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Resolution calling upon the appropriate committee of the United States Congress to hold a hearing on the safety of the Airbus A-300-600, other aircraft and the adequacy of pilot training programs.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS:


This resolution asks that the appropriate committee of the United States Congress closely examine systemic problems that may have caused American Airlines Flight 587 to crash on November 12, 2001 leaving no survivors.  The preliminary findings of the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) focus on the special conditions prevailing at the time of the take-off and did not discuss any possible design flaws in the Airbus or problems with American Airlines maintenance procedures.  The resolution seeks to correct this perceived bias in the analysis of the accident.


The crash devastated families and frightened the nation concerned with the possibility of another terrorist attack only weeks after the September 11th attacks on the Pentagon and the World Trade Center. The 260 persons on board perished.  The flight from Kennedy International Airport to Santo Domingo in the Dominican Republic left the tightly-knit Dominican community in New York City grief stricken. 


Neighborhoods that lie along the flight paths of the New York City airports found their worst fears realized.  Five persons on the ground in Belle Harbor lost their lives when the plane fell to earth.  Residents who live near the airports have constantly complained that parts and pieces of airplanes fell from the sky creating dangerous conditions.  The crash of Flight 587 demonstrated the realistic basis of these fears.  


Controversy surrounded the initial explanations offered by the National Transportation Safety Board.  The official comments focused on localized events particular to the takeoff of this flight and didn’t ask if there were underlying causes that might affect the safety of other Airbus planes or call into question existing maintenance procedures.  Moreover by raising the question of the pilots response to the tail winds generated by a flight that took off minutes before the Airbus, the safety investigators focus was on pilot error.  Critics thought it was premature to make a determination that the pilots’ performance was inadequate when the circumstance of the crash were unknown.  


There are strong indications that the Airbus’s rudder moved back and forth in a way that was dangerous.  The safety investigators seemed to be leaning towards the conclusion that the pilot error caused these movements.  For the critics, this was precisely the matter that needed investigation.  One root of the controversy consists of this simple question: “Did the pilots cause the rudder to wig-wag or did the electronic systems of the Airbus malfunction and cause the erratic movement?”  A second and related question concerns the structural integrity of the rudder-tail fin assembly.  “Had this crucial part weakened over the years so that it couldn’t withstand the wrenching caused by an unforeseen and unplanned movement of the rudder?”  In other words, had the visual inspection called for under the existing maintenance protocols failed to detect hidden flaws in this part? 


Critics of the NTSB were upset by press reports that suggested the pilots caused the rudder to move back and forth.  The New York Times of February 19, 2002 in its article “After Crash, Experts Review How to Instruct on Rudder Use,” reported that the NTSB has “singled out the possibility” the crash was brought on by “a rapid wagging” of the airplane’s rudder as “its pilots encountered another aircraft’s wake” compelling aviation experts to review “what forces jetliners can withstand.”


Aviation Week and Space Technology in its issue of January 21, 2002 explained that this was a unique and unprecedented problem. For the first time in civilian transport history a vertical stabilizer “came completely off due to aerodynamic loads.”  In the article, “Did Rudder Motions Snap Off A300 Fin?,”  the problem was called a freak occurrence  “on the order of the one-in-a-billion-flight-hours” problem that falls within the “safety rate” set by Federal aviation regulations. 


While some press reports suggested that pilot error caused the problem, other publications reported a different possibility.  The November 26, 2001 Aviation Week reported that NTSB investigators recognized that the rudder deflections “does not necessarily mean the pilot commanded the rudder because the pedals are probably backdriven by the control cables.” Incidents in 1999 and 1996 where Airbus planes had sudden rudder movements that were not commanded by the pilots were being studied by the safety agency (“Rudder Deflections Eyed in AA587 Probe”).


Vanity Fair in its September 2002 issue clarified the puzzle.  The magazine reported that the Airbus has an electronic system that automatically monitors rudder movement.  “Yaw dampers” move the rudder to insure a stable ride.  Moreover, the backup autopilot system for this Airbus malfunctioned in preflight checks and needed ground engineers to fix it.  This resolution asks that a complete examination of these electronic systems take place to insure that the computers didn’t override the pilots instructions and cause the rudders to move in a destructive manner.  Reporter David Rose quotes R. John Hansman, Jr. Professor of Aeronautics and Astronautics and Director of MIT’s International Center for Air Transportation, “when you create electronic control systems, you create the potential for uncommanded inputs. (p. 231)”


The difference in the scenarios sketched by some early press reports and the one described in Vanity Fair is stark.  If pilot error led to the mishandling of the rudder controls, one remedy is additional pilot training.  The other view holds that immediately after take-off the plane began to yaw sharply, and the pilots had to resort to desperate measures – the so-called “Escape” plan -- a red box procedure learned by heart and practiced regularly on simulators for “extreme situations” (Vanity Fair p. 224).  In other words the pilots, confronted with an extraordinary emergency when the Airbus computer took control of the plane, did everything they could to regain control of the aircraft during the last minutes of their lives.  The malfunctioning of the plane’s electronic systems forced the pilot to initiate heroic measures.


A contributing cause of the accident could be the deterioration of the rudder and fin.  The Airbus relies on composite materials that are light-weight but are relatively new.  Expert interviewed by the Vanity Fair reported explained that their strength is secured by gluing the thin strips of material together.  If the initial gluing process or subsequent stresses separate the materials then these materials lose strength.  While non-destructive tests exist to determine if there internal flaws not visible to the naked eyes, these methods are not recommended by Airbus.  In fact, the plane’s design makes removal of the tail-fin, rudder assembly a risky procedure, consequently the part cannot be subjected to non-destructive testing.  Existing maintenance procedures call for a visual check of this part every five years according to Vanity Fair.  The critics believe that many weaknesses could develop and go undetected under these procedures.  (p. 231)  


This resolution urges the House of Representatives and the National Transportation Safety Board to resolve the conflicts between these two theories concerning what happened in the last minutes of Flight 587 as well as the adequacy of pilot training programs.
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