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Fifty Years 
    and Still Counting

While attending the IAMA conference in Michigan I was 
handed a paper somewhat larger than a postcard. On it 

was a photo of an older model airplane—a Stinson. Below was 
printed an invitation to attend the 50th anniversary celebration 
of SAMAIR (South America Mission Aviation) service in Peru. 
As I tucked it into my briefcase I was thinking how nice it would 
be to attend, but also thinking it probably would not happen.

Four months later I found myself descending the air stairs 
of Peruvian Airlines onto the tarmac in Pucallpa, Peru. Wow! 
I’m really here again on behalf of MSI. Exiting baggage claim I 
spied my old friend Dave Simmons, who also met me on my last 
visit in 2001. Together we traveled the few miles out of town to 
the SAMAIR base called Cashibo Cocha, situated on the shore 
of a beautiful lake.

by Joe Hopkins
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All of this culminated on Friday when 
everyone joined with local community Peruvian 

folks and other mission personnel in the SAMAIR 
hangar for a time of reminiscing and giving praise to the 

Lord for 50 years of accomplishment of His work.
A major highlight of the celebration was the recognition 

and honoring of the SAMAIR founder Don Gahagen and wife Sue. 
Now retired, Don proudly follows the accomplishments of SAMAIR as 

it continues under the leadership of his son Craig (and Heather) Gahagen.

Over the next several days there were activities not unlike a family 
reunion. Former aviators and other friends from days gone by, many 
of whom had traveled from the USA and other places, mixed and 
mingled, sharing photos, videos and slide shows. Of course there were 
the inevitable “war stories” from those glorious days of the past. 

Originally called Jungle Air, the flight program joined with 
South America Mission in 1973 and became SAMAIR. Progressing 
from the old Stinsons through Maule aircraft, they currently use 
three Cessna 206s—two on wheels and one on floats—in service to 
those ministering in Peru. 

SAMAIR has been a member of MSI for many years. 
Although there have been “fender benders,” they have never had 
a fatal accident. MSI congratulates SAMAIR for its emphasis on 
safety and counts it a privilege to partner with them. We wish them 
the best in the next 50 years of service. 

All photos in this article courtesy of Joe Hopkins
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Since 1980, Agape Flights has been supporting missionaries 
serving in the Caribbean islands. Today, they fly an Embraer 110 

Bandeirante out of Venice, Florida serving over 300 missionaries, 
their families, and their missions.

MSI has been working with Agape Flights for a number of 
years, and we were invited to conduct a Safety Audit for them in 
June. Agape Flights had gone through quite a few difficult days in 
the past several years. First, they lost their Caravan due to a defect 
in the engine driven fuel pump that resulted in a ditching in the 
Caribbean. Then the massive earthquake struck Haiti, and Agape 
responded in a big way. Their facilities became a major staging 
center for supplies being flown into Haiti by small aircraft, and 

Agape coordinated it all. In the midst of all that, they lost their 
King Air to a landing gear collapse on landing in Jacmel, Haiti. 

Having survived these crises, along with some key personnel 
changes, Agape was still going strong with a new (to them) aircraft 
and new leadership. MSI was eager to visit and see how we could 
help encourage and support Agape’s ministry. Our team consisted 
of Michael Stroh, Steve Quigg, Terry Raymond, and myself.

In one of the best moves we have ever seen, Agape secured the 
services of an experienced missionary pilot to help them prepare 
for the audit and to follow up on the recommendations that would 
result. We wish everyone would take our Safety Audits as seriously, 
and we were thrilled to hear about it.

We found the team there in Venice to be very welcoming 
and hospitable. They were eager to learn and improve, and it was 
truly a joy to work with them. In addition, their Board of Directors 
has undergone training in Values Driven Governance, which has 
proven to be very helpful.

We are pleased to be able to serve Agape Flights through 
the generosity of donors like you, and we are confident they will 
continue to serve the missionaries in the Caribbean islands even 
more effectively in years to come.

