
 

US investigating if Boeing made sure a part
that blew off a jet was made to design
standards

January 11 2024, by David Koenig

  
 

  

This image taken Sunday, Jan. 7, 2024, and released by the National
Transportation Safety Board, shows a section of Alaska Airlines Flight 1282 that
is missing panel on a Boeing 737-9 MAX in Portland, Ore. Federal officials are
investigating Boeing's oversight of production of a panel that blew off a jetliner
in midflight last week. Credit: NTSB via AP
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The Federal Aviation Administration is investigating whether Boeing
failed to make sure a panel that blew off a jetliner in midflight last week
was safe and manufactured to meet the design that regulators approved.

Boeing said Thursday it would cooperate with the investigation, which is
focusing on plugs used to fill spots for extra doors when those exits are
not required for safety reasons on Boeing 737 Max 9 jetliners.

One of two plugs on an Alaska Airlines jetliner blew out shortly after the
plane took off from Portland, Oregon, leaving a hole in the plane.

"This incident should have never happened and it cannot happen again,"
the FAA said. "Boeing's manufacturing practices need to comply with
the high safety standards they're legally accountable to meet."

The FAA notified Boeing of the investigation in a letter dated
Wednesday.

"After the incident, the FAA was notified of additional discrepancies on
other Boeing 737-9 airplanes," an FAA official wrote. Alaska and
United Airlines reported finding loose bolts on door plugs that they
inspected in some of their other Max 9 jets.

The FAA asked Boeing to respond within 10 business days and tell the
agency "the root cause" of the problem with the door plug and steps the
company is taking to prevent a recurrence.
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"We will cooperate fully and transparently with the FAA and the NTSB
(National Transportation Safety Board) on their investigations," said
Boeing, which is headquartered in Arlington, Virginia.

Earlier this week, Boeing CEO David Calhoun called the incident "a
quality escape." He told employees that the company was
"acknowledging our mistake ... and that this event can never happen
again."
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The door plugs are installed by Boeing supplier Spirit AeroSystems, but
investigators have not said which company's employees last worked on
the plug on the Alaska plane that suffered the blowout.

The day after the blowout, the FAA grounded Max 9 jets, including all
65 operated by Alaska and 79 used by United Airlines, until Boeing
develops inspection guidelines and planes can be examined. Alaska 
canceled all flights by Max 9s through Saturday.

NTSB investigators said this week they have not been able to find four
bolts that are used to help secure the 63-pound door plug. They are not
sure whether the bolts were there before the plane took off.

Despite a hole in the side of the plane, pilots were able to return to
Portland and make an emergency landing. No serious injuries were
reported.

A physics teacher in Cedar Hills, Oregon, found the missing door plug in
his backyard two days later. It will be be examined in the NTSB
laboratory in Washington, D.C.
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This image taken Sunday, Jan. 7, 2024, and released by the National
Transportation Safety Board, an investigator examines the frame on a section of
Alaska Airlines Flight 1282 that is missing panel on a Boeing 737-9 MAX in
Portland, Ore. Federal officials are investigating Boeing's oversight of
production of a panel that blew off a jetliner in midflight last week. Credit:
NTSB via AP

The FAA's move to investigate Boeing comes as the agency is again
under scrutiny for its oversight of the aircraft maker. Members of
Congress have in the past accused the FAA of being too cozy with
Boeing.

Sen. Maria Cantwell, D-Wash., chair of the Senate committee that
oversees FAA, asked the agency to detail its oversight of the company.
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"Recent accidents and incidents—including the expelled door plug on
Alaska Airlines flight 1282—call into question Boeing's quality control,"
Cantwell said in a letter to FAA Administrator Mike Whitaker. "In
short, it appears that FAA's oversight processes have not been effective
in ensuring that Boeing produces airplanes that are in condition for safe
operation, as required by law and by FAA regulations."

The incident on the Alaska plane is the latest in a string of setbacks for
Boeing that began in 2018, with the first of two crashes of Max 8 planes
in Indonesia and Ethiopia—and more than four months apart—that
killed a total of 346 people.

Justin Green, a lawyer who represents families suing Boeing, said he was
happy to see the FAA ground the Max 9s so quickly after the Oregon
incident.

"I would like to think it is because the FAA learned something after its
failure to ground the Boeing 737-8 Max" after the first crash, Green
said, "but you also need to consider that Alaska Air occurred in the U.S.
with a plane full of U.S. citizens and garnered far more attention than
the Lion Air crash" in Indonesia.

Max 8 and Max 9 planes were grounded worldwide for nearly two years
after the second crash. Since then, various manufacturing flaws have at
times held up deliveries of Max jets and a larger Boeing plane, the 787.
Last month, the company asked airlines to inspect their Max jets for a
loose bolt in the rudder-control system.

© 2024 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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