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Aviation Mishap Costs: A Main Target

Aviation safety programs have paid huge dividends through the years, but the skyrocketing price of new aircraft has kept the overall cost increasing. As a result, the biggest bang-for-the-buck target in the 50% mishap-reduction campaign is obvious: of the $713 million that the Navy lost in operational mishaps in FY03, 93 percent was from aircraft crashes.

“Even as we drive the mishap rate down, the price per aircraft keeps going up,” says Kimball Thompson, a retired SH-3 pilot in the aviation safety programs directorate at the Naval Safety Center.

Thompson explains that more and more expensive technology is a major part of the reason. “The H-60 is a good example,” he says. “It is becoming even more of a multi-mission aircraft, so they keep hanging more and more systems and sensors on it.”

And a modern UH-3H, at $10.6 million (if you could buy one), is comparatively inexpensive. FA-18 Hornets cost between $47 million and $75 million. If we lose a P-3C Orion, it would cost the Navy $63 million to replace it. The E-2C Hawkeye costs $85 million.

Thompson’s own career saw mishap rates steadily decrease. When he got his wings in 1977, the mishap rate was 5.35 mishaps per 100,000 flight hours. This was a far cry from 1954, a year when the rate was 50.54 and when the Navy and Marine Corps wrecked 776 aircraft. By the time Thompson started flying carrier-based anti-submarine warfare and search-and-rescue missions, aviation safety had already come a long way, with innovations such as the angled deck and the NATOPS. But the 1977 rate was nevertheless nearly triple today’s rate.

“Back then, during a deployment, you could expect to lose one or two aircraft from your air wing,” Thompson recalls. “It was a rare event to come back without losing any.” When he retired 24 years later, the rate was down to 1.99. “I was at the Safety Center on active duty,” he says, “and I remember getting below 2.0 for the first time. It was a very big deal.”

Yet the costs kept increasing. Three years into Thompson’s flying career, in 1980 (the first year for which the Safety Center has data), 79 Navy aircraft were lost in mishaps, at a cost of more than $373 million. When Thompson retired in 2000, only 13 aircraft were destroyed in mishaps, but the overall costs had increased by a million dollars, to $374 million.

This trend shows one major reason why aviation is a huge target of opportunity in the campaign to reduce mishaps by 50%. The Defense Safety Oversight Council has a task force for aviation safety, and the Navy and Marine Corps Safety Council has a similar working group.

Numerous initiatives are underway. Since four-fifths of all aviation mishaps are caused by human error, the Human Factors Analysis and Classification System (HFACS) examines the errors that contribute to mishaps and suggests ways to avoid those costly mistakes.

And even as technology is part of the reason for the increasing costs, it offers solutions, as well. A new program, called Military Flight Operations Quality Assurance (MFOQA), will use special hardware and software to capture flight data and provide feedback on aircrew and aircraft performance.
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