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Calgary is an interesting city, or so we’re told. 
Part sophistication, part wild, wild West, it’s a 

town we’ve never really spent much time in other 
than passing through its airport. On a clear day, the 
Canadian Rockies are easily visible to the west, but 
to the east, there’s nothing to be seen but rolling 
plains as far as the eye and the curvature of the earth 
permit. But if you travel about 45 minutes east and 
then 45 minutes north (or the other way around—
all roads basically go north-south and east-west), 
you’ll come across a small, laid-back college town. 

The Three Hills of Alberta
 by Steve Quigg

Safety Net
The people of the plains, being a generous sort, 
named the town Three Hills after the trio of bumps 
on the northern horizon. But the town is far better 
known as the home of the Prairie Bible Institute 
and the Prairie School of Mission Aviation (PSMA). 
PSMA hosted two significant events in May—the 
annual conference of the International Association 
of Missionary Aviation (IAMA) and an MSI safety 
audit. Why those events should have any eternal 
significance is a legitimate consideration, so let’s 
unwrap them a bit.
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Simply put, the annual IAMA conference is the 
singular event of the year where mission aviation reps 
can network, glean the latest news from their aviation 
world, and develop strategies for maximizing Kingdom 
time, effort, and dollars. No other event or venue comes 
close to fulfilling those basic needs of the missionary 
aviation community. On the other hand, safety audits are 
tools organizations use to minimize loss and maximize 
effectiveness in their operations. Considering that most 
Canadian missionary pilots will study at PSMA sometime 
during their careers, it’s not hard to imagine the difference 
events such as the IAMA conference and a safety audit 
can make in the lives of scores of pilots and the (literally) 
thousands of people they minister to.

From its earliest days, safety was an integral part 
of the annual IAMA conferences. Colonel Underwood, 
of The School of Missionary Aviation fame was one of 
IAMA’s charter members and his annual admonition to 
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the crowd was to “Preach Safety, Safety, Safety.” Every year 
since, MSI has been given a prominent place on the stage 
to do just that, and 2014 was no exception. Jon Egeler 
spoke on the opening day of the conference about the need 
for, and the benefits of, excellence in aviation operations. 
He later expanded upon his recent Safety Net article 
concerning the Top Ten Concerns in Missionary Aviation 
which generated a generous amount of discussion. Steve 
Quigg followed up with a review of the missionary 
aviation mishaps of 2013 and then introduced the work 
of an MSI-initiated task group developing electronic 
courseware for the missionary aviation community. Of 
particular encouragement was hearing unsolicited words 
of affirmation from conference attendees for the services 
MSI had provided for their organizations in the recent 
past. Safety is sometimes an under-recognized and under-
appreciated component of ministry, but rarely does that 
happen at an IAMA conference.

PSMA

IAMA

PSMA was last audited three years ago during a very 
turbulent time in its history. It was particularly rewarding, 
therefore, to return to see the significant improvements 
which had been made. They were hard at work regaining 
their Approved Maintenance Organization approval from 
Transport Canada, an active safety reporting system 
was in place, a new generation Redbird flight simulator 

had been added to the fleet, policies had been revised to 
minimize the risk of refueling incidents, and there was 
a palpable sense of mutual encouragement and support 
running throughout the building. This time around, the 
stage was set to take them to the next level of safety and 
effectiveness by identifying and addressing particular 
areas of risk. Good stuff!

All pictures in this article by Steve Quigg
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The three hills of Three Hills 

might pale in significance to the 
Rocky Mountains to the west, but 
PSMA’s recent accomplishments 
stand tall for everyone to see.

Michael Fox
Managing Director

of PSMA



 
In the April 2014 issue of Safety Net, we listed what MSI con-

siders to be the top ten safety concerns in missionary aviation. 
In this issue, we will delve into the first of them with some more 
detail and perhaps we all can come up with some practical strate-
gies to effectively deal with the risk.

Inadequate airstrip conditions. 

