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January 15, 2009. The US Airways Airbus A320 

departs LaGuardia in NYC. Ninety seconds lat-
er—birds in both engines. Silence! A perfectly func-
tioning airliner turned into a 200 ton glider. Return 
to LaGuardia out of the question. Buildings every-
where. Best option the Hudson River. Riverfront 
surveillance cameras capture the smooth wings lev- 
el splash-down. Nobody seriously hurt. The world 
holds its breath as all 155 passengers and crew exit 
the floating airliner and board rescue vessels close 
by. When asked how the ordeal felt, Capt. Chesley 
Sullenberger responds “Calm on the outside. Tur-
moil on the inside.” Masterfully done, Captain—
professionalism trumps emotion!

January 30, 2009. Lakeland YMCA, FL. The 
first of 19 missionary pilots slammed into water 
strapped in a simulated cockpit. This exercise in wa-
ter egress from a submerged vehicle was a first for 
MSI. Robert Roper, long-time friend and partici-
pant in MSI ministry some years ago, had been pre-
paring this one-day experience for the past year. He 
teamed up with his friend, Mike Dickens—whose 
profession includes this kind of training—to bring 
it to fruition. The near coincidence of this event with 
the US Airways ditching was totally unplanned.

Participants included representatives from 
Missionary Flights International, Eagle’s Wings, 
Agape, King’s Wings and New Tribes Mission. 
These particular ministries take to the air in service 
of our Lord and routinely fly over vast amounts of 
water. To be able to experience firsthand what it 
might be like to ditch an aircraft into the water was a 
unique experience for each participant.
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Multitasking is a popular buzzword 
these days. With busy lifestyles, a 

huge “information superhighway” on the 
Internet, lots of electronic gadgets, music, 
voices, and activity going on all around us, 
multitasking seems to be a vital skill for 
survival in these modern times. However, 
many studies have been done that show 
that humans are wired to do one thing at a 
time—we “queue” tasks, much 
like your printer does when 
you send it multiple jobs from 
your computer. In effect, we ac-
tually cannot do several things 
well at once that require con-
centration or attention. Rath-
er, we momentarily stop doing 
one while we do the other, then 
switch back to the first task, 
then back to the second and so 
on. So what is the effect of all this?

A quick perusal of the “Information 
superhighway” turned up a host of studies 
and findings on research done on people’s 
ability to effectively accomplish many tasks. 
While there was some disagreement on 
whether there were significant differences 

between the genders, all the studies I saw 
agreed that overall performance suffers 
when we try to do more than one thing at a 
time. This includes both the accuracy of the 
task accomplished as well as the volume of 
work done—they both deteriorate.

Another area all the studies agreed 
upon was the more demanding or complex 
the task, the more performance deterio-

rated when our attention was 
drawn away to another task. 
Additionally, the more tasks 
we try to accomplish, the 
worse our performance for all 
of them. This is not a surprise 
to most of us—just think of 
a person juggling with three 
balls, then four, then five. . .

How does this relate 
to missionary aviation? Mis-

sion Safety International has maintained 
a “Share Your Experience” opportunity for 
pilots and mechanics to send stories of 
experiences they have had that might be 
of benefit to others. Consider this recent 
submission of cell phone distraction dur-
ing flight:

I took off in the Caravan a couple 
of days ago, the [weather] was very nice 
but I needed to climb to IFR altitude to 
go to my destination. As I was finishing 
with my checks and getting this heavy 
208B to 14,000 feet MEA (this takes a 
while) my phone rang and a [text mes-
sage] came in. I was not busy with cock-
pit duties so I replied to it, the person 
answered, I wrote again and so on. . . 
before I knew it I was flying closer to the 
clouds than I wanted to and had to make 
a sharp turn. I tossed the phone and felt 
pretty stupid. Good lesson for me, even 
when it seems that you’re not busy, do 
not get lured into doing other things be-
sides flying the plane. Stay focused dur-
ing the times when the pressure is off.

