civil servants who have devoted their careers to aviation. g 
They fly all the time, and so do their families and friends. Many A 
FAA inspectors helped my office with i11vcsligations, rnporls ancl ~ 
testimony before Congress. Senior FAA officials tried lo reach ii 
compromises with my office and with the NTSB. But most of the~ 
time we pt1rsuecl opposite goals. ~ 
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A 
LL AIRLINES AHE NOT 

created equal. The FAA 
requires the companies to 
meet minimum safely 

standards, but much of the 
diligence beyond that is left to 
the airlines. Here are some things 
you can do to help yourself: 

-------~ carried on a plane over and over 
again. 
7. Complain about airlines with 
shoddy security. llcport them lo 
the rAA and lo your member of 
Congress. Better yet, call the 
media-they might report the 
incident. When you read about an 
airline with a pattern of shoddy 
security, stay off that airline. 
8. S1>calt up. Before some of the 
most tragic, dramatic accidents 

1. Avoid old jets. Some major 
carriers say refurbishing 20-
year-old planes renders the 
aircraft as good as new. I'm not 
convinced. 1 am going to slay off 
old planes belonging to start-ups 
or any airline short on cash that 
also farms out maintenance lo 

WINDOW OR AISLE? Srnol1e kills many air-accident victims. 
An aisle seat near an exit can boost your survival chances 

in 1n·1,11t history, pass1,11gi,rs 
aboard Ilic pla1ws saw something 
amiss hut did not speak up. You 
paid for a safe plane. Do not be 

the lowest bidder. Sclecl those airli1ws 
that retire aging aircraft and 
periodically update their fleets. 
2. Steer clear of 1>ia11es with a past. 
Here are the planes on rny nervous­
flyer list: ATR, the French-llalian-madc 
turboprop, is notorious for becoming 
suddenly difficult to control in 
extremely cold temperatures. 
Presumably that problem has been 
fixed. Personally, I am going to give 
ATR operators ample time to test their 
repairs. Embraer 120, a Brazilian-made 
plane known as the Brasilia, has had its 
share of troubles-five fatal crashes in 
the U.S. since 1990. And don't get on 
Russian-built: planes. 
3. Stay off all cal'riers that the FM 
has grounded or seriously 
reprimanded in recent years. Watch 
the media for announcements. 
4. Avoid start-up carriers. Until they 

have a proven record, it's hnrd lo Sl'C 

who'll be safe and who'll be sorry. 
5. Sit where it's safest. True, there is 

,no slalislically "safest" place lo sit 
during n plane crash. Bul there arc seals 
that increase your chances or surviving 
the aftermath of a crash. Most people 
who die in plane accidents succumb to 
smoke inhalation and fumes. The safest 
place lo sit is an aisle scat near an exit 
so if you have to, you can get out of the 
plane fast. The best seat is the one with 
the fewest people and potential 
obstacles between you and an exit door. 
6. Buy and carry you!' own smol<e 
hood, This is a device that fits over a 
passenger's head and filters oul noxious 
fumes. The kit is about the size of a 
child's shoe box, which means il 
definitely lakes up room in your carry­
on. The most sophisticated models cost 
$100 or more, but the gear can be 

inlimidalcd if' lligl1t allc11danls tell you 
lo mind your own business. /\]ways 
speak up if you see snow or ice on the 
wings before takeoff. 
9. Do not fly in a hul'ricane or 
snowstorm, even if the airport is 
still 01>en. If Lhe pilot is a seasoned, 
rational professional, then passengers 
are not at risk. But if the pilot has get­
lhcrc-ilis, he may overlook sal'cly. 
10. If you have service needs or 
problems, always write down the 
names of airline employees who have 
approved or denied your requests or 
advised you of the carrier's policy 
concerning something you were 
guanmtced--say, an em ply place ncxl 
to yours for your infant's safety seat. On 
countless occasions airline personnel 
have asked nic, "Who Loki you lhal?" 
When I had a name, date and the facts 
of the conversalion, 1 won the debate. 

I 
I 
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L---------------------------------------------·----------------------------------------------J 

SILENCING THE WATCHDOG 
AFTER I RESIGNED MY POSITION AS INSPECTOR GENERAL AT THE DE­

partment of Transportation, th'e report on airport security that 
my office had readied for the Secretary, the While House and 
Congress was suppressed. lt didn't matter that the decision had 
already been made not to classify the report. It was buried for sev­
eral weeks, until after the Democratic National Convention. 
When it was finally issued, all the incriminating information 
about the FAA had been blacked out, including the failure rates and 
the FAA's response to our findings. 

Another ·report that my office was preparing on !'AA inspec­
t ions wns nlso killc)cl. II was ('l'il il'al of' 1111• l•'AA I 11'('H11s1• I II<' a1(1•111•y 
hnd 11ol 111ad1J iinprovc11w11ls in !lie lt'rrilil1· i11spt)<.•lirn1 sysl<'ltl we 
had previously u11cov1'rt'cl. l•:vn11 lho11f.>:h a11 nssisl:1111 inspector 
general had already Leslilicd lo Congress about Lliis report, il was 
not issued. ,. 

