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Ron Royce was a good friend and mentor to 
hundreds of missionary pilots all over the 

world. His death in an aircraft accident, along with 
his student, Adam West, on October 22 came as a 
huge shock to all of us. It was especially sobering 
to those of us who had flown with Ron and knew 
him well, because Ron was very conservative and 
always flew with the utmost professionalism. He 
was not a risk-taker, but rather liked to operate 
with large margins for error. We don’t yet know 
what happened. We only know that Ron and Adam 
are now with the Lord and no longer with us. So 
the adage—“if it could happen to him, it certainly 
could happen to me”—has been on our minds.

Ron will be remembered fondly by thousands 
of people. A fun-loving man, quick witted, and 
very gifted communicator and teacher, he had 
a way of making the job of teaching—or in his 
words, “stomping out aeronautical ignorance”—an 
enjoyable experience. His tricky handshakes are 
legendary, as were his first aid courses and lectures 
on aerodynamics. He loved his family dearly, and 
was devoted to serving his wife, Loretta, as she faced 
various health challenges. His children Jonathan, 
Jeff, and Julie are all serving the Lord in various 
capacities, and are a testament to the faithfulness  
and witness of their father.

So many people wanted to express their 
sympathies to the family that it was decided to hold 
two different visitations—one at the old Moody 
Aviation hangar at the Elizabethton Airport and 
one at Grace Baptist Church. Hundreds of people 
flew and drove in from all over the country to greet 
the family and celebrate Ron’s life together at the 
service held at Grace Baptist Church.

Ron will sorely be missed here at MSI, as he 
was a long-time volunteer and supporter. This year 
alone, he assisted MSI with a Safety Consultation at 
Liberty University and also helped man our display at 
Oshkosh. We were very touched and honored that his 
family chose to ask people to donate gifts to MSI in his 
memory in lieu of flowers at his funeral.

Ron Royce
1939-2009

A Life to Celebrate

Continued on page 2 as
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Unfortunately, the accident that took the lives of Ron Royce and Adam West is 
only the latest in what has been a rough year for missionary aviation. MSI has 

been keeping record of the accidents and incidents over many years. The history of the 
number of accidents and fatalities in the past five years is shown in the following chart. 

As you can see from the chart, the number of accidents and fatalities so far this 
year is significantly greater than in recent years. Of course this is of great concern to 
us at MSI who are in the business of promoting safety in mission aviation operations. 
We heard about Ron’s accident as we were making final preparations for MSI’s semi-
annual Board meeting. As we met the next day, the thought occurred to us that 
perhaps MSI is not doing such a good job of preventing accidents. But the point 
was also made that these accidents are the reason MSI exists—to try to determine 
why they happened and try to help prevent them. The word ‘help’ in the previous 
sentence is key—MSI can’t prevent accidents by ourselves, we can only help ministries 
to understand better how to prevent them. Our work is a joint effort. We gather 
information, analyze it, and find trends and insights, and then share that with the 
entire missionary aviation community in the most insightful ways we can think of. It 
is ultimately up to the individual mission agencies to implement changes to improve 
the safety of their operations. We’ve endeavored to communicate a number of areas 
of concern that address the causal factors of many of these accidents, and we will 
continue to do so as we discover additional safety issues.

As you reflect on these numbers and what they mean to families of loved ones 
who have died in these accidents as well as to the mission agencies involved, I’m sure 
our Lord would be pleased to receive your request to grant all the enabling grace needed 
in the tough times. We at MSI would also appreciate your prayers for wisdom and 
insight as we seek to discover the lessons behind these events, so we can share them 
effectively and help prevent future accidents. We deeply appreciate all of you who give 
so willingly of your time, expertise, money, and prayers to support the ministry of 
MSI. Ron would be pleased to see so many working with us to make 

 Safety a Way of Life!

A Concern to Share
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Nobody in missionary aviation wakes up in the morning with the 
goal of causing errors and accidents. In fact, quite the opposite 

should be true. It should be a personal goal of everyone involved in 
using aviation to reach people and advance God’s kingdom to be a 
highly disciplined mechanic and/or pilot. However, the fact remains 
that human beings account for approximately 80% of all mishaps. 
Whereas humans continue to be the cause of errors, they also remain 
the key to reversing the trend.

What is this key that unlocks understanding of these errors and 
leads to their reduction? I believe it is the emerging reality that each 
of us in mission aviation—whether as individuals or as individual 
agencies—are beginning to understand that we don’t operate in 
isolation from each other. Rather, we are learning that we’re a part of 
the whole and, by sharing our experiences and insights and even our 
struggles, we’re all enriched and better able to achieve the ministries 
to which God has called us. 

