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Mr. Bush’s Broken Government continued . . .    

Denial is a funny thing that seems to underlie all areas of the Federal government.  As the presentation of Broken Government unfolded, hopefully the reader has recognized just how the conduct of federal regulators, in most cases, results in less safety and protection for you the American citizen 

Human Fatigue in Transportation Accidents Still Unaddressed:  Human fatigue first appeared on the National Transportation Safety Board’s (NTSB) original “Most Wanted” list when the list was established way back in 1990, and sadly, human fatigue was still on the list when the Center for Public Integrity (CPI) compiled its Broken Government analysis on the Bush Administration in late 2008.  


Then NTSB Acting Chairman Mark V. Rosenker acknowledged to the CPI, “Human Fatigue has been a persistent factor in far too many transportation accidents.”  He added, “If anything, the problem is growing, not shrinking.”  


The FAA is probably the most visible segment of the transportation industry and receives the greatest scrutiny by the NTSB.  The CPI found no action was taken on a 1995 FAA proposed rule to “update the flight and duty regulations for airline pilots,” nor was action taken after the FAA’s own 2000 study recognized that “a quarter of airline maintenance personnel were fatigued or exhausted at work.”  


A Corporate Airlines flight crashed near Kirksville, Missouri in 2004 killing 13 people.  The NTSB cited that crash in its arguments and efforts to reduce fatigue that were “long overdue.”  


Surface transportation such as the trucking industry has also been targeted by the NTSB over the fatigue factor in accidents.  A rule proposed by the NTSB after an I-94 Wisconsin crash killed five and injured 35 others would have mandated the “use of on-board recorders in the trucking industry to enforce compliance with hours-of-service rules and reduce fatigue-related accidents.”  

The Department of Transportation (DOT), through its Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration (FMCSA), proposed a much weaker rule – to impose a rule only on carriers with a pattern of violations because “The estimated costs imposed by a broader mandate would exceed its benefits.”  Relatives of those killed or those injured in trucking accidents would most likely beg to disagree.  Instead, FMCSA sought to extend truckers’ daily driving limits from 10 to 11 hours which was struck down by a U.S. Court of Appeals, only to have a rule re-issued by the FMCSA in November of 2008 again extending the truckers’ limit to 11 hours, but with the requirement of “at least 10 hours rest between shifts and based on an exhaustive scientific review.”  

The FAA continues to look for a solution to better understand and deal with aviation fatigue, and held an Aviation Fatigue Management Symposium in the summer of 2008.  


As follow-up, in October of 2008, then President Bush signed the Railroad Safety Enhancement Act which addressed human fatigue factors for rail, a target of the NTSB in 2007. Point-of-Information:  Rail involves the least number of human lives.    
FAA in Dark on Maintenance:  The FAA falls under the purview of the Department of Transportation (DOT).  A December 2005 audit by the inspector general (IG) of the DOT uncovered a practice officials say contributed to the 2003 crash of an Air Midwest plane in which 21 people died outside of Charlotte, North Carolina.  


The IG’s audit found that “non-certificated repair facilities assigned work by the airlines are now performing more significant work than anyone realized.”  Outsourcing maintenance by airlines has doubled since 2004 to 2008.  


The IG audit emphasized these points:  1) non-certificated repair facilities did not follow the same regulatory requirements as their certified counter-parts, including annual FAA inspections and quality control supervision; 2) even when FAA-certified mechanics performed maintenance at these sites, vital overlapping layers of safety were absent; 3) airlines failed to properly monitor work at these facilities and neglected to properly train employees; and 4) the FAA needed to develop a method for determining which “non-certificated” facilities were performing critical maintenance.  


The CPI investigation found that while the FAA “agreed with most of the IG’s recommendations, effective policies haven’t always been adopted.”  


As follow-up, the FAA did make changes in 2008 to its Operations Specifications guide “requiring carriers to list all of the certified and uncertified repair stations they employ.”  The requirement was canceled because the airlines industry expressed concerns.  


A 2008 audit disclosed FAA plans to “demand airlines provide additional information on private maintenance facilities,” but DOT officials expressed doubt that “the information would be accurate or complete.”  

Finally, Democratic and Republic Senators have twice tried (unsuccessfully) to pass legislation bolstering oversight of both domestic and foreign maintenance facilities.”  The flying public taking up the “crusade” for improvements may be the only hope.


The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
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