Bringing Help and Hope 
to Haiti and the 

Dominican Republic
                                      by Jon Egeler

All photos in this article courtesy of Jon Egeler



Why would MSI send someone to Alaska in the summer?  
Mission aviation organizations are busy at that time of 

year with very little extra time to work with a safety consultant, 
so that is not a good time to be there! I was not there to conduct 
any safety audits, seminars, formal consultations or any other 
typical MSI service. I just wanted to see them in action, and 
busy they were. Transporting youth to camps, families to 
homes, crucial goods and supplies delivered—it was throttle to 
the firewall all the way—sun up until sun down.

Though not directly invited, I was warmly welcomed 
wherever I went. They said “Now you can see us in operation.”  
MSI normally schedules safety audits for times when the 
missions are not busy so they have time to spend with us when 
they are not running at full throttle. 

Summer in Alaska
               by Glen Ferguson

Actually, this was the perfect time to go there, not just for a 
week but for four months! To just have a week or even two would 
not have given me time to really get a good grasp of the task and 
operation of the missions serving in Alaska. 

Continued next  page4



I had interaction with Alaska Christian Pilots Association, 
Arctic Barnabas Ministries International, Kingdom Air 
Corps, Mission Aviation Repair Center, Samaritan’s Purse and 
SOAR (Service and Outreach Alaska to Russia). A part of the 
interaction was to see if I could assist them with any follow-up 
actions resulting from safety audits we conducted with them in 
the past year. The organizations were all appreciative as I was 
able to reinforce and explain some things in more detail. When 
there were flights with space available they took me along to 
observe flight operations. This included being on flights all over 
western and northern Alaska. They even tried to feed me to a 
bear along the Yukon River—but that’s another story!   

As surely as the glacier winds its way down the 
mountains into the sea, God’s kingdom work is being 
assisted by those whom we are privileged to serve in 
wonderful and awesome Alaska. It was great to see 
this movement in action. Mission accomplished!

 While there, I wrote four Emergency Response Manuals 
for our member organizations. These are written for the people 
at home base to use giving them an organized process to deal 
with various emergency situations.
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I also was able to establish contact with several other 
missions who are not currently MSI members.

As I left Alaska and said my good byes, I heard similar 
responses—“Are you coming back next summer? Will you come 
back? We have work for you to do!” I was very encouraged and 
felt the summer in Alaska had been a success. I wanted to gain 
a better understanding of their operations and create stronger 
relationships and rapport with them for MSI.

All photos in this article courtesy of Glen Ferguson



AIRCRAFT: CESSNA -185F
DAMAGE: DESTROYED
INJURY: MINOR
WEATHER: Estimated. Visibility 3-5 miles, broken cloud 
base 4500-6000 ft. MSL (Mean Sea Level). Terrain is 
generally 3900 to 4400 ft. MSL.
LOADING: 800 pounds under maximum gross weight, CG 
within forward portion of envelope
A/C EQUIPMENT: Appeared to be operating normally.
ACCIDENT SITE: The slope of the ridge is 47 degrees. 
The aircraft rested at 3900 ft. MSL. The top of the ridge 
is approximately 4000 ft. MSL at the end of a box canyon 
with the lowest point being 3900 ft. MSL on the south leg. 
The north leg has terrain rising to 4400 ft. MSL.
PILOT EXPERIENCE: 2700 hrs. total time, 1550 hrs. with 
the mission in this country. First term of service.

