http://pogoblog.typepad.com/pogo/2008/03/faa-providing-i.html
FAA Providing Inadequate Oversight of Suppliers

"Neither manufacturers nor FAA inspectors have provided effective oversight of suppliers; this has allowed substandard parts to enter the aviation supply chain," a Transportation Department IG audit, first disclosed by POGO, states. In other words, defective parts, that can lead to plane crashes, are ending up unnecessarily and at far too high of an acceptable rate on planes because companies and the FAA are shirking their responsibility to the flying public.

Some examples cited in the report are:

· Manufacturers were not verifying that their suppliers were providing effective oversight of the sub-tier suppliers they used to produce parts. This is a critical safety issue, as demonstrated by four engine failures that occurred in FY 2003 due to faulty speed sensors on fuel pumps obtained from a supplier. Three of the engine failures occurred on the ground and one occurred in flight. The part failures were traced to unapproved design changes made by a sub-tier supplier. In all, 152 parts were manufactured in the suspect population.

· Effective oversight of suppliers is essential to ensure that substandard parts do not enter the aviation supply chain. For example, in February 2003, 1 supplier released approximately 5,000 parts that were not manufactured properly for use on landing gear for large commercial passenger aircraft. At least one of these landing gear parts failed while in service. While FAA became aware of this large-scale breakdown at this supplier in 2003, it has not performed a supplier audit at this facility in the last 4 years.

The IG found in 20 out of 21 suppliers that there were "widespread deficiencies at supplier facilities used by major aviation manufacturers. We found that some aircraft manufacturers had not designed effective oversight systems for their aircraft part suppliers." The IG added, "Manufacturers are the first line of defense in ensuring the products used on their aircraft meet FAA and manufacturers' standards. Yet, during the 24 months preceding our review, manufacturers had not audited 6 of the 21 critical part suppliers we visited."

In a striking statistic on the "second line of defense"--FAA oversight--the IG stated "in each of the last 4 years, FAA has inspected an average of 1 percent of the total suppliers used by the five manufacturers we reviewed. At FAA's current surveillance rate, it would take inspectors at least 98 years to audit every supplier once. This is particularly troubling because, as discussed previously, manufacturers are not evaluating these suppliers frequently or comprehensively." The number of FAA supplier audits has declined even as the issue of supplier oversight has been identified as one of six top issues in aviation manufacturing. One FAA Manufacturing Inspection District Office manager told the IG that "his inspector workload had been cut almost in half under the new risk-based system."

Though industry and the FAA have offered public assurances that they are addressing problems identified by the IG, some of their statements have been highly disturbing. 

In response to a CNN segment on the IG report, the FAA deflected criticism, rather than publicly embracing the findings as constructive. According to the CNN transcript:

In a conference call with CNN officials from the FAA made it clear final responsibility rests with the companies. Quote, "Safety in aviation first and foremost rests with the manufacturers, not the Federal Aviation Administration. Courts have made that clear."
Those same officials also said they're satisfied with the way the companies assure the quality of parts, noting that an inspector general's report is never positive and always harsh in tone.

Despite numerous cited instances of defective parts making their way onto planes, some even failing in flight due to quality control problems, the FAA simply sought to minimize the safety concerns raised. To the Washington Post, FAA spokeswoman Alison Duquette said, "There are absolutely no imminent safety issues raised by the report."

This mirrors previous statements the FAA has made in response to previous IG reports. For example, a 2003 IG report on weak oversight of airplane maintenance found "potentially fatal malfeasance at 85 percent of the facilities it checked," as Air Safety Week put it, since the IG found numerous serious problems in maintenance work that were the same kinds of problems that have led to previous plane crashes. In response, then-FAA administrator Marion Blakey said, "There's no data in the report to support a safety issue."

Earlier in 2000, the IG performed an audit very similar to the one just released, but on a narrower scope: the quality control of fasteners used in the manufacture and upkeep of planes. After encountering numerous delays and denials of the IG's lab-based findings from the FAA, the IG noted in its report that evidence suggested a "systemic weakness in FAA's process to evaluate safety issues brought to the agency's attention."

POGO believes these issues merit attention from Congress, including public hearings.

-- Nick Schwellenbach
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Comments

I find it interesting that the article is about FAA oversight of maintenance and suppliers but the comments by Mr Tormey are all personal attacks on Mr. Sturgell. This leaves to to surmise that Mr Tormey is a lawyer representing an anti-airport group. One other alternative is that he is a common NIMBY. In either case, he shows by his personal attacks that he is a large part of the proble. He offers no constructive suggestions, only accusations. 

If you can't suggest improvements without resorting to cheap personal attacks, please butt out. You discredit your profession and your cause.

As neither a supporter nor a detractor of Mr. Sturgell, I note that is only fair to grant him his hearing. IF the commission chooses to deny their support, so be it. If he is denied that process because he has offended a handful of lawmakers while being otherwise qualified, then that handful of lawmakers offer abundant evidence of their own failures.

