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Safety Net
MSI in East Asia

by Steve Quigg

It was the last and longest trip of a very 
long year of travel. The itinerary last 

fall took an MSI team to two of the most 
intensely Islamic countries on earth. Our 
assignment was to come along side two of 
the Christian humanitarian flight programs 
in the region to conduct safety seminars for 
the wider aviation community. The existence 
of such flight ministries in these countries is 
a miracle in its own right and one that isn’t 
taken lightly. As the director of one of the 
ministries described it to us, “It took our 
founder two full years of drinking tea with 
government and community officials in 
order to develop the relationships needed to 
get approval for our flight operations.” In a 
sense, every day they operate there they do 
so on borrowed time; sooner or later some 
attitude or relationship or government 
policy will change and the invitation to be 
in the country will simply disappear. 

Overt talk about Jesus, let alone 
open evangelism, is a quick ticket out of 
the country or an all-expenses paid stay 
in the local jail. The work of the aviation 
staff in these countries is all about being 
the incarnational presence of Christ. 
Through them, Christ can be seen, enjoyed, 
observed, appreciated and (prayerfully) 
followed. In turn, our presence there was 
meant, at least in part, to help them deepen 
their relationships with the local authorities 
so that they can continue flying airplanes 
and continue being representations of God’s 
love in that part of the world.
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“It’s not my fault, it was…”

Since the very beginning of mankind, placing of blame or de-
flecting fault away from ourselves seems to be ingrained in 

the human DNA. Just as Adam tried to blame Eve, and Eve tried 
to blame the serpent, even today we seem to have a propensity 
to try to avoid facing up to the consequences of our actions.

This propensity of ours leads in turn to a tendency to be 
suspicious when things go wrong. Investigative journalism, 
lawsuits, conspiracy theories, and often public opinion operate 
under the assumption that somebody is hiding something or 
covering something up. Because we all as human beings have 
a tendency to not want to admit our faults or failures, a healthy 
skepticism is often a good thing. But balance is required. There 
really are not that many people out there knowingly trying to 
bring harm to the unsuspecting public in order to achieve ben-
efit or profit for themselves.

This is an important principle in aviation safety. When a 
major accident occurs, it seems that the press and general pub-
lic immediately want to know who is to blame. The assumption 
seems to be that someone knowingly and deliberately put in-
nocent people’s lives at risk. However, as a pilot who has inter-
viewed and worked with hundreds of pilots, I have yet to meet 
one who wanted to crash. After all, the saying goes that the pilot 
is the ‘first to arrive at the scene of the accident.’ In other words, 
he is the one who usually dies first, since the front of the plane 
usually meets the immovable object first.

Likewise, every aviation manager and executive wants 
to avoid an accident like the plague. Accidents are extremely 
costly, not only because of the tremendously high cost of the 
damaged equipment, but also all the indirect costs. Things 
like medical care of victims, transporting and caring for fam-
ily members of victims, search and rescue, salvage operations, 
damage to reputation, lost revenue, decreased efficiency, leas-
ing replacement equipment, training replacement crews, and a 
myriad of other things all add up to huge expenses. With this 
in mind, it is extremely rare for an aircraft accident to be a re-
sult of someone knowingly and deliberately doing something 
wrong. Most often, it is a result of a number of factors all add-
ing up. Some of those factors may include an underestimation 
of the risks of doing or not doing certain things, but to imme-
diately try to find who is to blame is not a productive exercise.

In the aviation safety world, this rush to blame is such a 
huge problem that a lot of energy is spent in trying to stop it. 

There is a whole movement called “Just Culture”, where people 
are not punished for mistakes, but are enlisted to help find so-
lutions to prevent future ones. Laws are enacted to protect con-
fidentiality; anonymous reporting of safety hazards is encour-
aged; cockpit voice recordings are not released to the public; 
official accident reports do not name crew members—these are 
just some examples of efforts to combat the rush to blame.

Some would question why crew members are shielded in 
this way. The answer lies in understanding the whole purpose of 
safety investigations. We seek to find out what factors contrib-
uted to the event, whether it resulted in a fatal accident or just a 
near miss. As we understand the factors, we can take corrective 
action and in that way avoid future tragedies. Much can and 
has been learned by this approach, and commercial aviation is 
statistically one of the safest industries on the planet as a result.

If we allow ourselves to get caught up in the “blame game”, 
almost instantly everyone involved in the event decides not to 
share information freely, for fear of being implicated and pun-
ished, and because they are already pre-disposed to not want 
to admit failures or weaknesses. The end result is that we never 
learn the valuable lessons that will benefit all of us.