This was listed as a major concern for many reasons. Not 
only have we seen this as a major contributing factor in many 
of the accidents and incidents, but there have been many close 
calls that have not been officially reported. While poor airstrip 
conditions have always been a concern, the growing use of larger, 
heavier, and more expensive equipment (aircraft) has increased 
the severity of the consequences if anything does happen. No lon-
ger does a minor runway deviation or excursion cost $5000 or 
less. These days, going off the side or end of an airstrip in a turbine 
powered aircraft can easily cost $100,000 or more. In addition, the 
problem is compounded by those larger and heavier aircraft that 
now take more space both on the runway surface and clear areas, 
and the extra weight or mass takes longer to stop or take off. Here 
are some of the more common problem areas:

•	 Inadequate drainage causing soft spots or slippery surfaces. 

Soft spots are a big risk in take-off performance, or can 
damage the plane if landing gear sink in. They can also 
cause loss of control while on the ground. Slippery sur-
faces have been a major causal factor in many accidents 
and incidents, either because of loss of directional con-
trol or failure to stop in time.

•	 Inadequate length and width.  

There are a number of factors here. In some cases, differ-
ent aircraft are now being used, and a new risk analysis 
has not been done considering the change in margins. 
In many cases, vegetation has grown or erosion has oc-
curred, and the airstrip directory or written information 
is not the actual reality. One of the biggest problems is 
that we tend to build the airstrips only to the minimum 
size and standards, perhaps out of a misplaced sense of 
compassion for the people doing the work. When the 
airstrip is built to minimum standards, any deterioration 
takes the airstrip below standards and endangers the 
people we are trying to help. 

•	 Shrinking/inadequate clear areas. 

It’s all too easy to focus on the runway surface, and not 
think through the ramifications of the unexpected or ab-
normal.  A conversation I had with a pilot at a marginal 
airstrip comes to mind. It was normally treated as a one 
way airstrip, but a go-around was possible when landing 
uphill. The problem was there was a tree just off to the 
left side near the top of the airstrip, so if you had to go 
around, you would come pretty close to it if you were 
not directly on centerline. The pilot was reticent to cut 

the “nice tree”, since it wasn’t directly lined up with the 
runway.  He was failing to think about the possibility that 
the reason he might have to be doing a go-around was 
because he was off the centerline, perhaps blown by a 
gust of wind or something, and end up heading straight 
for that tree…
 Another consideration that seems to get inadequate 
attention (based on several accidents in recent years) is 
the presence of ditches, raised banks or berms, or fenc-
es and other obstacles just off the sides or ends of the 
runway. Always be thinking of the worst case scenario 
when planning, building, and maintaining airstrips, so 
the minor diversion doesn’t cause major damage.

•	 Lack of turn-around, parking and run-up areas.

While striking the wing tip on tree branches or fence 
posts might seem pretty minor, experience in a number 
of accidents shows that major damage can easily occur. 
This is becoming especially true with the danger of prop 
strikes in turbine aircraft. Propeller damage from loose 
stones, sand, or gravel is also getting very expensive. For 
parking, consider the need for people control and vehi-
cle access, as well as allowing other aircraft to use the 
airstrip with a plane already on the ground.

•	 Inadequate control of people and animals.

As pilots, it is hard to imagine people not being aware 
and scared off the runway by a low pass prior to landing. 
However, history has shown that sometimes people are 
hearing impaired, or otherwise incapacitated, and ani-
mals are very unpredictable. Striking even a small ani-
mal (or swerving off the runway trying to avoid it) can 
cause major structural damage. Striking a person has 
enormous implications, especially if they are seriously 
injured or killed. Take this risk extremely seriously, and 
don’t wait for tragedy to strike.

•	 Approach and take-off paths.

Many airstrips we have visited had good margin in the 
approach and take-off paths, but over time, trees have 
grown. Sometimes the aircraft being used have been 
changed, and the climb performance is not the same. Ei-
ther way, the approach and departure angles need to be 
checked on a regular basis, so you have the margin you 
think you have. 

•	 Rough surface.

Erosion, clumpy grass growth, settling ground, muddy 
soil that has dried into ruts, crossing foot paths, animal 
or termite holes—these are all common in the environ-
ment many of us operate in. While we are generally well 
aware of the significant toll in wear and tear on the air-
craft, we forget that quite a number of serious accidents 
have occurred as a result of the pilot trying to avoid 
rough areas, either by landing long or off to the side.

MSI Top Ten Follow-up Part 1
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•	 Traffic.