Background

On his way to the final departure point, the pilot 
chose to go IMC (Instrument Meterological Conditions) 
in accordance with the IFR (Instrument Flight Rules) 
approval, but descended VMC to complete the landing. 
He departed at 11:59 a.m. with three hours fuel, planning 
to climb to 7,000 ft. MSL. There were no passengers on 
board. The ETE (Estimated Time Enroute) was 1:35. 
Unable to get to 7000, he chose to stay between 3000 and 
4000 MSL. He wanted to familiarize himself with the 
new route, one that was fairly new to the program, but 
one they expected to use more frequently in the future. 
IFR was approved on this route, but required a VMC 
(Visual Meteorological Conditions) climb to 10,400 ft. 
MSL, the Minimum Enroute Altitude (MEA). Because of 
the newness of the route, no IMC climb procedure had 
yet been established. The pilot was qualified and current 
for IMC operations.

What happened

The pilot entered a valley at 3500 ft MSL. The valley 
generally lies east-west. Finding himself surrounded by 
rising terrain, he initiated a climbing left turn. He sensed 
the airplane was “settling”, and a spine ridge blocked 
his exit to the left. Not wanting to stall, the pilot chose 
to maintain 70 knots and level the wings. He hoped to 
“zoom” over the ridge, but flew into the trees, coming to 
rest on a very steep slope, about 100 feet from the top. He 
did not have time to lower the flaps, turn off fuel or master, 
or call “mayday” before impact. Later that afternoon, 
although the pilot carried a handheld radio, he was unable 
to establish contact with an airplane searching for him 

nearby. The SAR team found him the next morning. Due 
to bad weather, the pilot had to spend two more days 
in the jungle before a helicopter was able to rescue him. 
During that time, pilots dropped him food, water and 
other supplies.

Probable cause

A relaxed approach to ground clearance margins 
in a low visibility situation, allowed the pilot to enter a 
narrow box canyon at cruise, below the ridge tops, with 
insufficient room to turn out.

Observations

1. The aircraft was not SET UP for terrain flying (80 knots, 
20 degrees flap, checklist complete).

2. The Operations Manual, FLIGHT ALTITUDES section, 
requires a higher altitude than the pilot chose. These 
are MINIMUMS and more margin—to the level 
reasonably attainable—is always the desired position 
that we are to be in.

3. The intersection of a 5 degree climb with a 47 degree 
slope will give the impression of not getting 
acceptable performance..

4. Visibility was most likely one to three miles. In terrain, 
it is easy to be fooled into believing that low visibility 
is actually greater. 

5. New routes can be very dangerous, especially when 
there are not adequate charts. In this case, the pilot 
expected to see a valley that opened up towards lower 
terrain. Instead, he entered a box canyon.

6. By maintaining 70 knots, and leveling the wings before 
impacting the trees, the pilot performed a lifesaving 
act when faced with very difficult circumstances. 
We have repeatedly shown that Cessna aircraft do 
reasonably well in the trees when kept under control. 
They do very poorly when control is lost and they 
stall and spin.

7. The GPS can subtly set us up for complacency. When 
navigation can easily be solved by an electronic box, 
we begin to become lax in navigation logs, pilotage, 
chart reading, dead reckoning, baseline awareness, 
etc. The subconscious advantage of GPS can influence 
a pilot to push into weather conditions in which he 
would not fly without GPS.

8. Examination of the impact evidence on the propeller 
shows that the engine was producing power at 
impact.

9. From the Search And Rescue (SAR):
a. Each item dropped to the pilot had two rolls of 

colored surveyor’s tape attached. This colored 
tape made it possible for the pilot on the ground 
to find the drop items in the jungle.

From the Files . . .
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Follow the Rules



 b. The SAR team found it easier for the pilot on the 
ground to call out when to drop the item.

c. The ELT proved very helpful in finding the aircraft. 
Satellite reports of the ELT coordinates, the VHF-
DF (VHF Direction Finder), and the downed 
pilot’s handheld VHF made it possible to locate 
the pilot. The SAR team caught only one glimpse 
of the aircraft during all of their flying in the area. 
The jungle “swallowed” the aircraft.

Recommendations

1. Fly the Airplane. Even when all the chips are down, 
each pilot shall continue to fly the airplane, and not 
go for broke.