Personally, I can't understand why anyone would voluntarily submit themselves to the trauma of serving in such a position when to be qualified for that job means that they are supremely qualified for a much more lucrative position in the private sector.

That , in fact, is a large part of the issue in the original article. The rewards for truly qualified inspectors are far more in private industry than they are in government service. As a result, those who are most qualified to serve in the FAA oversight positions are instead serving in industry. Moreover, industry has cut inspection and audit staff to the bone in order to cut their costs. Instead, much of the quality function is fulfilled - at least on paper - by ISO audits conducted by the higher tier manufacturers and by Dansk Veritas. This is not to say that thos audits are not effective, but rather that they are periodic in nature and leave large gaps.

The solution is simple, but expensive. A.) Create a much larger corps of FAA inspectors being compensated in a manner comparable to industry compensation. and B.) Require more actual inspection and verification by industry in place of the current audit systems. 

Posted by: bucky | Mar 4, 2008 9:55:37 PM

Once again the Sturgell/Blakey FAA has dropped the ball. Again we hear the same excuses "Safety was never compromised" - they will not change their ways until a tragedy occurs. It's time for a regime change at this FAA dictatorship - Sturgell must be fired and his cronies replaced with competent and honest folks.

Posted by: Quiet Rockland | Mar 4, 2008 9:50:21 PM

The supposed federal regulators of aviation have failed this country yet again, with their own arrogance, malice, incompetence, and ignorance.

It is an outrageous abomination that Bobby Sturgell and his FAA cannot even bother to coordinate with other federal agencies like the TSA and the USDOT so as to ensure: (A) that those that would harm our country do not even enter, much less be trained at and matriculate from, FAA-certified flight schools; (B) that those that would harm our country cannot in any way gain entry to, much less work for, FAA-certified aircraft repair facilities worldwide which may work on fuel-laden, passenger-filled aircraft bound for the USA, as discussed at the February 29, 2008 Senate Commerce Committee hearing at which Sturgell and USDOT head Mary Peters testified, now available on the Internet; (C) that those that would harm our country be required to spend at least more time than the perfunctory 18 seconds through the TSA cordon at Newark Liberty International Airport as passengers have recently experienced at EWR, as reported by the press this week.

Bobby Sturgell is a harmful and dangerous individual whose malice and incompetence must be summarily rejected by the further outcry of the American people. Bobby Sturgell must be ousted from office as current Acting Head of the FAA. It is abundantly clear that he is ONLY acting – and for that matter, he is a bad actor.

Moreover, Bobby Sturgell is a liar who has already perjured himself repeatedly to save his own proverbial reptilian skin, and to protect solely the interests of the monied aeromercantile complex for which Sturgell regularly shills.

Citizens in Rockland County, NY, as well as citizens in New Jersey, Connecticut, Delaware, and Pennsylvania, and elsewhere, were mouth-agape aghast while watching the evasive and false under oath testimony and answers given by Bobby Sturgell on Thursday, February 7, 2008, to the Senate Commerce Committee. Our citizen group Quiet Rockland has thanked Congress for making the webcast testimony of Bobby Sturgell and the proceedings generally, available to all of us, real time and now archived, through RealPlayer software, on the Senate website.

Bobby Sturgell arrogantly insulted Senators Boxer, McCaskill, and Lautenberg, among all of the rest of us, with his persistent utter refusal to answer the most simple of direct Yes-or-No questions. Sturgell made Watergate conspirators sound like they testified on sodium pentothal by comparison. Senator McCaskill asked the core essential question: Do you think air traffic controller fatigue was a contributing factor[?], to runway incursion mishaps, and the slipperiest of eels, the eel of Sturgell, the Sturg-eel, sought to squirm away in the scripted slime of non answers.

Bobby Sturgell, acting FAA head for three months, testified that he had no prior knowledge of the San Diego aircraft near-miss a few weeks ago? 

LIE. 

Sturgell testified that he had no prior knowledge of recent Newark, NJ departures flying out in the wrong direction in the past few weeks? 

LIE. 

The nomination of Bobby Sturgell as proposed FAA Administrator should not be confirmed. Instead, after he first personally apologizes to Senators Boxer, McCaskill, and Lautenberg, Bobby Sturgell should then be INDICTED - for contempt of Congress, for rendering perjured testimony under oath, and for already putting millions of otherwise innocent and unsuspecting Americans directly at risk and in the way of harm. Quiet Rockland has now faxed every Senator on the Commerce Committee, asking them to please refer this matter to the AG, IG, GAO, and a Special Prosecutor, and to please now cook this eel.

John J. Tormey III, Esq.

Posted by: John J. Tormey III, Esq. | Mar 4, 2008 5:00:08 PM
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