The point we need to take away is the 
need to recognize that degradation in our 
performance will occur during multitask-
ing, especially if it is a task that demands 
concentration or is complex. Various re-
searchers have measured performance deg-
radation of a person driving while using a 
cell phone to be equal to that of a person 
with a blood alcohol level of .08—a legally 
impaired index in most states. Others cite a 
drop in functioning IQ of 10 points, more 
than double the 4 point drop of someone 
smoking marijuana! The problem is that 
we are not very good at judging our perfor-
mance degradation in those situations—
that would be even one more task to juggle!

We all are required to perform com-
plex and demanding tasks, often called “criti-
cal tasks.” It may be counting cash, figuring 
the budget, driving (especially in traffic or 
bad weather), assembling engine compo-
nents, wiring the pins in a connector, flying 
an approach, or proofreading a document. 
We need to recognize that we must plan 
ahead before starting such tasks, and mini-
mize the potential for distraction. So if you 
are starting a critical task, turn off the phone, 
put away the iPod, tell people to talk to you 
later, even post a guard if you need to, but 
don’t allow distratction to bring disaster!

Before I knew 
it, I was flying 
closer to the 
clouds than I 
wanted to and 
had to make a 
sharp turn.

The Dangers of Distraction

Jon Egeler
President
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change to find and relieve the great humanitarian tragedies of 
the world. The organization was birthed in East Africa in the 
early 1980s flying food supplies to thousands of people trapped 
within the Ethiopian famine. While its work has taken it to all 
corners of the globe since then, Air Serv has never deserted its 
natal continent because tragedy seem to grow so well in its des-
erts, savannahs and forests.

At the Entebbe airport they established a “permanent” repair 
station to deal with the major maintenance needs of their Africa-
based aircraft, so it was not an unusual situation for us to see a 
Twin Otter from Chad getting a major corrosion inspection while 
sitting next to a Grand Caravan from Congo getting a typical hun-
dred hour check-up. The Air Serv people we met were as open and 
accommodating as the hangar they worked in.

Goma, Congo—After a quick couple of days looking over Air 
Serv’s Uganda operations, MSI veteran Tom de Wall arrived from 
South Africa to join me for the rest of the week’s work. Our original 
travel plans for getting to war-threatened Goma in eastern Congo 
proved difficult to arrange, so we purchased last-minute airline tick-
ets to Kigali (Rwanda’s capital city) and from there traveled onward 
four hours by Toyota Land-Cruiser to get to the Congo.

Three weeks ago, I received a $50 travel voucher from North-
west Airlines as compensation for my in-flight inconvenience. 

I had to smile. God has a very effective sense of humor.
Detroit, Michigan—Last November I settled into seat 34A 

for the first major leg of my trip to Entebbe, Uganda, for an ini-
tial visit of Air Serv operations. After my sleep-depriving trip 
preparations I felt more akin to a zombie than a fully functioning 
safety officer about to audit major parts of one of the humanitar-
ian world’s largest flight departments for the very first time. With 
a team of two. In the middle of Africa.

Our schedule would require us to cross two thousand miles 
of African heartland in eight days to conduct thirty interviews 
in four cities, one of which was on the brittle edge of an all-out 
war. It was a daunting task by anyone’s standards. What I needed 
most at that moment was a smooth flight and a good nights’ sleep. 
Riiiight! Staring at me from the back of seat 33A was the promise 
of 21 channels of the latest and greatest in non-stop movie and 
video entertainment. I prayed for courage to resist that harbinger 
of distraction on the screen in front of me—and failed miserably. 
Somehow, the fact that I still had to deal with eight time zones and 
review a couple hundred pages of documentation couldn’t com-
pete with the suddenly burning desire for a quick peek at the list 
of the movies that I would be sacrificing in the name of safety. I 
took a stab at the button on the TV handset. Nothing. I hit it 
again. Nothing. I tried the one on the screen. Nada. I punched 
every combination of buttons I could think of, and still nothing. 
I noticed that the cabin crew was starting to practice their public 
relations skills with the passengers around me as the entertain-
ment system refused all attempts at resuscitation. Within the hour, 
hope was officially abandoned for my section of coach class, but by 
that time, I was fast asleep. Fortunately, my neighbors didn’t know 
that the Lord was at work protecting me from myself or they may 
have very well taken a page out of the book of Jonah and tossed me 
overboard! As it was, I had one of the most restful flight I’d had in 
a long time. And as I awoke, the adventure began. . .

