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It’s a pleasure to be here today to talk about safety challenges for aviation and the FAA. I’m delighted to be a member of this distinguished panel and am pleased to share this stage with Patrick Goudou, who shares my commitment to safety and who — as the top European safety official — will help us improve global aviation safety. 

Let me say, there are challenges to improving aviation safety … but I must be very clear:  The greatest challenge we face in aviation safety is improving upon the excellent record we enjoy today.  

As one observer put it, “Aviation safety is one of the great achievements of the age.”  Indeed it is.  We in the U.S. operate the largest, the most complex aviation system, and our safety record is second to none.  

Let’s take a moment to look at the numbers … since they’re so good.  Look at what this community has accomplished.  In the United States, the fatal accident rate for commercial airlines, on average, for the last three years is  .022 per 100,000 departures.  That is an outstanding record.  In fact, this is the lowest this three-year average rate has ever been.  This record is even more outstanding when you realize this low rate was achieved in the face of the most difficult economic times for this industry.

Even so, it’s hard to comprehend numbers like .022.  What does that mean as you head to the airport to drop off your child who’s returning to college after spring break?  Just how safe is .022? 

Let me make this achievement more timely … and more meaningful.  Many of us have been watching the Presidential primaries this year.  MIT’s Dr. Arnold Barnett tells me that a child who boards a U.S. domestic jet today is far more likely to win a future Presidential primary than to fail to reach her destination.

This outstanding record is a tribute to everyone here — to industry, to labor, to academia, to government, and it’s a tribute to what this community can achieve when it comes together. 

But as good as it is, we know we must make it better. In the safety business, you can’t rest on past achievement.  The public expects us to continue to provide them with the safest form of air transportation.  Aviation safety is too important to the American public and too important to our economy … we must stay focused on making air travel as safe as possible.  

And here’s another challenge — recognizing that safety is not the destination.  

It’s the journey … a continuing day-to-day reality of how we regulate … how we operate … and how we collaborate … In short, it’s the daily journey of how all of us in aviation safety get better at what we do.

And that’s what I want to talk about today:  the journey and how we keep improving aviation safety.

Now, many have heard me refer to the “lower right-hand corner” of the safety chart… When you look at the safety chart the line that shows the accident rate is moving lower and lower to the bottom right-hand corner of the chart. And, right now, at .022 that line is darn close to the horizontal axis.  

So, the question is, how do we keep pushing that rate lower and lower?  How do we get even closer to the x-axis?

I see a three-pronged approach to lowering the accident rate:  Excellence … Knowledge … and Collaboration. 

One, excellence:  We must be unrelenting in maintaining our commitment to quality and laser-like in our focus on the areas where we know we can improve.  

Two, knowledge:  No one has ever provided the once-and-for-all solution. We need more — and we need better — information so we can make informed decisions on where to target our actions to get the best safety benefit.

And, three, collaboration:  It’s through collaboration …when knowledge is shared in a constructive manner … that we truly begin to realize benefits and enhance safety.

Excellence, for me, is about organizational excellence … and, this, of course, is one of the four goals in the FAA’s strategic plan, or Flight Plan 2004 – 2008.  

We have introduced System Safety to the airlines through the Air Transportation Oversight System.  We’re now applying the same high standard to ourselves.  We, too, must continue to evolve and improve our safety performance. We’re doing this through a system safety approach and through a quality management system.  Specifically, we’re moving to institutionalize quality systems through meeting ISO 9000 requirements.  

Last month Jerome Lederer — widely recognized as the father of aviation safety — passed away at the age of 101.  Not long ago, Jerry Lederer was still making valuable observations on aviation safety after 80 years in the business!

One of his observations from the First World Conference on Safety Science (1990) was this:    “Risk management is a more realistic term than safety. It implies that hazards are ever-present, must be identified, analyzed, evaluated, and controlled, or rationally accepted.”  Risk management, he said, “calls for the need to explore all foreseeable options to assess a hazardous situation, and to put the options in form for management decision.”