You don’t have to live in a city for traffic to be a problem in 
missionary aviation. We have had some serious accidents 
in the past with vehicle/aircraft collisions, and are seeing 
quite a number of near misses recently. Additionally, with 
increased aviation activity in many countries, the inci-
dence of aircraft to aircraft near misses is way up. One of 
my close calls involved another aircraft at an extremely 
remote airstrip in northern Kenya, where you would not 
expect another aircraft to be within 200 miles, let alone a 
conflict in the traffic pattern. Not everyone is careful to 
broadcast intentions or even monitor or use a CTAF fre-
quency.

•	 Not my responsibility.

This attitude is really a key one. All too often, I am told 
“well, we know there are problems at airstrip X, but there 
is nothing we can do about it, since we don’t own it.”
This fatalistic attitude leads to complacency and a steady 
erosion of standards. Pretty soon, all your airstrips are de-
clining, and you may not even notice it. Worse, new peo-
ple coming out are conditioned to accept sub-standard 
airstrips, and the cycle continues.

Possible solutions:

•	 Take responsibility—employ stake holders. 

While it may be true that you don’t own a particular 
airstrip, if you intend to use it, you are a stake hold-
er. After all, it will be your aircraft and people put at 
risk. In almost every case, there are also local people 
who are very interested in keeping the flights coming. 
Get together with all the stake holders—owners of the 
property, local flight service users, local and national 
leaders, other aviation operators—and discuss possi-
ble solutions. Often all that is needed from us is the 
knowledge and expertise of what needs to be done. One 
hospital in Africa I used to fly to had a mountain-top 
airstrip with a dogleg, trees, and uneven surface that 
made it a weight limited marginal airstrip. I casually 
mentioned to a nurse one day that it was a shame im-
provements could not be made so we could take a full 
load out. She asked what improvements were needed, 
and I verbally listed off half a dozen. Imagine my sur-
prise when a couple of weeks later, I landed and all the 
improvements had been done! The nurse’s father had 
come for a visit, and taken the hospital maintenance 
crew out and done all the work in a couple of days! 
Here we had been putting up with a marginal airstrip 
for many years, simply because we had not shared the 
needed information. I have also been utterly amazed at 
how much work 100 villagers can get done in exchange 
for a meal and some tools. 

•	 Work teams.

Recently, I have heard from a number of people interest-
ed in organizing work teams to go work on airstrips. This 
could be a valuable source of expertise and encourage-
ment. Properly organized, a work team could fix up to a 
dozen airstrips in a couple of months.

•	 Share knowledge, information, expertise, supervision.

As mentioned above, often we just need to ask for the 
work to be done, and be specific. If we can spare a su-
pervisor to stay on site for a few days, local labor can 
accomplish a huge amount.

•	 Fund equipment.

Compared to the cost of even a minor aircraft incident, 
investing in some shovels, wheelbarrows, axes, or even 
a lawn mower may be an excellent investment to get 
things going.

•	 Inspection program. 

Close the airstrip when standards are not met. Once 
you have tried to be a positive influence using some of 
the aforementioned ideas, if the airstrip is still not be-
ing taken care of, you may need to stop using it. If your 
local authority does not already require it, you should 
be inspecting all your airstrips at least annually, and up-
dating your charts and directories. Measure the surfaces, 
check for conditions, measure the approach angles, and 
be proactive.

•	 Fences.

These are never popular, because they are inconvenient 
and expensive to install, but they are effective for people 
and animal control. Remember that many people really 
do not have a good grasp of how dangerous aircraft are, 
and the fact they cannot stop in a few feet like a bicycle.

•	 Guards.

Where fences are not possible, hire some local guards to 
clear the runway and block traffic from crossing paths 
while you circle overhead before landing. Then repeat 
the process before take-off.

As we take the risks of inadequate airstrip conditions seri-
ously, we will find that there is much we can do to address them, 
and thus contribute greatly to 

 Making Safety a Way of Life!

Jon Egeler
President
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Brazil 2014! Most of the world has been gripped with World Cup 
fever and associates these words with that exciting event. But 

for MSI, Brazil 2014 has had a different meaning.
In April, we were blessed to be able to travel to three different 

locations in Brazil to assist Asas de Socorro (ASAS) by performing 
Safety Audits of their operations. The MSI team of Glen Ferguson, 
Bruce and Judy Booker, Joe Hopkins and myself met up in Manaus 
after flying in from various locations. After an overnight there, 
Glen, Bruce, and Judy flew to Boa Vista while Joe and I started the 
audit for the Manaus operation. After this, it was on to Anápolis.