Entebbe, Uganda—Most people of my generation associate 
Entebbe with Charles Bronson and his brave band of cinematic 
raiders arriving in C130s in the middle of the night to rescue Is-
raeli hostages from the evil Idi Amin. Although I too arrived in the 
middle of the night for a quick and (hopefully) successful visit, my 
mission was a very different one.

Air Serv is a Non Governmental Organization (NGO) and 
unique from the clientele we normally serve. Like the nomadic 
Masai herdsmen of East Africa who move with the seasons to 
where the best water and grazing are to be found for their cattle, 
Air Serv moves with the seasons of political and environmental 
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around the country at an amazingly effective 325 miles per hour. 
We met with the team that afternoon and continued the interview 
process the next morning to learn how they manage to run what 
amounts to a small airline operation in the midst of an incredibly 
challenging environment. What we discovered was reassuring, all 
the more so since I was about to say goodbye to Tom and get on 
that very aircraft to begin the final leg of my Air Serv odyssey.

Lubumbashi, Congo—As Congo’s southernmost city, 
Lubumbashi is a far cry geographically and emotionally from the 
other Congolese cities we had visited. But it is also the place where 
I spent two years of my former life as a missionary pilot and it was 
good to get back. Even as I was rediscovering old friends, I was also 
discovering new Air Serv pilots operating in the midst of once fa-
miliar territory. Seven more in-depth interviews, two more aircraft 
inspections and one final team debrief later, there was finally noth-
ing left between me and the long trip home. But this is not to be 
the end of MSI’s Air Serv story. Later this year, you will likely read 
more about Air Serv as we continue the safety consultation pro-
cess in other countries in this world where tragedy takes Air Serv.

The only thing better than leaving on a long adventure is get-
ting back home. To complete the 36 hour trip to the US, I first had 
to head east to Nairobi, then north to Amsterdam, west to Detroit 
and finally back east to Harrisburg. Seems like a convoluted way to 
go, but it was a journey I was more than happy to make! And yes, 
the entertainment system worked flawlessly the whole way home!

Steve Quigg
MSI Vice President - Field Services

As we made that journey, I felt like we were trapped in a 
bizarre time-warp of tragedy. We traveled through the incred-
ibly fertile mountain region of western Rwanda where hundreds 
of thousands of people had been hacked to death by their fellow 
countrymen in 1994. Our hope, as we traversed the region, was 
that Goma would some day become as successful following an era 
of tragedy as Uganda and Rwanda had been.

Getting into Congo was absolutely the easiest of the many 
entries I’ve made through the years—a couple of stamps in our 
passports and we were on our way. We arrived in Goma, the scene 
of very recent fighting between rebel and government troops in the 
midst of a huge humanitarian crisis. As recently as a week prior, 
we had seriously doubted that the war situation would allow us to 
even get into Goma, yet there we were in the midst of what looked 
to be a typical Congolese city going about its business.

We dived head-
long into the task of 
conducting in-depth 
safety interviews 
with Air Serv’s pilot 
staff at their crew 
house on the shore 
of Lake Kivu, the op-
erational and admin-
istrative staff at their 
down-town office, 
and the support crew 

at the Goma Airport  (famous for its lava shortened runway and 
“spectacular” accidents). It’s not easy to make an old jaded Africa 
hand like me sit up and take notice, but I was duly impressed with 
what we found. This was not a “time-building” operation for young 
pilots looking to pad their logbooks. We found a dedicated team 
of national and international staff working together to make a real 
difference in the lives of the suffering people in the area.