Missionary aviation is not exempt from this phenomenon. 
Much more often than we like, MSI finds attitudes where in-
vestigations are seen as punitive, or conducted for the purpose 
of finding who is to blame. We work hard to educate and help 
people understand the true purpose of investigation. We also 
emphasize the importance of investigating events that did not 
result in death, injury, or damage to equipment. Even the close 
calls provide lots of information that can help us make aviation 
safer. One phrase I like to emphasize to people in our safety 
seminars is to stop and ask yourself ‘WHY?’ whenever some-
thing happens you did not expect. Aviation should be predict-
able, and if we are surprised, there are lessons to be learned if we 
take the time to investigate.

All of this does not let everyone off the hook, though. We 
are still ultimately responsible for our actions, as Adam and Eve 
found out. Also, other people are often affected by the conse-
quences of our actions or inactions. With knowledge comes 
responsibility, and this holds true especially in aviation, where 
people’s lives are literally at stake. When an investigation reveals 
need for improvement or change, we are now responsible for the 
decisions we make to address that need.

Some might respond that therefore ignorance is bliss—if 
you don’t know, you can’t be held responsible. However, just like 
in our legal system ignorance of the law is not a valid excuse, 
aviation is not at all forgiving of ignorance. In fact, the more 
accurate phrase should be ‘ignorance is risk.’ The less you know, 
the more risk you are unknowingly exposing yourself and per-
haps others to—you are gambling with lives at stake. No, knowl-
edge is power, and let us all use that power to 
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So that’s what we did. We led 
world-class teams of aviation safety 
experts to those ministries, which 
in turn hosted safety seminars for 
the broader aviation community. 
The audiences were eclectic mixes of 
airline pilots, Civil Aviation officials, 
local charter pilots, airport safety staff, 
flight students, United Nations pilots, 
and local maintenance staff. And the 
seminars were bona fide hits. The 
seminar material was “Nuts & Bolts” 
information that could be put to use 
right away and delivered in a style 
that kept everyone coming back for 
more—even when one of the seminars 
extended into a public holiday!
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Meanwhile, Gail Quigg, 
the only woman on the team, 
was busy working behind the 
scenes with groups of women 
both in and outside of the 
mission community. Women 
are the ones who often bear the 
brunt of such confining cultures 
which force them to stay hidden 
behind prescribed clothing, 
manners, and responsibilities.
Having an outsider come 
bearing gifts of encouraging 
words of Scripture, practical 
advice for dealing with cross-
cultural issues, and special 
goodies to brighten the day 
was, understandably, priceless.
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Did all this make a difference? Emphatically YES! 
We were all but finished with our first seminar when the 
Deputy Secretary of the Civil Aviation Authority asked for 
a moment of privilege. He stood to address the audience and 
publicly thanked our team for their hard work and effort. He 
admitted that he had been approached by the mission Field 
Director and asked to officially sponsor the seminar in the 
weeks leading up to the event, but that he had declined for a 
variety of reasons. “However”, he went on to say, “Now that 
I know what kind of seminar you give, I want you to come 
back as soon and as often as you can. And I promise you that 
we will officially host and sponsor the seminars from here 
on out. This was wonderful.” The Field Director approached 
us privately afterwards to say, “Guys, this seminar was worth 
every penny of cost and every hour of effort you put into it. 
The Deputy Secretary is new on the job and we’ve struggled 

getting approvals for every application we’ve had to submit 
to his office. To hear him say what he just said means that 
things are going to be different from here on out. You helped 
improve our relationship with him enormously and bought 
us more time to live and work here.”

Life is all about relationships—Christ with us and we 
with each other and for others. The privilege of being His 
representatives  in some very challenging countries is not taken 
lightly and it was an honor for the MSI team to share in those 
areas. But in a very real sense, it was an even greater privilege to 
help build relational bridges to the wider aviation community 
for the ministry staff who live and work and represent Christ in 
those tough environments 24/7/365. Praise God for the miracle 
of Emmanuel—God with us—and for those who serve in these 
countries as they bring love and humanitarian compassion to 
those in need.
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An engine change on a DC-3 
was being performed. The 

maintenance crew, including the Chief 
of Maintenance, were in the process of 

removing the old engine. Apparently, 
the eight foot ladder in use was known to 

be weak. As a result, the ladder collapsed. 
The mechanic grasped for anything to slow 

his descent to the ground. While his arms 
were above his head a very pointed corner 

of the stainless steel fire shield dug into his 
armpit, slicing for five to six inches all the way 

to the bone and shoulder joint. It resulted in 
a very serious wound; the main blood vessel 
required three stitches and seven more stitches 

to close the vein sheath. There were some other 
layers of tissue to stitch and finally, fifteen stitches 

to close the wound. Fortunately, the recovery was 
very rapid with minor long-range problems. The 

mechanic now has complete use of the hand with 
only minor numbness. His observation is that in 

the future, even when working in remote areas, one 
must take time and expense to build or procure good, 

safe equipment.