2. Margins, Margins, Margins. Follow the Operations 
Manual  FLIGHT ALTITUDES on all flights. If 
you cannot attain 3000 ft. AGL (Above Gound 
Level), then each pilot shall go to the maximum 
altitude attainable while still maintaining legal cloud 
clearance. The exceptions of short flights and ridge 
crossings still apply. The flight altitude standard 
is not being changed, only emphasizing that it is a 
minimum, not one to be applied to every operation. 
More margins shall always be used when possible. 
The Safety Policy states, “It shall be the responsibility 
of each person in the organization to make safety a 
fundamental priority for all activities.”

3. Follow the principle of “Always have an Out” for the 
possibility of an engine failure or down draft as 
taught in Standardization/Orientation. This has been 
taught in the organization’s classroom and aircraft for 

many years, and is in the written notes given to each 
orientee. On all flights the pilot shall always maintain 
the aircraft in a position, so that if the engine fails, he 
can glide to lowering terrain.

4. Each airman shall be aware of the pilot grounding 
policy and the result of an accident. Violations of 
the Operations Manual in this case have resulted in 
permanent grounding for this pilot.

5. Understand and routinely practice ELT search procedures. 
Review AOM (Aviation Operations Manual) Appendix 
29, and the Flight Training Manual before initiating any 
SAR.

6. Amend the AOM to include the following:
a. Self-checkout on a route shall be at or above 3000 

ft. AGL. If you cannot maintain this altitude, the 
Chief Pilot or his designee, shall be contacted and 
a specific altitude shall be determined and strictly 
followed.

b. You are to be SET UP when less than 500 ft. AGL. 
SET UP is 80 KIAS, 20 degrees of flap, checklist 
complete, trimmed for level flight, in level flight or 
descending (the speed and flap settings may vary 
with models other than the 206 or 185).

c.  Each drop kit shall have 20 rolls of “surveyors tape”.
d. Require a handheld transceiver instead of smoke and 

flares. Spare alkaline batteries shall be carried.
e. HELICOPTER RESCUE EQUIPMENT. Ascertain 

the availability of the closest helicopter in your 
region. At least annually, review the helicopter’s 
availability and update phone numbers and 
contact persons. Know where you can find a hoist-
equipped helicopter.
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MSI was privileged to attend a number of professional 
conferences this year. In August, I was able to attend 

the International Society of Air Safety Investigators (ISASI) 
annual conference in Vancouver, BC. This gathering of a 
very specialized group of air safety professionals is always 
a valuable time to learn more about how to investigate 
accidents and work to prevent them from happening. It 
is also a great place to recruit highly qualified volunteers 
for MSI!

In October, we had a very busy month, starting with 
giving a safety presentation to the Aviation Technical 
Conference held each year by JAARS in Waxhaw, NC. 
This was an opportunity to learn about issues being faced 
by aviation programs around the world and also to give 
input.

Our next conference was the National Business 

Aviation Association (NBAA) annual conference held 
in Las Vegas this year. MSI’s purpose in attending this 
conference was to seek corporate sponsors of our audits 
and seminars, so that we can offer our assistance to even 
more ministries who could not otherwise afford to have 
us come.

A week later, we were in Washington, DC, attending 
the International Aviation Safety Summit put on by the 
Flight Safety Foundation. This annual event is often 
held in faraway places like Singapore and Chile, so we 
took advantage of it being almost in our back yard. It 
is a world class safety seminar, with leading experts in 
the aviation industry presenting. A great deal of very 
valuable information was learned, and we also were able 
to establish and strengthen many relationships that will 
prove helpful for years to come.

Professional Conferences
            by Jon Egeler



Emergency Training
  by Terry Brabon

Have you ever donned smoke goggles and entered into a dark 
cabin to extinguish flames in the lav., or help other passengers 

"1eg-body-leg” out an emergency window exit? Well, these are just 
a few of the exercises I was able to experience at the Bombardier 
Safety Standdown this Fall in Wichita, KS.