The next day, I got to see first hand how everything came to-
gether by joining an Air Serv operational flight. The flight request 
came into the Bookings department from a partnering church re-
lief agency. Operations verified the flight schedule and load and 
then developed a trip sheet which came complete with crew as-
signments, cargo weight, fuel load, contact information, a passen-
ger manifest and routing information. The Crew Chief and his 
team prepped and loaded the aircraft while the pilot finished flight 
planning and verifying the weather. The end result was a flight 
over lush, but road-less Congo countryside to deliver a young doc-
tor and a quarter ton of medical supplies to a small village in the 
middle of nowhere with an airstrip partially inundated by a recent 
tropical downpour! Flying in the US somehow lacks the same flair, 
or the same challenges, or the same need for MSI’s safety services.

Kinshasa, Congo—Friday took us completely across the 
country to the capital city of Kinshasa for the start of another 
round of safety interviews and observations at yet another type 
of Air Serv operation. The 19-seat Beech 1900 aircraft which 
Air Serv bases in Kinshasa shuttles relief personnel and supplies 
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fixed gear, high wing airplane in the rough ocean didn’t turn out 
for the airplane the same way it did for the US Air Flight in the 
smooth Hudson River. Interestingly, Rocky and Paulo stated that 
they did not feel their lives were in any danger until they found 
themselves underwater! The big-
gest surprise was the violence of 
the impact. As a result of the im-
pact, the right wing, right door, 
and cargo pod separated from 
the aircraft. The lower engine 
mounts broke, causing the en-
gine to fail upwards toward the 
windshield, and the cockpit was 
underwater almost instanta-
neously. Having Rocky available 
to speak to the group and give a firsthand account of his experience 
added to the realism of the training and reinforced the importance 
of the training the participants received that particular day.

The FAA has a saying that Proper Planning Prevents Poor 
Performance. In the case of these five participating agencies proper 
planning in water egress will help prevent poor performance in the 
event of a water landing. Captains Sullenberger and Miller can 
attest to that! Adding God’s grace to their ditching experiences 
makes their efforts sufficient for the challenges they faced.

Each of the 19 students strapped in the simulated aircraft 
cockpit was sent streaming toward the surface of the water where 
immediately after the impact, the ‘cockpit’ went inverted and was 
swallowed by air bubbles and turbulent water. The student learned 
the steps of finding an “anchor point” for orientation, how to 
calmly and safely extricate himself from the aircraft seat belt/har-

ness system and com-
munications headset 
and swim free of the 
aircraft. Once on the 
surface he learned 
techniques for sur-
vival swimming and 
floating and how to 
get into the emergen-
cy life raft. Even when 
limbs were injured, 

survival swimming included how to stay alive in the water by turn-
ing articles of clothing into flotation devices. Also included were 
classroom instruction and practice with various types of survival 
vests and “escape air” breathing devices.

While the incidents of ditching are relatively infrequent in 
the mission setting, it has happened to mission aircraft. Rocky 
Miller, Captain of the Agape Cessna Grand Caravan that ditched 
in the ocean near the Bahamas on December 20, 2007, was on 

hand to give a first-
hand account of the 
incident. Rocky and 
copilot Paulo were in 
cruise flight at 12,000 
feet when a sudden 
uncommanded shut-
ting down of the en-
gine occurred. By all 
accounts the crew did 
everything right, but 
the engine did not 
restart. Ditching that 

We’re Going In!
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Captain Rocky Miller

Mike Dickens

MSI



With this issue, MSI introduces From the Files—a new series 
of articles featuring case studies of mission aviation mishaps from MSI 
files. Some of these mishaps are decades old—some more recent. The 
focus of each article will be an attempt to uncover situations that led up 
to the mishap and to understand the kinds of things that could be done 
to prevent further occurrences. Organizational or personnel identity, 
specific locations, or dates will not be cited.

MSI is grateful to Jay Hopkins, safety consultant, author, and 
creator of the Error Prevention Institute for sharing his analysis of 
these case studies. His contributions to safety in many different contexts 
is recognized around the world as well as by the aviation community.