FM administrator Hinson resigned his positio11 in November 
1996, ancl Transport a/ion Secretw11 J'eiia has since l1c•c1111w l~ncr­
gy Secretary. The job of Inspector General has remained tmfi.lled 
for more that eight months, and for the time being that office is 
keeping a lower profile. 

Inspector General employees have been barred from talking 
lo the press. The office will no longer get involved in Department 
of Transportation or FM policy issues, even though the Inspector 
General's Act says that is one of the office's purposes. Safety issues 
are now beyond the scope of the Inspector General's office. 

The FAA wanted peace with the Inspector General and the 
NTSB, but it wanted harmony by persuading us to lay off, to leave 
its officials to do their jobs as they always had. Planes are not 
falling out of the sky, the FAA kepl saying. Aircraft are not crash­
ing. Staled over and over, this agency mantra was a hlankcljusli­
fication for business as usual. 

But in fact, planes were falling out of the sky. After I resigned, 
I lri<·d lo gl'I 0111• li11al pi1·1·1• of i11f'on11:ilio11 0111 ol'll1i, FAA lhnl line! 
111yslifit•d 111e for y1•ars: IIIC' 111rn1dary vnl11ti of lu1111a11 lil'l'. 

"I k11ow VPry w1•II wl1al yo111111·:111," 1111 !'AA p11'1liC' :dT:iirs orri­
cial said in response to a Freedom of lnfonnalion Acl rcquesl, "but 
I don't think you're going lo get that from us. Do you expect any­
body here to say what is the value we give to human life and then 
sign off on it and be left open to riclic11lc for the rest of our lives?" 
The (jtwslion angered the official, and Ilic request was denied. 

The truth is, no one needs government officials to put a dol­
lar value on his or her life or on the lives of loved ones. We con­
sider ourselves priceless. So should the FAA. Ill 
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Article of faitl1 fails aero engineers 
Vinc ent Kiernan, Washingcon DC 

A KEY equation used in the design of air­
crati: for the past sixry years is wrong. The 
rwo mathematicians who made the discov­
ery chink chat the error may have caused 
the- tiles on the space shunle 
to fall off. 

The "law of the wall" is 
one of the fundamental eoua­
tions in aircraft engineering. 
The equation is supposeci to 
calcuiare the force exeneci by 
moving air on a solid oi:i_iecc 
such as the wing of a piane 
or the wall of a wind tunnel. 
The equation says chis is a 
logarithmic decline as the air 
approaches the surface. Bue 
th is produces answers chat 
are c·oo iow. panicularlv at 
high wind speeds. 

discreoancies berween the forces chev have 
meas~red and chose predicted by the law, 
savs Cho,in. For example, turbulence in a 
wind tunnel is higher than the law predicts. 
Bur engineers assumed chat the fault was 
with the equipment- the wind tunnel wall 

THIS WEEK 

extra margin of safer1· co their designs. 
So the discover-' does not mean chat all 

planes are unsafe , he says. Bur he speculates 
chat the error may ha1·e been responsible 
for problems with the space shurcle ili 
its early days , when unexpectedl y high 

..., 

turbu lence caused its pro­
tective ril es co fali off. 

Barenbiacc adaored math· 
emarical cools from quantu m 
theor1· and Charin d rew on 
equarions used in flui d mech­
anics rn check the eouation. 
They deduced char the loga­
rithmic law shou ld be re • 
placed 1\·ich an exponentia l 
law- 1,·hich preciiC[S far 
greater forces near the wal l. 
These oredicrions were veri­
fied in 11·ind tunnel rests. 

Kenm· Breuer. professor of 
aeronaucics at the \-\assachu-' 
se res [nsciruce of Technology, -'(< 
agrees chat the ci isco1·en· is 
li keh· w have lirc!e impac r 

5i immediacelv, because aero 

The equation was first out 
forn-ard in the 1930s. anci it 
has been useci in che design of 
aircrati: ever since. Bue it has 
ne1·er i:ieen verified experi­
mentaily. "They didn't have 

Hea ding for a fall: designers ' key equation underestimates turbul e nc e engineers have relied on 
wind tunnel tests and the 

performances of pasc aircraft in designin g the mathematical cools co figure our a really 
good rest ," says Alexandre Charin of che 
Universiry of California ac Berkeley. Charin 
collaborated with Grigorv Barenblacc, a vis­
iting mathematician at the university. 

Engineers have been aware of nagging 

might have needed polishing, for instance. 
Because of the gap berween theory and 

observation , Charin says, aero nautical en­
gineers have never relied exclusively on the 
law of the wall's predictions when design ­
ing aircraft. Engineers always added an 

existing ones . Bm changes in the law of the 
wall could produce more accurate compucer 
models for designing future aircraft. he 
says . "The law of che 11·all is a fundamental 
tenet of turbulence modelling. '· 




