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Airline safety under the microscope 
Congressional hearing scrutinizes relationship between FAA, airlines 

By Eve Tahmincioglu 
MSNBC contributor 
updated 4:38 p.m. ET, Thurs., April. 3, 2008 

 

Rachael Douglas was waiting for 
her Northwest flight from 
Memphis, Tenn., to Alexandria, 
La., to depart this past Sunday 
when she noticed the flight crew 
having difficulty shutting the 
cabin door. 

From her seat, 1A, she had a 
good view of the crew and 

outside maintenance employees struggling to 

shut the door, which took an hour before it 
appeared to close properly. 

About 30 minutes into the flight, she recalls, 

people started getting light headed and suddenly 
the plane took a nosedive. “We were terrified, 
holding hands,” she explains. 

When the plane leveled off, the pilot came on the loud speaker and told 

Some industry experts suggest 
the FAA dropped the ball  on 
the inspection process at 
Southwest Air l ines Co., causing 
more than 40 of the carr ier ’s 
planes to be grounded last 
month prompting count less 
cancel lat ions and delays for 
fl iers. 
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passengers not to panic, that the plane had just lost pressure and he 

was turning the plane around back to Memphis. 

When Douglas finally got home she called and e-mailed Northwest 
Airlines and also e-mailed the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), but 

still hasn’t received a reply about the harrowing event. 

Officials at Northwest contacted by msnbc.com didn't immediately 

comment, though FAA spokesman Les Dorr acknowledged a cabin-
pressure issue on the flight, but said “no emergency was declared.” 

As for door problems and a nosedive, Dorr said: “We found out the 

flight crew wrote up the issues. It appears there was a problem with the 
door but it doesn’t say what it was.” He said the airline removed and 
replaced the pressurization pressure selector, adding “what that actually 
means I really don't know.” 

“Someone needs to know about this,” says Douglas. “These planes 
shouldn’t be flying like that, should they?” 

Safety at heart of hearings 
Indeed, the question of whether the nation’s airlines are being allowed 
to fly unsafe planes was at the very heart of congressional hearings held 
Thursday. Many agree the FAA dropped the ball on the inspection 
process at Southwest Airlines Co., causing more than 40 of the carrier’s 
planes to be grounded last month prompting countless cancellations and 

delays for fliers. 

The FAA issued a $10.2 million fine against Southwest for intentionally 
flying planes that had not undergone key inspections. The government 

agency also admitted its own inspectors did not act properly. 

While airline travelers 
have been 

inconvenienced because 
of the rash of plane 
groundings following the 
Southwest revelations, 
and will probably see 
more cancellations and 
delays in the near term, 

the bigger worry for 
fliers is safety. 

Are U.S. airline carriers and the FAA doing enough to protect the 
American flying public? 

Some experts say no. 

“There’s an ambiguity in the way the FAA oversees the air carriers,” 
says Peter Goelz, an airline industry expert and the former managing 
director of the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB). “It’s almost 

like a partnership between the FAA and the carriers in which the 
overwhelming amount of inspections that take place are done by the 
carriers themselves. The FAA's job is to oversee their inspections. They 
do spot checks.” 

The airlines, he adds, have been able to “manipulate the process to 
their advantage because the FAA can’t inspect everything.” 

And he says, in the case of Southwest at least, the relationship between 
the FAA and the commercial airlines are “far too cozy. They assume no 
airline wants to be unsafe. No airline wants to kill their passengers.” 

So far, Northwest, which has visions of merging with Delta Airlines in 
the foreseeable future, has not grounded any of its planes. But the FAA 
said Wednesday four other U.S. carriers are also under investigation, 
but the agency would not name names. 

Video 

 

  FAA under fire on 
airline safety 
April 4: Hearings on 
Capitol Hill examine air 
safety, with FAA 
administrator Robert 
Sturgell responding to 
questions. NBC’s Tom 
Costello reports. 
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Too close for comfort? 
The relationship between FAA inspectors and airline personnel was a 
central issue during Thursday's congressional hearings. The panel 
investigated claims by two FAA inspectors who say they tried to correct 
maintenance problems at Southwest but their efforts were hampered. 
Allegedly, say the inspectors, Southwest was trying to choose FAA 
inspectors that would be more favorable to the carrier. 

The two FAA inspectors who have become whistleblowers, Charalambe 
Boutris and Douglas Peters, testified before the House Transportation 
and Infrastructure Committee, and Boutris was asked if he thought the 
safety issue went beyond Southwest. He said it was “not just 

Southwest.” 

Rep. Peter A. DeFazio, 

who questioned the 
hearing witnesses, asked 
if federal regulators 
under the Bush 
administration have been 
focused on being 
customer friendly with 
the airlines “we should 

be regulating.” 

To that, Boutris 

answered: “We’ve 
forgotten about the most 

important customer, which is the taxpayers ... to ensure the airlines 
provide a safe transportation. Are we doing that? I don’t believe we’re 
doing that.” 

Lawmakers and airline advocates took great pains during the hearing to 
stress how safe air travel is in an apparent effort to not panic the public 
given the very nature of the hearing titled: “Critical Lapses in FAA 
Safety Oversight of Airlines: Abuses of Regulatory ‘Partnership 
Programs.’” 

Lapses in maintenance are in part a function of the precarious economic 
situation so many of the nation’s airlines find themselves in given the 
high cost of fuel prices, says Richard Gritta, professor of finance and 

transportation at the University of Portland. 

“When you’re making tons of money it’s easier to spend money,” he 

notes. 

“If operations managers and maintenance people are not ethical or are 
not behaving according to normal standards, things could be slipping 

by. And that appears to be the case at Southwest,” he says. 

CONTINUED: 'Nobody wants to fly an unsafe airplane' 
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  FAA and airlines 
— too close for 
comfort? 
April 3: U.S. Department 
of Transportation 
officials accused the 
FAA of getting too cozy 
with the airlines it's 
supposed to oversee, 
ultimately putting 
passengers at risk. 
NBC's Tom Costello 
reports. 
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