As we are all aware, humans are not perfect and we—being 
human—continue to make errors. As believers joining hands 
with other believers around the world, we need each other— 
as the Apostle Paul wrote to the Galatian believers: “Bear one 
another’s burdens.” We understand that! Yet even with our 
imperfections, I believe our Lord’s blessing is upon efforts where 
we join hands with others to help us all operate safely.

For years MSI has been a facilitator for the mission 
aviation community worldwide in bringing a common 
philosophy of safety and operational standards—a much 
needed ministry in my opinion. Over the years I’ve been 
exposed to MSI in various forms: Safety Seminars in Asia, a 
Summit Conference in Holland, riding with Joe Hopkins in 
the back of a pickup truck over the roads of some 3rd world 
country, and fellowshipping for hours while waiting for 
immigration to arrive in Vanimo, PNG. One of my favorites 
was spending two weeks allowing water to drain from my ears 
following the recent MSI sponsored under water egress course 
in Florida!

Recently, however, I had my first opportunity to be able 
to wear an MSI shirt and see things from their perspective. On 
my most recent trip to Bolivia I was privileged to take part in 
both a Safety Seminar as well as several Safety Consultations. 
From the moment we stepped off the Boeing 727-200 
in Cochabamba, we were treated to some great Bolivian 
hospitality by our hosts Mano-a-Mano and NTM Aviation. 
And by the way, the food, 
the coffee, and the people 
in Bolivia are great!

Doing What
We Are Doing?

Reflections on Ministry in Bolivia 

by Michael Stroh

Are We 
We Think 
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There were a number of “aha!” moments where various ones in 
attendance learned new information from other’s mistakes. The 
information is available on the various causes of aircraft accidents 
and, as a safety manager, it thrilled my heart to see people 
exchanging information as they did in this context.

Following the seminar we took part in Safety Consultations 
for three mission operators: Mano-a-Mano and NTMA in 
Cochabamba and then a trip to Santa Cruz to work alongside 
SamAir. It is natural to be a bit apprehensive having someone 
from outside your flight program come in and have a look around. 
The conventional notion is that a safety audit/inspection/
consultation is viewed about the same as heading to the dentist 
to have a tooth pulled. Audits have gotten a bad name, as we’ve all 
met inspectors that were unpopular fault finders, which normally 
leads to embarrassment and punishment. But handled properly 
and with the right goal in mind, an Audit/Safety Consultation 
from an outside source can be and is a tremendous help in 
examining a program and comparing it to that own program’s set 
of standards. It is a great way to determine if what we think we 
are doing is actually what we are doing.

It is also a great encouragement as MSI verifies the things 
that are being done well and aids in bringing some insight from 
their wealth of experience, having observed mission aviation 
programs the world over.

The first few days were filled with a Safety Seminar held in 
Chochabamba. This one was entitled “Making a Decision to Live.” 
The seminar was attended by members of the Mano-a-Mano, 
SamAir, and NTM Aviation mission agencies as well as members 
of the Bolivian Air Force, Air Traffic Control, and the local airport 
management. It was a great mix of various aspects of the aviation 
community. Personally, I was unsure just how well I would be able 
to communicate, since I am by no means fluent in Spanish, but our 
translator had an excellent handle on both English and Spanish 
and we did well at keeping him busy. The response was very positive 
during and after the seminar. 

Stan Schmoe brought his wealth of knowledge from years 
with Northwest Airlines, and all in attendance benefitted, especially 
with his understanding of how to handle aviation fuel. Women from 
the mission community enjoyed their time with Sandy Schmoe. 
She helped bring class to our team. Once again, Steve Quigg’s 
presentation on the most current Mission Aviation Accidents was 
sobering, and shows that there is still room to improve. 

Listening to the discussion during break, and with my own 
interactions with people in attendance, it was encouraging to hear 
people sharing ideas, telling their own stories, and offering help 
and assistance to each other as needed. Once again, another great 
example of how the body is set-up to function and how we can 

all be a help to each 
other as we work to 
see people reached 
with the Gospel. 
Aviation has been 
around now for over 
100 years and there 
really aren’t too many 
brand new causes 
of aircraft accidents. 
Sharing information 
with others during 
a safety seminar is a 
great way to hand off 
information that can 
actually save lives. 

Continued on back page 4



At MSI we are always interested in feedback from our Seminars, 
Safety Consultations, and our Safety Net articles. In the last issue we 
discussed “Auditing… What’s it all about?” This article talked about 
the “The Big Lies.” This sparked some comments from our readers. The 
following response has been edited to protect the source.    
                                                       Editor  
Dear Stan, 
 

I have just received and read the latest Safety Net with your 
article on the back page. As I am a Safety Officer, I read it with 
interest recognizing ourselves—or rather myself—in many of the 
statements you make, especially the big lies.