Asas de Socorro’s Manaus base is housed in a large open han-
gar built next to a tributary of the Amazon River just downstream 
from where the Rio Negro joins the mighty Amazon. They have a 
well-equipped maintenance operation that serves a number of min-
istries besides their own. The flight operations out of Manaus have 
been primarily to transport missionaries to remote areas along the 
rivers, so most of the time they have been using float planes. How-
ever, the high cost of fuel and operating expenses of the aircraft has 
greatly hampered the use of the aircraft, so they have not been able 

Brazil 2014
by Jon Egeler
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Manaus

to fully utilize these valuable tools for outreach. Currently, ASAS 
is putting increased effort into raising funds to help subsidize the 
operating costs of the aircraft so they can be used even more ef-
fectively. They also operate several houseboats with medical and 
community development teams on board, using a large number of 
volunteers to reach out to people living along the Amazon and trib-
utaries. Many hundreds of thousands of people live along the rivers, 
completely inaccessible by land transportation, and often with no 
Gospel witness, so the challenge and need is great. 
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The city of Boa Vista lies some 600 river miles 
upstream from Manaus, alongside the Rio Branco 
river. Several tributaries feed the Rio Branco and it 
is not far from these tributaries that most of the jun-
gle stations are located. These tributaries are not like 
the huge Amazon river, but are full of curves, rocks, 
and rapids that prohibit the use of seaplanes. Con-
sequently, ASAS operates 2 Cessna 206’s on wheels 
supporting those who are working in some very re-
mote jungle settings. They maintain a radio network 
of 34 strategically located stations which permit 
them to respond rapidly to the needs and emergen-
cies which arise in the remote areas of the northern 
Amazon.  They are partnering with churches and 
missions which operate in that region reaching out 
to the indigenous peoples.  One of their principle 
partners—Crossroads (formerly known as Unevan-
gelized Fields Mission)—highly values the service 
of ASAS making their staff workers 3 to 5 times 
more effective as a direct result of the air transpor-
tation services they receive. Frequently the pilots 
carry missionary partners that live in the villages in 
order to translate the Bible into the culturally rel-
evant indigenous language, helping to bring God’s 
word into the local languages of the region. 

Boa Vista

ASAS Boa Vista Chief Pilot Rodrigo Quaresma receives congratu-
lations from MSI’s Glen Ferguson upon completion of the audit.
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Following our audits of the Manaus and Boa Vista locations, 
the whole team traveled to ASAS headquarters in Anápolis, a large 
city in Brazil’s highlands less than a two hour bus ride from Brasilia, 
Brazil’s capitol. It was a nice break to go from the very hot and humid 
conditions in Manaus and Boa Vista to the cooler and drier climate 
of Anápolis. ASAS not only has their headquarters there, but also 
has both flight and maintenance schools, and a full service main-
tenance shop. Most of the flight operations are associated with the 
flight school these days, as the mission flying out of Anápolis has 
declined quite a bit. SIL operates a C206 in partnership with ASAS to 
provide most of the mission flying. Students in the flight and mainte-
nance school come from not only Brazil, but other South American 
countries, and some have even come from Angola in Africa!

2015 will mark the 60th year since resident MAF-US per-
sonnel arrived in Brazil to begin flight and maintenance services 
in that huge land (see Safety Net, December 2010) The almost 
complete metamorphosis of this MAF ministry—from Americans 
flying, controlling and funding everything to national leadership, 
service and support—is unique in mission aviation history. Very 
few expatriates currently serve in the varied ministries of ASAS. 

ASAS has been through some challenging times, but we 
were very encouraged to see their vision and valiant efforts to 
reach the lost in Brazil and to play a significant role in times of 
humanitarian disaster and need. 

May God continue to bless this multifaceted ministry and 
guide it safely into the future. 

Anápolis

MSI’s Jon Egeler presents Certificate to Jefferson 
Costa, Executive Director of Asas de Socorro.

Unless otherwise indicated, all pictures 
in this article by Joe Hopkins.
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