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By David M. Kinchen
Huntingtonnews.net Editor

On April 12, 2008, Huntington News Network  ran a commentary by Seattle resident and Charleston, WV native Rene Henry on the airline meltdown (link:http://www.huntingtonnews.net/columns/080412-henry-columnsairlinemess.html). 

Veteran flyer Henry, with more than 3 million miles under his seat belt -- hopefully not all of them in the middle seat -- wrote don't blame the airlines for the current mess -- blame Congress.

Henry wrote that 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." 

He continues -- and I urge all reader to read the entire piece: "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."

Now comes Robert Crandall, former president of American Airlines, in an April 21, 2008 New York  Times  op-ed, saying essentially the same thing (Link: http://www.nytimes.com/2008/04/21/opinion/21crandall.html?th&emc=th)
  

Crandall: "Thirty years ago this fall, Congress passed the Airline Deregulation Act of 1978. Since then, America’s airline system has greatly deteriorated.


"Our airlines, once world leaders, are now laggards in every category, including fleet age, service quality and international reputation. Fewer and fewer flights are on time. Airport congestion has become a staple of late-night comedy shows. An ever higher percentage of bags are lost or sent to the wrong airports. Last-minute seats are harder and harder to find. Passenger complaints have skyrocketed. Airline service, by any standard, has become unacceptable.

"Consolidation will not resolve the woes of individual carriers, nor will it fix the nation’s aviation problems. Delta and Northwest agreed to a merger last week, and that deal is likely to be followed by other proposals. But the case for mergers is unpersuasive. Mergers will not lower fuel prices. They will not increase economies of scale for already sizable major airlines. They will create very large costs related to consolidation. And they will anger airline employees, who will perceive themselves to be hurt by the mergers.

"Although the system could conceivably be operated by a single efficient carrier, consumers clearly benefit from the existence of multiple airlines. The absence of competition never fosters better customer service.

Market-based approaches alone have not and will not produce the aviation system our country needs. We do not need to return to the over-regulation of the past, but some government intervention is required. The objectives of a national aviation policy should be to enable people to move easily from one place to another, to assure safe, courteous and on-time service for consumers, and to improve the financial performance and international competitiveness of America’s airlines." (My emphasis).

Crandall, who headed American Airlines from 1985 to 1998 and is now starting an air taxi  service,  adds that "The first steps toward achieving these goals should be to improve our outdated air traffic control system, to build much-needed new runways and airport facilities, and to lower the heavy taxes and fees now imposed on airlines and their customers."

Crandall also makes the point that outsourcing aircraft maintenance to foreign countries is a lame-brain idea. "Out of sight, out of mind," goes the old saying that I remember and I don't want unsupervised aircraft maintenance on any plane that I board. 

I believe it was West Virginia's senior Senator, Robert C. Byrd, who wrote that the two votes he most regrets was voting against the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (he filibustered against the measure) and voting for airline deregulation in 1978.


It's long past time for Congress to do the right thing for the sake of our once proud aviation system but, realist -- or pessimist -- than I am, I'm not holding my breath.

 