To be honest, in a small organization many jobs have to be 
done by people who are not necessarily the best suited—que me 
as Safety Officer. I can go through the motions, fill in the blanks of 
the audits and keep the regulatory personas happy when they visit 
to check up on us, but I am very aware that, as good as we think we 
are, there is more to it than that.

So, all that to say that I am interested in the RSVP program. 
Any information and help you can give us, would be most welcome.
      XYZ

Dear XYZ,

I hope you were not discouraged over the “Big Lies” article. I 
placed the article in the Safety Net to get peoples attention and 
to see if any one was awake out there! I wanted to start people 
thinking about auditing. What is it? Is it needed?  How does it 
work, etc. . .

It’s true—they are big lies! Big lies in the sense that, as 
commonly understood and used, they represent concepts that 
are counter-productive and this limits their usefulness in audits. 
These things are part of an audit, but in and of themselves they are 
basically useless unless we approach them correctly.

 
•	 Audits are about compliance: The traditional compliance 

audit falls short because auditors tend to avoid information 
that lies outside of the boundaries of strict compliance. The 
point here is that we want to be able to provide the best 
value for the line managers and gather useful information 
on the issues with which the managers are concerned.

•	 Audits should focus on facts: Auditors should be concerned 
with facts but although well intentioned, it may  lead to 
counter-productive results. The audits should focus on 
the systems, not just facts. The purpose of the audit is to 
provide valid feedback to management on the adequacy, 
implementation, and effectiveness of the system.

•	 Auditors cannot make judgments: In the industry auditors 
are trained not to make judgments. This is because the 
auditor fears that the audit may degenerate into personal 
opinions, biases, prejudices etc. . . The fact is that judgments 
are an integral piece of an audit if they are reasoned, informed, 
and fact-based. Auditors should be discerning the status of 
the organization’s systems. They should be comparing what 
they are seeing to some established standard.

•	 Audits are a verification activity: Originally, most audits 
were not much more than inspections. Their purpose was to 
find individual defects, write them up, and report them for 
action. Simple, neat, clean and wrong! An audit should not 
be simply a verification activity but an information-gathering 
activity with the purpose of analyzing the data to make an 
informed judgment about the organizations systems.

•	 Audits drive continuous improvement: Audits can not 
drive continuous improvement.  If conducted properly, 
they can contribute to it. Usually audits are too limited in 
scope and expertise to become the primary driver behind 
an effective continuous improvement program. Continuous 
improvement is driven by the managers and employees who 
are committed to do their jobs well and find ways to do 
them better.

•	 Internal auditors should emulate their registrar’s auditors: 
Your internal audits should not become simply a clone of 
how you were trained by someone from the outside. You 
need to make it your own program/process. To become a 
real part of your structure you need to translate your audit 
program into the language of your organization.

 
I hope this helps out.  The key to this whole message is to 

apply a system auditing focus to your organization that provides a 
benefit and value to all.
    Stan Schmoe

More on the “Big Lies” 
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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. 

God continues to know exactly what He is doing and His 
will shall be done on earth through people like you and me 
who are called to do His work. Yet we still have issues, we carry 
around baggage, none of us are perfect, and the environment in 
which we find ourselves doing this work is not always ideal, to 
say the least. Let’s keep looking for ways to work well with each 
other to accomplish the task God has laid before us and let’s 
keep our eyes focused above where we find our hope. Thanks, 
MSI, for being a facilitator to help keep us all working well 
together—and doing it safely. Keep up the good work!
  

Each program was very gracious and I observed a genuine 
desire to let the consultation do its intended job. There was a great 
mix of individuals from various cultures and backgrounds in each 
of the programs dedicated to the job that God has laid before 
them, and their desire to do things well showed itself. Personally, 
my own knowledge was expanded at each stop and I loved the 
times of fellowship and interacting with each team. It was indeed a 
profitable trip in so many ways.

Reflections on Ministry in Bolivia cont’d.

Michael Stroh has served with NTM Aviation since 1996. He presently functions in the role of 
Director of Aviation Safety. Prior to his official role in the safety department, he and his family served 
for nine years on the Indonesian Island of Borneo, flying, maintaining aircraft and offering oversight 
to the flight program there. Following an accident in a Cessna 185 his desire to help prevent future 
accidents greatly increased.

His love for flying had its start as a young boy, flying with his uncle, a crop duster, in Montana. 
Michael’s first flying job was towing banners along the beaches of Southern California where he 
grew up. While studying Aerospace Engineering at San Diego State University  he concurrently 
worked through his flight ratings and A&P training. 

Michael and his wife and three children presently call Central Florida home, and he stays 
abreast of the latest aviation trends through studies at Embry Riddle Aeronautical University in Day-
tona, most recently with courses on Accident Investigation. As he can, he also stays active in other 
areas of the aviation community including corporate aircraft maintenance and flying right seat in a 
King Air C90.