Explore all foreseeable options.  He’s absolutely right.  Which brings me to the second prong of our three-pronged approach to improve safety:  Knowledge.  We must identify risks. And, gaining greater knowledge about risks is exactly what we do through safety forums, through industry meetings, and through voluntary safety programs. 
The two major voluntary programs for air carriers are the Aviation Safety Action Program, or ASAP, and Flight Operational Quality Assurance, or FOQA.  And for manufacturers and other holders of type certificates we have Continued Operational Safety Programs.  

ASAP encourages air carrier employees to voluntarily report critical safety information.  Today, 33 carriers have 46 programs covering pilots, mechanics, flight attendants and dispatchers. This year, we’re undertaking a comprehensive review of ASAP to see how well the carrier programs are working and see whether there are ways we can improve them.  

While ASAP deals with the human element, FOQA, on the other hand, collects and analyzes digital flight data generated during normal operations.  FOQA data is unique because it provides objective information not available through other methods.  And, it’s this routine data that gives us insight into the total flight operations environment. Today, 13 U.S. airlines have FAA-approved FOQA programs.

We’ve seen a host of benefits from FOQA and ASAP information, including changes in training as well as enhanced operational and maintenance procedures.  

And, the changes don’t all occur at the airlines. Based on FOQA and ASAP data, FAA has changed air traffic control procedures to support safer operations.   
So far, our safety improvements have been limited to specific operators or specific locations. But now, we are on the threshold of being able to aggregate the data that we gather through ASAP and FOQA.  And, that will be a major improvement for safety.
We also need critical safety information by equipment type, and that is the point of the Continued Operational Safety Program.  Through this program we track failures, malfunctions, and defects by aircraft type.  We are then able to analyze the information, assess risk, and issue Airworthiness Directives as needed.  The working relationship between our Seattle Aircraft Certification Office and Boeing provides an excellent example of this approach to improving safety.  


I’ve talked about mechanisms to gather information — to identify risks — and that brings me to my last point — Collaboration — the third prong of our approach to improving aviation safety.   

The linchpin is acting on information — making the difference to prevent accidents — and that’s where collaboration — working together — comes in.  We achieve the best results — we make the greatest safety progress — when we work together.

Perhaps the best example of collaboration is the work we’re doing with the Commercial Aviation Safety Team.  This team includes representatives from across the aviation community who agree to target and implement actions that can lower the accident rate.  The CAST process is straightforward:  analyze accident causes, identify enhancements that could prevent them, implement the most promising enhancements, measure results, and repeat the process.   

And it’s truly a collaborative effort. Co-chaired by Delta Air Lines Vice President of Corporate Safety and Compliance John Marshall and my deputy Peggy Gilligan, we have brought together airlines, manufacturers, labor, and government to deal with real data to address real safety risks.

We have a comparable effort underway to improve general aviation safety.  Bruce Landsberg of the AOPA Safety Foundation and Steve Wallace, who heads FAA’s Office of Accident Investigation, co-chair the GA Joint Steering Committee.

These collaborative efforts are essential.  

We must evolve from the traditional role of regulator and regulated. Yes, FAA will always be the regulator, but it’s through those three approaches to safety — excellence, knowledge, and collaboration — that we will maintain pressure on keeping that accident rate as low as it is. And, it’s how we will continue to improve aviation’s outstanding safety record.

One of the all-time classic books for people who love flying and aviation is Ernest Gann’s Fate is the Hunter. Gann writes about flying in the early days when there was a greater degree of risk.  Much greater … the book is dedicated by name to hundreds of pilots who perished in aviation’s early days.

Ernest Gann said fate was the hunter.  In fact, fate has nothing to do with aviation safety. 

Aviation safety at the beginning of the 21st the century is not about fate.  Today, aviation safety is about dedicated professionals … staying focused on doing our jobs well … learning more about risks … and working together to manage the risks.  

If we do that, we can meet that great challenge — maintaining today’s low accident rate and making it even lower for tomorrow’s air travelers.  
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