The day registration opened, I jumped at the chance to sign 
up for three hands-on workshop sessions put on by the Aircare So-
lutions Group out of Olympia, WA. In order to put on their first 
session called Aircare Rock-n-roll Bakeathon, they trailered in a 
couple of cabin simulators that realistically portrayed numerous 
aircraft emergencies. Their knowledgeable instructors guided us 
through the different emergency scenarios, such as crash landing, 
water ditching and cabin smoke.

Aircraft High Dive was the name of the second work-
shop. After the theoretical module of Hypoxia Awareness 
training, physical and cognitive performance monitoring 
was conducted on each attendee at a typical cabin altitude 
and again at extreme altitude. Each attendee received a print-
out of their performance and a personal DVD of themselves 
at altitude during their performance testing. This exercise 
gives an accurate indication of one’s hypoxia reactions.

Then it was off to the hotel pool for some water Sur-
vival Training. After a briefing of all the survival gear do's 
and don'ts, we jumped in the water fully clothed with our 
yellow under-seat life vests inflated. Each of us had to “right" 
an 18-man inflated raft and climb aboard unassisted. We 
were taught many survival techniques, such as getting into 
a trash bag in the cool water to conserve body heat—not a 
particularly easy maneuver. 

Continued next  page8



Once again, MSI made the annual trek to Oshkosh, 
Wisconsin for the EAA AirVenture Expo. This 

year, there were 16 organizations displaying in the 
IAMA tent, and MAF, JAARS, and New Tribes Aviation 
had their own tents next door. A special feature this 
year was the Landing Zone, a separate section behind 
the IAMA tent with seats, tables, air conditioning, and 
refreshments sponsored by Spokane Training Center.  
The Landing Zone was designed to be a place where 
the missionaries could network, visit, and swap stories 
and ideas. The networking and collaboration between 
mission organizations that occurs at Oshkosh every 
year has been highly valued, and IAMA decided this 
year to encourage and support it by designating a place 
for it to happen.

As they have for many years, Missionary Aviation 
Support Association (MASA) once again outdid 
themselves providing three meals a day, lining up 
housing and transportation, and arranging speaking 
engagements for the missionaries. We really could not 
be there if not for MASA’s ministry.

Oshkosh 2013

We then each took a turn in the Water Egress Dunker 
that simulated a water ditching situation. It turns you upside 
down under water, belted to a seat. One must control the 
panic, free yourself, open and escape out the window, and 
then swim to the surface. A great experience!

Class three was Aircare Pulse Raiser 
Inflight Medical Training which included 
CPR, Defibrillator and oxygen use—all in 
the confines and restraints of an aircraft. A 
very good resource for Medical readiness.

In summary, my overall goal in all of this was to experience a wide 
range of emergency situations so that if and when things happen, there will 
be at least some degree of confidence and a point of reference with which 
to handle a dangerous situation. My suggestion to you is to consider the 
same, and take every opportunity you can to seek out ways to increase 
your knowledge and your experience in emergency procedures, techniques 
and equipment. Personally, I don't ever want to be all tangled up under an 
18-man life raft, and be missing the “survival party" going on one floor up!

For MSI, the week in Oshkosh is a very valuable time to 
arrange and schedule visits for the coming year with different 
ministries, establish and strengthen relationships, learn new 
things, research new innovations, report to our supporting 
churches and individuals in the area, and be a positive influence.
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If you are like most people in missionary aviation, you probably 
have asked that very question. Even we at MSI ask this question 

on a regular basis. After all, spending many thousands of dollars 
to bring a team to your location just to ask some questions and 
spend a few short days wandering around and writing a report 
that doesn’t reveal any new earth-shattering information seems 
like a waste of money on its surface. Why do we do this?

We are truly interested 
in your success and 
committed to helping you.