Note: This event helps to illustrate that accidents are not 
confined to aircraft flights, but can happen at any time. 

The injuries and losses can be just as severe, whether an 
aircraft was involved or not.

This accident is a classic example of how 
we sometimes focus on being very safe in 

doing the primary job, but ignore clear safety 
issues peripherally involved in accomplishing 

that task. The ladder was “known to be weak.” 
These kinds of issues are similar to the “boiling the frog slowly” 

example. Supposedly, if you throw a frog into boiling water, it will 
immediately jump out. However, if you put the frog in lukewarm 

water, and then gradually raise the temperature to boiling, the frog 
will not try to get out of the container.

If a part on the ladder had suddenly broken, it is likely that the 
ladder would have been removed from service and fixed. However, 
because it gradually became weak over a period of time, everyone was 

used to the fact that the ladder was weak but continued to use it. After 
all, “it hadn’t caused a problem yet.” That is the danger with compromised 

equipment—people can get away with using it over an extended period of 

In this day and age of fast food and instantaneous everything we still 
need to take our time and slow down with a methodical approach to 

safety.  Safety in our homes, our work place etc. As things get busier 
and more hectic the prudent person knows to slow down and take 
heed. When we hurry we make mistakes. Mistakes can be very costly 
in lost time, damage to property, and persons.

When I get on my motorcycle this fact is driven home to me 
every time as it seems everyone around me is doing everything but 
driving their vehicles. It places me and my passenger in extreme 
danger. No matter how careful I may be it is dangerous and 

there are some risks. We can all agree that there is always some amount of risk in 
whatever we do.

In the same way aviation safety is very much a people problem. Accidents 
are related to the way the equipment is used rather than the equipment itself. 
Granted, we can sometimes solve a “people problem” with an equipment 
solution. We can “idiot proof ” the machinery. Eventually, we have to place a 
considerable reliance on people.

So why do people take risks? This is really the heart of the problem. We 
have pilots and maintenance technicians/engineers out there taking risks and 
shortcuts and doing all kinds of undesirable things, any one of which could 
conceivably contribute to an accident.

The bottom line is that risk-taking is normal human behavior. Can 
we change the behavior of the risk taker? The answer is yes. Frequently we 
may discover that the reason for the behavior lies not with the individual 
at all, but may be the result of the management culture. We see over and 
over again where the risk taker is condoned. The system is working 
backwards. We are rewarding behavior that we would like to discourage 
and doing nothing to encourage the behavior we really want. The 
problem may be in the management system, and that can be fixed.

Another way of examining this problem of risk is to examine 
the attitudes of individuals who take risks. The Ohio State University 
Aviation Psychology Department conducted a study and the Federal 
Aviation Administration and Transport Canada have developed 
Aeronautical Decision Making training programs based on the 
research. Five hazardous attitudes have been identified.

1. Anti-Authority (Don’t tell me!)
2. Impulsivity (Do something—quickly!)
3. Invulnerability (It won’t happen to me!)
4. Machismo (I can do it!)
5. Resignation (What’s the use!)

Can we identify risk-takers through their behavior 
styles? Maybe, we’re pretty good at identifying behavior 
patterns after an accident occurs, but we are not 
very good at identifying that same behavior pattern 
before an accident. Very few individuals exhibit 
unsatisfactory behavior that is totally unacceptable.

The bottom line is we are all risk-takers. Risk-
taking is a normal human activity. The differences 
among us are in how we approach the risks and in 
why we take them.

