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Safety Net
MSI in East Asia

by Steve Quigg

It was the last and longest trip of a very 
long year of travel. The itinerary last 

fall took an MSI team to two of the most 
intensely Islamic countries on earth. Our 
assignment was to come along side two of 
the Christian humanitarian flight programs 
in the region to conduct safety seminars for 
the wider aviation community. The existence 
of such flight ministries in these countries is 
a miracle in its own right and one that isn’t 
taken lightly. As the director of one of the 
ministries described it to us, “It took our 
founder two full years of drinking tea with 
government and community officials in 
order to develop the relationships needed to 
get approval for our flight operations.” In a 
sense, every day they operate there they do 
so on borrowed time; sooner or later some 
attitude or relationship or government 
policy will change and the invitation to be 
in the country will simply disappear. 

Overt talk about Jesus, let alone 
open evangelism, is a quick ticket out of 
the country or an all-expenses paid stay 
in the local jail. The work of the aviation 
staff in these countries is all about being 
the incarnational presence of Christ. 
Through them, Christ can be seen, enjoyed, 
observed, appreciated and (prayerfully) 
followed. In turn, our presence there was 
meant, at least in part, to help them deepen 
their relationships with the local authorities 
so that they can continue flying airplanes 
and continue being representations of God’s 
love in that part of the world.
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“It’s not my fault, it was…”

Since the very beginning of mankind, placing of blame or de-
flecting fault away from ourselves seems to be ingrained in 

the human DNA. Just as Adam tried to blame Eve, and Eve tried 
to blame the serpent, even today we seem to have a propensity 
to try to avoid facing up to the consequences of our actions.

This propensity of ours leads in turn to a tendency to be 
suspicious when things go wrong. Investigative journalism, 
lawsuits, conspiracy theories, and often public opinion operate 
under the assumption that somebody is hiding something or 
covering something up. Because we all as human beings have 
a tendency to not want to admit our faults or failures, a healthy 
skepticism is often a good thing. But balance is required. There 
really are not that many people out there knowingly trying to 
bring harm to the unsuspecting public in order to achieve ben-
efit or profit for themselves.

This is an important principle in aviation safety. When a 
major accident occurs, it seems that the press and general pub-
lic immediately want to know who is to blame. The assumption 
seems to be that someone knowingly and deliberately put in-
nocent people’s lives at risk. However, as a pilot who has inter-
viewed and worked with hundreds of pilots, I have yet to meet 
one who wanted to crash. After all, the saying goes that the pilot 
is the ‘first to arrive at the scene of the accident.’ In other words, 
he is the one who usually dies first, since the front of the plane 
usually meets the immovable object first.

Likewise, every aviation manager and executive wants 
to avoid an accident like the plague. Accidents are extremely 
costly, not only because of the tremendously high cost of the 
damaged equipment, but also all the indirect costs. Things 
like medical care of victims, transporting and caring for fam-
ily members of victims, search and rescue, salvage operations, 
damage to reputation, lost revenue, decreased efficiency, leas-
ing replacement equipment, training replacement crews, and a 
myriad of other things all add up to huge expenses. With this 
in mind, it is extremely rare for an aircraft accident to be a re-
sult of someone knowingly and deliberately doing something 
wrong. Most often, it is a result of a number of factors all add-
ing up. Some of those factors may include an underestimation 
of the risks of doing or not doing certain things, but to imme-
diately try to find who is to blame is not a productive exercise.

In the aviation safety world, this rush to blame is such a 
huge problem that a lot of energy is spent in trying to stop it. 

There is a whole movement called “Just Culture”, where people 
are not punished for mistakes, but are enlisted to help find so-
lutions to prevent future ones. Laws are enacted to protect con-
fidentiality; anonymous reporting of safety hazards is encour-
aged; cockpit voice recordings are not released to the public; 
official accident reports do not name crew members—these are 
just some examples of efforts to combat the rush to blame.

Some would question why crew members are shielded in 
this way. The answer lies in understanding the whole purpose of 
safety investigations. We seek to find out what factors contrib-
uted to the event, whether it resulted in a fatal accident or just a 
near miss. As we understand the factors, we can take corrective 
action and in that way avoid future tragedies. Much can and 
has been learned by this approach, and commercial aviation is 
statistically one of the safest industries on the planet as a result.

If we allow ourselves to get caught up in the “blame game”, 
almost instantly everyone involved in the event decides not to 
share information freely, for fear of being implicated and pun-
ished, and because they are already pre-disposed to not want 
to admit failures or weaknesses. The end result is that we never 
learn the valuable lessons that will benefit all of us.

Missionary aviation is not exempt from this phenomenon. 
Much more often than we like, MSI finds attitudes where in-
vestigations are seen as punitive, or conducted for the purpose 
of finding who is to blame. We work hard to educate and help 
people understand the true purpose of investigation. We also 
emphasize the importance of investigating events that did not 
result in death, injury, or damage to equipment. Even the close 
calls provide lots of information that can help us make aviation 
safer. One phrase I like to emphasize to people in our safety 
seminars is to stop and ask yourself ‘WHY?’ whenever some-
thing happens you did not expect. Aviation should be predict-
able, and if we are surprised, there are lessons to be learned if we 
take the time to investigate.

All of this does not let everyone off the hook, though. We 
are still ultimately responsible for our actions, as Adam and Eve 
found out. Also, other people are often affected by the conse-
quences of our actions or inactions. With knowledge comes 
responsibility, and this holds true especially in aviation, where 
people’s lives are literally at stake. When an investigation reveals 
need for improvement or change, we are now responsible for the 
decisions we make to address that need.

Some might respond that therefore ignorance is bliss—if 
you don’t know, you can’t be held responsible. However, just like 
in our legal system ignorance of the law is not a valid excuse, 
aviation is not at all forgiving of ignorance. In fact, the more 
accurate phrase should be ‘ignorance is risk.’ The less you know, 
the more risk you are unknowingly exposing yourself and per-
haps others to—you are gambling with lives at stake. No, knowl-
edge is power, and let us all use that power to 
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Memberships 33,627  Staff & Program Services
Contributions  94,923  Donated Program Services
Program Support            100,368  Management & General
Donated Services            243,111  Fund Raising
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