The sole purpose 
of MSI is to help those 
involved in missionary 
aviation use their available 
resources in the best way to 
accomplish their goals and 
purpose. We don’t have any 
hidden agendas, nor are we 
making money certifying 
you for something. 
Nothing gives us greater 
pleasure than seeing you 
succeed—and we will do 
anything in our power to 
make that possible.

We can help introduce best practices to your organization.

Because we get around to so many of the different missions 
and flight programs all over the globe, we are able to see what 
works and what doesn’t. More often than not, the problems that 
you are wrestling with have been faced before, and we can share 
what others have done to overcome them. We love to share good 
ideas that will help you succeed.

We provide an outside, objective perspective to confirm or 
deny your suspicions.

Ok, maybe suspicions is not the best word, but often an 
organization is struggling, and at a bit of a loss as to how to 
overcome the issues at hand.  Perhaps those involved are not 
sure what the root causes are, or there are a lot of conflicting 
opinions as to what the issues are and how to fix them.  An 
audit is very much like putting together a jigsaw puzzle, taking 
bits of information and assembling them in a way that makes 
sense and brings clarity, providing a picture that can show the 
way forward.

We can track trends and fix issues before metal gets bent or 
people get hurt. 

A very valuable aspect to having audits done is to identify 
problems early, before mishaps have a chance to occur. The 
earlier an issue is identified, the easier and cheaper the correction 
needed. Additionally, as we see trends of the same problems 
across many different organizations, MSI has been able to dig 
deeper and identify the source, so a permanent fix can be made. 
Sometimes problems on the field can be traced all the way back 
to initial flight training, and we can work with the schools to 
make corrections and eliminate the problem.

We provide follow-up.

Unlike what is common in the industry of aviation auditors, 
we provide follow-up after an audit. We don’t just hand you a 
report and tell you to hire a consultant to fix things. We serve as a 
consultant to give information, point you in the right direction, or 
provide contacts to experts who can help you.

We are inexpensive for 
what you get .

Many people don’t 
realize it, but we subsidize 
all of our audits quite 
heavily. We know you 
can’t afford to hire a 
commercial audit team—
if you could, MSI would 
not exist! We make sure 
that money will not stand 
in your way to having an 
audit. Our generous and 
faithful donors want to 
help you succeed, so give 
me a call and we will make 
it work for you.

        We understand.

Yes, we really do! Despite the fact that we very often hear 
“You just don’t understand what it’s like here. We…” We really do. 
Not only has every member of MSI’s staff “been there and done 
that” for many years on the mission field, we bring volunteers who 
have vast and valuable experience in the industry that is priceless. 
We also see and work with others constantly who are doing the 
same things you are.

It’s fun!

Well, fun may not be the right word, but we really try to 
make it an enjoyable and positive experience. We point out and 
emphasize the things you are doing well, and encourage you to 
continue doing them. We love to laugh and enjoy getting to know 
you and encouraging you. When we need to point out things that 
need to be addressed, we do it in a spirit of love and compassion. 
Almost everyone who has an audit for the first time is really 
nervous beforehand, but relaxes soon after we arrive, and wants us 
to return soon after we are done.

There is always your side of the story, my side of the story, and 
the rest of the story. We try to find the rest of the story.

Taking a lot of information and distilling it into useful form 
is a very valuable tool for any organization. Things become much 
clearer, and you are able to prioritize your efforts and resources 
much more easily. In essence, that is what an audit report is—a 
summary of who you are as an organization. No one has all the 
answers or information, but collectively, you do. We help paint the 
picture, so you can see it as a whole.

So, when can we schedule your next MSI audit? Contact me 
soon, available slots are filling up fast!

MSI Safety Audits—Are They Worth It?
 by Jon Egeler
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The Approach isn’t the End. . .
 