Portions of this article were adapted from 
Aviation Safety Programs A Management 
Handbook; 3rd Edition, by Richard H. Wood. 
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From the Files
Serious Injury 

during 
Aircraft Maintenance

Putting Up 
with Known Deficiencies

Stan Schmoe
Risk Image by permission of
Fox Rothschild, LLC
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Jay Hopkins

Erratum: 
In the article “The Torch Journeys on in Brazil” (Safety 
Net December, 2010) it was erroneously stated that . . . 
“SIL (JAARS) closed its maintenance base in Porto Velho, 
Rondonia, and began partnering with the ADS Maintenance 
base . . . in Anapolis, Goias.” SIL has closed its maintenance 
base in Cuiaba, Mato Grosso, and the maintenance that was 
performed there has been transferred to ADS in Anapolis. SIL 
still performs maintenance in Porto Velho in conjunction with 
its flight program there. Safety Net regrets the error.  Editor

Mission Safety International, Inc.
328 E. Elk Avenue, Suite 1
Elizabethton, Tennessee 37643-3351
Telephone 423-542-8892    FAX 423-542-5464
E-mail info@msisafety.org     www.msisafety.org

Safety Net is published quarterly by Mission Safety International Inc., Harold W. Berk, Ed. 
Articles appearing in this newsletter are the expression of the writer and edited as appropriate. 
Every attempt is made to represent information and opinions accurately and fairly and in such 
manner that an uninformed reader will not be drawn to erroneous conclusions. However, 
there is no guarantee that these objectives will be fully realized. 

time until it finally breaks or fails. In the meantime, people using 
that equipment are saying to themselves, “We really need to get that 
fixed pretty soon,” but because they are busy and have their minds 
on other tasks, they never take any specific steps to make it happen. 
As illustrated by this story, sometimes the result of the failure, when 
it finally occurs, can be extremely serious or even fatal. 

There is a strong lesson here for all of us to not ignore that 
little “pinch” we get that tells us something needs to be fixed. Even 
something as simple as a trip hazard can have serious consequences. 
In one case, an employee tripped over an uneven sidewalk and fell 
to the ground. He got up and thought to himself that he would have 
to be more careful walking down that sidewalk. Several weeks later, 
an elderly female employee tripped and fell at the same location, 

From the Files

Putting Up 
with Known Deficiencies

MSI Membership

Throughout its history, MSI has sought to encourage mission 
aviation organizations to give conscientious effort to im-

proving the safety of their operations. It does this by providing 
its member missions with newsletters, accident summaries, flight 
and maintenance safety information, safety consultations, semi-
nars, audits, accident investigations and the certification program.

In return, member organizations commit to making safe 
operations a formal goal of their ministry, submitting accident/
incident reports to MSI, encouraging their personnel to share 
their reflections of experiences where safety was compromised, 
and to develop, maintain and enforce compliance with an Op-
erations Manual.

We are pleased to announce that the following ministries are 
members of Mission Safety International as of January, 2011. Or-
ganizations whose names are followed by an asterisk (*) are current 
participants in the cooperative insurance initiative (AIRMAP).   

Adventist World Aviation*
ABM  Artic Barnabas Ministries*
ABWE (Association of Baptist World Evang.)
AIM-AIR*
Air Calvary, Inc.
Air Serv International (ASI)*
Alas De Socorro*
Baptist Pioneer Mission
Brigade Air
CMML  Flight Service*
Covenant Children’s - Yeshua’s Chariot
Flying Mission Services
Harvest Aviation
JAARS*
MAF - Mission Aviation Fellowship-Asia Pacific*
MAF - Canada*
MAF International* 
MAF - US*

MMS Aviation
Mercy Air
Mexico Medical Mission 
Missionary Aviation Repair Center (MARC)*
Missionary Flights International (MFI)*
Mission Aviation Training Academy 
Mission Padamo Aviation and Support
Moody Aviation 
Needham Aviation Ministry
New Tribes Mission Aviation (NTMA)*
Proclaim Aviation 
SAM Air
Samaritan's Purse*
SIMAIR* 
SMAT*
SOAR International Ministries*
Spokane Turbine Center*
The Kings Wings*
United Methodist Aviation Ministries (formerly GBGM)*
UIM (United Indian Mission Aviation)*
ZUMAT
Liberty University 
LeTourneau University 
Christian Pilots Association of Alaska
Prairie School of Missionary Aviation 
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breaking her hip. She was never able to return to work. If the first 
person who tripped had spoken up about the uneven sidewalk and 
insisted that it be fixed, a life altering injury could have been avoided.

This story is also a good example of why it is important to use 
AESOP consistently before every task, even if you are working by 
yourself. The “Equipment” step provides an opportunity to assess 
the resources to be used for that task, and to get anything not up to 
standards fixed.

Finally, this story illustrates the advantages of using some 
sort of fall protection whenever anyone is working in an elevated 
position with no barrier or cage to prevent a fall. “Tying off ” with 
a safety harness and line can be a life saver if the equipment fails 
or the employee is thrown off balance while doing his or her job.


