
[SCRIPT]

It’s May of 1996. About 100 passengers board a plane in Miami for 
a short flight to Atlanta. They never make it.

Only about two months later, a flight leaves New York’s JFK 
airport bound for Rome. Within half an hour, it’s a fireball — the 
remains scattered in the waters off of Long Island. It is, at the 
time, the second deadliest plane accident in American history.i

CLEAR SKIES: THE REVOLUTIONARY 
CHANGE IN AIRPLANE SAFETY

WATCH VIDEO ONLINE

  
The deadliest day in American aviation history was, of course, 
September 11, 2001 — although only when including the deaths 
of civilians on the ground at the World Trade Center and the 
Pentagon. Strangely, the plane crash with the most fatalities 
has largely been forgotten. In 1979, American Airlines Flight 191 
from Chicago to Los Angeles had an engine break off during 
takeoff and crashed after only 31 seconds of flight. The 
accident resulted in 271 deaths.

Two fatal crashes, two months apart. 

To state the obvious: They are utterly heartbreaking tragedies.

To state the less-than-obvious: They are the beginning of the 
story of how American air travel…

… got really, really safe.

[OPENING SEQUENCE]

AA Flight 191 Crash Site

https://www.kiteandkeymedia.com/videos/how-safe-is-air-travel-by-commercial-airplanes-and-how-can-we-eliminate-catastrophic-errors-in-other-fields
https://graphics.chicagotribune.com/flight-191-anniversary/index.html
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If you’re nervous getting on an airplane … you’re not alone. 
Polls have shown as many as 55 percent of Americans feel uneasy 
about flying.ii

And if you’re one of them, chances are at some point someone’s told 
you it’s actually safer to fly on a plane than to get in a car. 

Which is trueiii — but probably misses the 
point. After all, there’s such a thing as a 
minor car accident. Minor plane crash? Not so 
much.

But here’s something 
that really should put 
your mind at ease: Over 
the past few decades, 
America has virtually 
eliminated plane 
crashes. 

In the 1990s, there 
were 931 deaths 
on American air 
carriers.iv In 1996 — 
the year of those two 
accidents we mentioned 
earlier — the New York 
Times warned that air 
travel was getting 
so dangerous that, if the trend 
continued, passenger jets could be crashing 
once a week by 2010.v

Which would’ve meant unspeakable terror … and 
probably a lot more people taking the bus.

How much safer? Let’s put it this 
way: The National Safety Council — 
considered the foremost authority on 
such matters — puts an American’s 
odds of dying in a car crash at 1 in 
101. As for dying in a plane crash? They 
declared the odds too small to even 
calculate. Other dangers more likely 
to kill you than air travel: bee stings, 
sunstroke, and bicycle accidents.

https://injuryfacts.nsc.org/all-injuries/preventable-death-overview/odds-of-dying/
https://injuryfacts.nsc.org/all-injuries/preventable-death-overview/odds-of-dying/
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It’s not a joke. In 2018, a United 
Airlines passenger traveling from 
Newark to Los Angeles really did 
try to get “Dexter,” her emotional 
support peacock, onboard her flight 
(the airline denied the request). Other 
extreme examples of emotional support 
animals include a pig whose owner 
attempted to fly it from Hartford 
to Washington D.C. (both passenger 
and pet were removed from the plane 
after the pig defecated in the aisle) 
and a duck who flew from Wisconsin to 
North Carolina … wearing red shoes and 
a diaper.

But here’s what’s amazing … it never happened. In the entire 
decade of the 2010s – the number of American commercial flights 
that crashed … was 0.vi

Unfortunately, no crashes didn’t translate to no 
fatalities. There were two accidental deaths in 
commercial air travel over the decade. In 2018, an 
engine exploded on a Southwest Airlines flight from 
New York City to Dallas, breaking a window and killing 
the passenger in the adjacent seat. In 2019, a small 
PenAir flight in Alaska skidded off a runway and 
parts of the propeller pierced the cockpit, killing one 
passenger.

So, what happened? How did we go, in 25 years, from a world 
where we all feared falling out of the sky … to a world where 
our biggest worry about flying is being on a plane with someone’s 
emotional support peacock?vii  

Obviously, better technology helped. But a big part of the story 
was a revolution in the way the airlines handled safety issues. 

PenAir Flight 3296

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/animalia/wp/2018/01/30/a-woman-tried-to-board-a-plane-with-her-emotional-support-peacock-united-wouldnt-let-it-fly/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/animalia/wp/2018/01/30/a-woman-tried-to-board-a-plane-with-her-emotional-support-peacock-united-wouldnt-let-it-fly/
https://www.cnn.com/2014/11/30/travel/emotional-support-pig-booted-flight/index.html?hpt=hp_t1
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/animalia/wp/2016/10/20/daniel-the-emotional-support-duck-takes-his-first-plane-ride-soars-in-popularity/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/southwest-airlines-accident-engine-struck-and-killed-passenger-metal-fatigue/
https://www.adn.com/alaska-news/aviation/2021/10/29/fatal-2019-plane-crash-in-unalaska-is-subject-of-ntsb-probable-cause-hearing-tuesday/#:~:text=The death of 38%2Dyear,Aleutian runway in October 2019.
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In the old days, employees who made a mistake or witnessed 
something go wrong … had a big incentive to keep their mouths 
shut. They didn’t want to lose their jobs or face potential legal 
liability. In fact, one of the mechanics who worked on that flight 
that went down on the way to Atlanta … is still on the FBI’s most 
wanted list.viii

Unfortunately, the fugitive in question — Mauro 
Ociel Valenzuela—Reyes — probably went on the run 
for nothing. The other two mechanics charged in the 
case were acquitted, with the jury finding no evidence 
that they intended to do anything wrong. Potential 
criminal liability in such cases was part of the 
inspiration for the regulatory reforms encouraging 
airline employees to be forthcoming about safety 
issues.

