European Authorities Finally Respond Positively To AEI Aircraft Safety Warning 

AEI (Aircraft Engineers International) are encouraged by the more positive approach witnessed from some National Authorities to its recent safety warnings. AEI has repeatedly voiced its concerns that many aircraft system defects (up to 90%) were not recorded when they occur but rather when it was “commercially convenient” for Airlines, thereby significantly increasing the risk faced by passengers. 

At AEI’s Annual Congress in Malmö (18th – 20th September) EASA (European Aviation Safety Agency) confirmed that the SAFA (Safety Assessment of Foreign Aircraft) Inspection programme had also uncovered evidence of defects not being entered as they occur. “Although there is a large difference in the figures presented by SAFA and AEI, we are moving in a more positive direction,” said AEI’s General Secretary, Fred Bruggeman. Commenting on the large difference between the statistics (SAFA’s rate being considerably lower than AEI’s 90%) Mr Bruggeman said “one should not forget that SAFA perform snap shot inspections of aircraft between tight flight schedules, without intending to cause delays. AEI are not under such constraints and as such are able to continuously monitor the situation.”

AEI have repeatedly raised the issue during the past 12 months and until now were extremely disappointed with the response or lack of it, from many of Europe’s Aviation Authorities. In addition Pilot unions and airlines attempted to ridicule our findings, yet none have taken up our challenge to perform their own investigations or supplied any evidence to contradict our claims. We are confident that our findings are accurate and would withstand any scrutiny. Most pilots or authorities for that matter are just not aware of how much evidence of the failure to report a fault is available on modern aircraft computer systems. Although the issue was initially ignored AEI continue to offer its full support in any further investigations.

“It is disappointing it has taken over a year for the problem to be recognised and during congress it became evident this was also a global problem and not just limited to Europe” said Mr Bruggeman. “Therefore we believe that passengers will support our call for the regulator to become more 
pro-active in protecting their interests by insisting upon the highest possible standards of safety at all times.” This call for a more pro-active approach has been recognised by EASA but is unfortunately not always supported by the necessary European regulation. We have again voiced our support for EASA to expand and intensify its inspection programme. In addition we have also raised the issue of NAA’s not being thorough enough during their own inspections of the airlines under their control. This often makes it easy for airlines to implement bizarre interpretations of the regulations and get away with it. 

Unfortunately during congress both Alitalia and Olympic Airways fell victim to the current crisis facing the aviation community. Alitalia are close to ceasing operations, whilst Olympic Airways announced job losses as it prepared to be split into 3 privatised companies in order to be sold off for maximum profit.  Others including JAT (former Yugoslavia) are also under enormous pressure. The circumstances surrounding these and other endangered airlines are a cause of great concern for AEI as aircraft maintenance budgets have always been considered a soft target and the continuous cost cutting will eventually compromise safety. 

Furthermore industry continues to highlight its short sighted approach to maintenance by allowing many to lose their jobs in spite of there being an acknowledged severe shortage of engineers. Potentially many of these highly qualified engineers will move on into other industries seeking better career prospects and stability. All of which places an even larger burden on the remaining few. AEI calls on the European Union to do more to protect innocent hard working individuals rather than stand on the sidelines as they are victimized and abused under the banner of free markets. 

In addition Congress also discussed ways in which affiliates could assist industry in implementing a “just culture” in place of the current “blame culture”. Professor Sydney Dekker led the way giving a presentation on the subject raising many issues which certainly gave delegates plenty to consider. 

Occurrence reporting was also discussed with congress reaching the conclusion that industry still has a long way to go before it can reap the full benefits of an open reporting culture Although industry and regulators often like to claim there is a healthy system already in place, the reality is all too often that individuals who choose to use the reporting systems are penalised or find themselves out of work. A strange paradox considering that those same submitted reports could well prevent an incident saving the airline enormous amounts of money, let alone its reputation or continued ability to operate. 

As long as industry continues to support a “blame” culture, there will always be preventable accidents.  As long as incident/accident investigations continue to be polluted by a fear of criminal charges, many key witnesses may be reluctant to supply that critical piece of information necessary to completely unravel the complexity of an accident, thereby preventing a re-occurrence. Therefore AEI will continue to do all it can to support and promote a “just culture”. 

As the 36th Annual Congress concluded, AEI re-affirmed its commitment to enhancing aviation safety by encouraging affiliates to work in partnership with their regulator whilst continuing to maintain aircraft to the highest safety standards.
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