The aviation safety world is talking about approaches a 
lot recently. It is no secret that for some time now a high 

percentage of the accidents and incidents in aviation have been 
on approach and landing.  However, many of the events have 
not resulted in the high number of casualties that loss of control 
(LOC) or controlled flight into terrain (CFIT) accidents typically 
entail, so perhaps less attention has been given to approach and 
landing mishaps—until recently.

One could argue that fatalities due to LOC and CFIT are 
down, so more attention can be focused on the less catastrophic 
areas. This is true, but there is also the fact that approach and 
landing mishaps account for a full two thirds of all accidents. 
This is a fascinating statistic, because it is true not only in the 
airline world, but also in the corporate aviation and missionary 
aviation worlds. While the accident rates (how many accidents 
occur per 100,000 hours, or some other metric) differ drastically 
across those three worlds, the percentage of the types of 
accidents is quite similar. This would seem to indicate that 
it is not necessarily the equipment or environment causing 
the problems, but perhaps has more to do with the humans 
operating the equipment.

The Flight Safety Foundation (FSF) has done a lot of research 
into accidents and their causes. While their focus has largely 

been on airline operations, their findings have been very true for 
missionary aviation, also. At their recent International Aviation 
Safety Summit in Washington, DC, many of the presentations and 
discussions focused on the role of stable approaches in approach 
and landing accidents. A stable approach is typically defined as 
one that has the aircraft properly configured for landing (flaps, 
gear, slats, spoilers, other equipment settings), within 10 Knots of 
target airspeed, on glideslope, aligned with runway centerline, by 
a certain point in the approach (often 500 feet above touchdown 
for VFR and 1000 feet above touchdown for IFR).  

Research done by FSF has shown that nearly all of the 
approach and landing accidents and incidents in the airline 
and corporate aviation worlds were preceded by an unstable 
approach, and the accident most likely would have been 
avoided if a go-around had been accomplished. You would 
think that performing a go-around when the approach is not 
stable is an easy fix to the problem, but further research shows 
that only 3% of unstable approaches being flown result in go-
arounds. Most airlines and corporate flight departments have 
a stable approach policy that requires a go-around when the 
stable approach criteria are not being met at the 500ft or 1000ft 
“gate”, and yet 97% of the time, crews are ignoring that policy 
and landing anyway!

. . . but it has a Lot to do with It.

President’s Byline
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An airline crew might not notice that the airspeed is deteriorating 
as happened in accidents in Amsterdam, Buffalo and recently in San 
Francisco. Or a mission pilot might not notice the herd of animals 
or vehicle approaching the airstrip, mostly hidden by vegetation. 
Perhaps the wind is gusting or a recent rain has left the sod airstrip 
very slippery, or a pig has recently dug a hole in the airstrip.

Complacency is a trap we can all fall into, not just in flying 
aircraft, but in our jobs, driving, in our relationships, etc. What can 
be done about it? How do we keep it at bay?

The first step is to use our imagination. We need to be able to 
imagine what could go wrong and what the negative consequences 
could be. I am not talking about being a pessimist, but rather being a 
“healthy skeptic”. This principle has been taught in defensive driving 
courses for many years with great success. Basically, if you assume 
that the other driver is going to do something wrong or unexpected, 
you will be ready for it when it happens. The same mindset can be 
applied in flying or maintaining aircraft. When we anticipate what 
could go wrong, we are much more likely to be able to handle the 
unexpected or unusual circumstances that come our way.

Imagining what negative consequences could occur not only 
helps us be prepared, but also can be a deterrent to risky behavior. 
Having a firm grasp of what could be at stake will help us be more 
objective in our risk assessments. This is a natural process for 
most of us as we age and gain experience or see others experience 
negative consequences. Older people generally are more cautious or 
conservative as a result. Often this is called wisdom or experience, 
but we don’t have to wait for it to happen. We can accelerate the 
process by using our imagination or foresight.