But rather than crack down even harder, the airlines solved the 
problem by … letting people off the hook. Kinda. 

Here’s what happened: The airlines, their employees, and the FAA 
developed a new system — one in which the emphasis was on sharing 
as much data as possible. And one of the ways they did that was 
by holding employees harmless for innocent mistakes as long as 
they were forthcoming with information about what had happened.

The result: the elimination of a lot of very basic — but 
potentially catastrophic — errors. They created safeguards 
like having both pilots verbally confirm altitude changes. Or 
installing better signs to keep planes from getting on the wrong 
runway. That may not sound like much, but these kinds of minor 
changes can make a huge difference. 

You may remember, for instance, the story of the German pilot who 
committed suicide by crashing into the Alps in 2015. That crash 
only happened because he had locked his co-pilot out of the cabin 
during a bathroom break. Under American rules, however, this 
scenario couldn’t happen; two people have to be in the cockpit at 
all times.ix

The track record here is pretty clear: Over the years, as the 
number of issues that have been reported has increased, the 
number of actual accidents has plummeted.x Because getting the 
little things right … often leads to getting the big things 
right.

https://www.sun-sentinel.com/local/miami-dade/fl-reg-valujet-fbi-reward-20180412-story.html
https://www.sun-sentinel.com/local/miami-dade/fl-reg-valujet-fbi-reward-20180412-story.html
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FOLLOW US ON SOCIAL MEDIA:
@kiteandkeymedia 

Could this success be replicated in other fields? That’s the hope.

There’s currently an effort to introduce the same kinds of reforms 
to health care, which … could use it. It’s estimated that 
avoidable mistakes in hospitals lead to a quarter-million deaths 
a year. In fact, a 2016 report from Johns Hopkins estimated that 
only heart disease and cancer kill more Americans.xi 

SOURCES:

i “Crime or Accident? FBI Searches for Evidence” (Rick Hampson) — 
Associated Press

And there’s already evidence to suggest these kinds of 
initiatives could work. One study found that the simple use of 
a checklist during surgeries cut infection rates from 4 percent 
of cases to 0 — saving 1,500 lives and nearly $200 million.xii 
Making sure everyone in an operating room knows each other’s name 
— which makes them more likely to speak up — has been shown to 
make the average number of complications and deaths drop by 35 
percent.xiii 

From the airport to the OR, the principle is the same: Seemingly 
small changes can have huge consequences for our safety. Which 
will allow us all to rest a little easier — and focus on other 
pressing problems…

Like how these [*#%^] peacocks got on this [*$^@] plane.

[END SCRIPT]

The range of potential medical errors is wide. 
Some of the most common include prescribing 
the wrong drugs (or the wrong dosage of 
drugs), infections contracted in the hospital, 
and patients who fall because of inadequate 
safeguards. Some fields of medicine have 
made more progress than others, however. 
An aggressive effort to cut errors related 
to anesthesia, for instance, decreased the 
accidental death rate from 1 in 5,000 patients in 
the 1980s to 1 in 250,000 by the year 2000.

https://www.facebook.com/kiteandkeymedia
https://twitter.com/kiteandkeymedia
https://www.linkedin.com/company/67984886/
https://www.youtube.com/c/KiteandKeyMedia
https://www.instagram.com/kiteandkeymedia/
https://apnews.com/article/37bc2ff6652d860a1fb7c134663bbde2
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK430763/
https://www.statnews.com/2021/08/04/medical-errors-accidents-ongoing-preventable-health-threat/
https://www.statnews.com/2021/08/04/medical-errors-accidents-ongoing-preventable-health-threat/
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https://today.yougov.com/topics/lifestyle/articles-reports/2015/04/01/most-americans-now-worried-about-flying
https://injuryfacts.nsc.org/all-injuries/preventable-death-overview/odds-of-dying/
https://www.bts.gov/content/us-air-carrier-safety-data
https://www.nytimes.com/1996/12/09/us/record-crash-death-toll-in-96-but-statistically-travel-is-safer.html?searchResultPosition=15
https://www.nytimes.com/1996/12/09/us/record-crash-death-toll-in-96-but-statistically-travel-is-safer.html?searchResultPosition=15
https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-airline-safety-revolution-11618585543
https://www.npr.org/2020/12/08/944128033/no-more-emotional-support-peacocks-as-feds-crack-down-on-service-animals-on-plan
https://www.npr.org/2020/12/08/944128033/no-more-emotional-support-peacocks-as-feds-crack-down-on-service-animals-on-plan
https://www.fbi.gov/wanted/additional/mauro-ociel-valenzuela-reyes
https://www.denverpost.com/2015/03/26/u-s-airlines-use-two-crew-cockpit-rule-to-stop-renegade-pilots/
https://www.denverpost.com/2015/03/26/u-s-airlines-use-two-crew-cockpit-rule-to-stop-renegade-pilots/
https://asrs.arc.nasa.gov/docs/ASRS_ProgramBriefing.pdf
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/news/media/releases/study_suggests_medical_errors_now_third_leading_cause_of_death_in_the_us
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/news/media/releases/study_suggests_medical_errors_now_third_leading_cause_of_death_in_the_us
https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/news/magazine/fall08checklist/
https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=122226184