These case studies are shared solely for the purpose of informing 
readers of real issues involved in using aviation technology in the Lord’s 
service. For those actively engaged in mission aviation operations, it is 
hoped that insights might be gained that will prevent similar occur-
rences. For others, there may be “spin-off” from these studies that will 
enable more awareness of safety issues in life. For all, may these studies 
be reminders to pray for the safety of those actively engaged in mission 
aviation ministries.      				                Editor

From the Files

Failed Go-Around	 	

The weather was good and the pilot didn’t realize there had 
been a recent moderate rain shower on the airstrip. As he 

arrived in a Cessna 206, he saw cows just off the side. People came 
and herded them away, but on short final, some cows appeared 50 
meters down the airstrip heading toward the touchdown area. The 
pilot added a bit of power, electing to “give away” 100 meters and 
land beyond the cows. In reality, he gave up 200 meters, touched 
down, raised the wing flaps, and after rolling about 75 meters, re-
alized that braking was poor and that he would not get stopped 
before the ravine at the end of the airstrip. Feeling that he was just 
over half way down the airstrip, he initiated a go-around. In reality, 
there was only 130 meters left of the 405 meter airstrip.
	 During the go-around, the pilot attempted to add 20o flaps, 
but only got 11o, because the flap handle rotated on its shaft, al-
lowing his hand to slip off the spring loaded switch. He flew across 
the ravine nose high and with full power, striking the ridge and 
a fence on the other side with the main gear and tail cone. Real-
izing that he was not going to fly, the pilot closed the throttle and 
concentrated on avoiding obstacles. There were no injuries, but the 
aircraft was substantially damaged.
	 The report cited complacency and overconfidence due to the 
pilot’s being in the same field location for over 7 years. This long 
tenure had allowed him to develop less than ideal habits, and his 
skills had deteriorated with disuse. There was another pilot, but 
their tendency was to reinforce each other’s deterioration in stan-
dards rather than admonishing each other toward good habits and 

procedures. The result of this was some self-imposed economic 
pressures that pushed for faster block-to-block times, so straight-
in approaches were often used, airstrip drags were discouraged, 
go-arounds were few, etc.
	 Add to this mix randomly spaced airstrip markers which 
made judging distances difficult, and the lack of an airstrip chart 
for this particular location in the Airstrip Directory, and it is easy 
to see how this situation developed. Misjudging the distance avail-
able, combined with less that ideal technique in landing, braking, 
using flaps, and going around, all added up to a very bad day.

Why it Happened / Personal Application

	 This accident is the result of a chain of events that built over 
the course of several years:
	 Accommodation to Risk—It would be impossible to oper-
ate in the mission aviation environment while constantly in fear of 
crashing. But it is easy to go too far and become complacent about 
the risks we face every day. Resolve to maintain a strong respect 
for the risks that are involved in mission aviation in general and 
in your own specific operation. We all can be tempted to cut 
corners occasionally. Have an accountability partner to whom 
you can “confess your sins” after each flight. This will help keep 
you safe within the limits of the standard operating procedures 
when you are tempted to stray outside.
	 Mission-itis/Macho/Impulsivity—Almost everyone seems 
to be pressed for time and over budget these days. This can lead us 
to cut corners and take unnecessary risks. Remind yourself that 
the cost of one accident or incident will far exceed every dollar 
and minute saved in the past.
	 Taking Unnecessary Risk—Mission aviation operates in 
some of the most demanding environments in the world. There 
just isn’t much room for error and the pilot needs every possible 
advantage going for him. This includes strip charts for every land-
ing strip with clear abort points, and regularly spaced airstrip 
markers. When things don’t go according to plan, use the Con-
servative Response RuleTM to counter any temptation to con-
tinue the approach. If you do realize you will not be able to stop 
on the runway, accept that fact and try to mke any impact as 
soft and slow as possible. In the mission field, a go-around after 
landing is rarely successful.
	 And do not forget to do good and to share with others, for with 
such sacrifices God is pleased. (Heb. 13:16) One of the most valu-
able things we can share with others is information about our suc-
cesses and our failures. My sincere thanks to all who share their 
stories—the good, bad and the ugly—so we can all learn from 
them and thus be more effective in our service for the Lord.
							       Jay Hopkins
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