One of the best tools to combat complacency comes from an 
idea in Tony Kern’s book Going Pro. Tony talks about the concept 
of striving for perfection in what we do as being the key to attaining 
excellence. Since we are fallible human beings, we will fail at some 
point. However, if we aim very high and strive to be perfect, even 
if we fail we will still be excellent. I believe this can be an extremely 
valuable tool in battling complacency in our lives. When we are faced 
with doing demanding or critically important tasks, we should be 
striving to do them perfectly. Thus, the pilot flying into the familiar 
airport for the 500th time will be thinking “this approach will be 
perfect this time. I will be exactly on speed, touch down exactly on 
centerline, be smooth as silk, and do everything perfectly.” With 
this goal in mind, he will be in a high mental state of alertness and 
performance, and will be ready for the unexpected. His approach 
will be stable, the aircraft state and energy will be well managed, and 
the risks of an approach or landing mishap minimized. Basically, 
we are acknowledging the reality of human nature that we need a 
challenge to stay engaged. That challenge does not always have to 
come from the outside, but can come from within.

Do you want to cut the accident rate in missionary aviation 
by two thirds? Establish stable approach procedures. Enforce the 
procedures. Practice go-arounds. Imagine the consequences. Strive 
for perfection. Let’s all do our part to 
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So, what is going on? Surely the crews are not deliberately 
putting themselves, their passengers, and the aircraft in danger? Of 
course not. But I believe there are several very important factors 
that need to be examined, because they also apply to missionary 
aviation also.

First, we have to recognize that just because an approach is 
not stable does not make an accident inevitable. Every pilot has 
personally experienced many unstable approaches that resulted in 
acceptable landings. While we acknowledge that stable approaches 
are much better and reduce the risk of a landing mishap, we tend 
to minimize the chances of anything bad happening even if the 
approach is unstable. This ties into and feeds off of the natural 
human tendency to think that we will avoid consequences for our 
actions. We are all subject to this tendency, and confident people 
like pilots probably have an extra dose of it. However, when we 
examine the research and see that we are actually exposing 
ourselves to much greater risk (exponentially so) by continuing 
unstable approaches, it sheds new light on the truth of the matter.

The second factor that was mentioned is that pilots often felt 
that “landing was the safer option” when they found themselves 
in an unstable approach condition. Whether due to congested 
airspace with rigid Air Traffic Control (ATC) procedures, or 
unclear go-around procedures, or simply the surprise factor and 
feeling unprepared to conduct a demanding and often complicated 
go-around procedure, pilots often feel very uncomfortable doing 
a go-around, especially in a controlled airspace environment. 
Further research has revealed that go-arounds are not practiced 
enough by most airlines and companies to keep the pilots feeling 
comfortable doing them. Additionally, because they are rare, many 
ATC facilities do not consider the possibility of an aircraft having 
to go around very often when they are spacing aircraft, putting 
additional pressure on crews to continue unstable approaches. 
Often ATC instructions are geared only to sequence as many aircraft 
as possible in as short a time as possible, and little regard is given 
to whether unstable approaches are being set up by requiring crews 
to descend or slow down very rapidly. As a result of the research, 
several airlines are starting to put more emphasis on practicing go-
arounds in the simulator. ATC has been asked to revise procedures 
to allow more gradual descents and speed reductions, and to 
develop better procedures that take into account the consequences 
of aircraft going around on other traffic.

The third factor that has not been discussed much in the airline 
world, but is a huge factor in missionary aviation is complacency. 
Complacency is the tendency that we all have to lower our guard 
or relax a little when we are doing something that we have done 
successfully many times before. When a pilot has performed an 
approach into an airport many dozens or hundreds of times, it is 
very easy to think “I’ve got this, I can do this with one hand tied 
behind my back”. This may be true, except for the unusual or 
unexpected. When we allow ourselves to let our guard down, and 
are not totally focused and alert, we miss small cues and signs that 
might warn us of unexpected dangers or deteriorating conditions. 

Approach. . . cont’d.
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