Fed Up With the Airline Mess: Blame Congress, Not the Airlines
by Rene A. Henry


SEATTLE, Wash., Apr. 12  – Don’t blame the airlines if you’re one of the hundreds of thousands of passengers they failed in any number of ways this year.  Blame Congress.  

For more than 25 years, Republicans, Democrats and Independents alike in Congress have ignored strategic reports by inspectors general and turned deaf ears to passengers when it comes to airline complaints.


This has been one of the worst years on record for airline customer service. Families have been stranded, had vacations interrupted and people have missed important meetings because of last minute flight cancellations.  Only because of FAA whistle blowers has there been an aggressive effort to correct serious maintenance problems.

The airlines set new records for lost baggage.  More passengers were bumped off overbooked flights.  Flights left late and arrived late.  Tarmacs were used to park passengers for hours at a time.  Increased air rage and out of control passengers fighting on planes has become too common.  In the mismanaged airline business, customer service is now an oxymoron.  Even the keystone cops were better organized.

Under pressure from the airlines, PACs and lobbyists, Congress abdicated its responsibility when it deregulated the industry.  Since then there have been record numbers of bankruptcies.  Taxpayers have bailed out several major airlines to prevent bankruptcies.  Since 2001, the airlines have laid off 165,000 employees and continue reducing staffs.  Unfunded pensions impacted the Pension Benefit Guaranty Corp. and taxpayers will replenish the benefits.  Blame Congress.


The U.S. has one of the oldest, aging fleet of planes in the world.  Much of the maintenance is being outsourced to foreign countries with no federal oversight.  The FAA has admitted there is little oversight even in this country.  There are fewer planes, fewer qualified pilots, and no backup planes or flight crews for cancelled flights.  Boeing and Lockheed Martin are losing sales because airlines have no money to buy new planes and turn around the economic recession.  Blame Congress.

Air traffic controllers are overworked, understaffed and use antiquated technology.  The most experienced and qualified are retiring and there is no recruiting or training program in place.  The air traffic control system was developed in the 1950s and must be updated.  Air traffic jumped 40 percent from 1995-2005 and is only getting worse. The American skies are an accident waiting to happen.  Blame your representatives in Washington.

In 1996, Mary Schiavo, inspector general for the U.S. Department of Transportation and a licensed pilot, told Newsweek magazine and Ted Koppel on ABC’s Nightline that her office found serious deficiencies in airline inspections, parts and training and the air-traffic-control system.  “I go out of my way to stay off commuter airlines,” she said, “and I have skipped conferences because I would not fly on marginal airlines.”  She incurred the wrath of FAA administrator David Hinson and Transportation Secretary Federico Peña who supported the airlines.  
Three months before the ValuJet crash in the Florida Everglades, Schiavo disclosed statistics and a memo written by the Atlanta FAA office recommending that the airline be grounded.  Hinson and Peña at first denied that the memo existed.
In 1988 because of a fire, federal safety experts called for smoke detectors to be in cargo holds.  “Had the recommendation been implemented, it’s only questionable whether the ValuJet accident would have happened,” Jim Hall, chairman of the National Transportation Safety Board, told Meet the Press. 

In 1999, Transportation Secretary Mary Peters noted that the airlines agreed to mitigate strandings and delays and improve overall customer service.  Eight years later after no action, Calvin Scovel, Transportation’s inspector general, recommended federal regulators more aggressively oversee how airlines handle customers service including setting time limits on tarmac delays, reduce chronically delayed or cancelled flights, post statistics for on-time flight performance on their websites and tell passengers when booking tickets.  Blame Congress for no action.

Last year the Associated Press tried for 14 months to obtain an $11.3 million survey NASA conducted on airline safety.  From 2001-2004 some 24,000 commercial airline and 5,000 general aviation pilots were interviewed.  “Release of the requested data, which are sensitive and safety-related, could materially affect the public confidence in, and the commercial welfare of, the air carriers ...,” Thomas L. Luedtke, NASA associate administrator wrote in denying AP’s request. 

According to Kate Hanni, co-founder of the Coalition for Airline Passenger’s Bill of Rights, the NASA survey reported that scores of aircraft inadvertently landed without tower clearance; there were hundreds of reports of un-commanded in-flight movements of rudders, ailerons, spoilers and high speed brakes; hundreds more reports of engine fires and smoke, fumes or fires on flight decks and in passenger cabins; 1,290 instances of less than 500 feet of separation for airborne lanes; and thousands of instances where reserve fuel had to be used.  Hello, Congress.  Why aren’t you listening?

August 2007 the New York legislature passed a Bill of Rights for airline passengers.  Several other states were ready to follow suit, but they were told states do not have the authority to hold airlines accountable and responsible, only the federal government.  Complaints about Homeland Security and TSA increase every month and Secretary Michael Chertoff still can’t get his act together.  But why isn’t Congress doing anything about it?

Under regulation, everyone was happy – the customers, the employees, and the stockholders.  Airlines were always buying new planes.  There were backup planes and crews in the event of mechanical failures or delays.  The airlines were profitable and they competed with one another based on service.  Today airlines nickel-and-dime their customers by charging for food, snacks, soft drinks, checked baggage, ordering tickets by telephone and every conceivable item management can think of.  It may not be long before there will be pay toilets on board.

Congress must accept the responsibility for the state of the country’s airline transportation system.  It is broken and soon may be beyond repair.  For too many years Congress has had an Alfred E. Neuman philosophy of “What, me worry?” and now must be accountable and responsible.  Let your Senators and Representatives know each and every time you have a problem and post your complaint with their names on any number of Internet blogs and websites.  Hopefully sooner, rather than later, the message may be heard “Inside the Beltway.”
Rene A. Henry is the author of six books and writes and speaks on customer service, sports marketing and crisis management and communications.  He lives in Seattle and has flown more than three million miles but no longer enjoys flying commercially. Many of his widely published commentaries are posted on his website, www.renehenry.com.
