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This question recently surfaced, interestingly,
during consideraton of a replacement for President
Reagan’s old 707 aircraft, Air Force One. An
extended-range 767 was proposed. The air force
reportedly vetoed the twin-engine aircraft and went
so far as to suggest that even a three-engine craft,
such as the DC-10 or L-1011, was not sufficiently
safe. For the president, four engines would be
required.

If the president must have four engines, then why
not air travellers? In fact, I never feel comfortable
on twin-engine aircraft and try to avoid DC-9s,
737s, airbuses and the new 757 and 767s in favor of
three- and four-engine craft. I know that twin-
engine jets are very safe, but having extra engines
gives me a welcome sense of added security.

The new generation of aircraft represented by
the 757, 767 and airbus, will make more money for
the airlines; for passengers, however, they offer
less margin of safety than the previous, 20-year-old
generation of those truly great aircraft, the indes-
tructible Boeing 727 and 747. What’s more, the new
claustrophobic twin-engine aircraft are miserably
uncomfortable.

As a veteran air traveller, I was sorry to see the
world’s finest airframe manufacturer, Boeing,
produce such dismal aircraft as the 757 and 767;
less will be said of the steerage-class European
airbus. Economic pressure has, alas, damaged
quality and safety in plane-making just as much as
in the auto industry. One must also wonder just
how well the FAA and Canadian regulators are
doing their job. Are they really regulating or just
rubber stamping decisions made by the old boys’
aviation club?

Airline safety is steadily improving and flying is
unquestionably the least perilous means of travel
outside of walking. Yet major problem areas still
remain: Finding less explosive fuels; using interior
materials and seat padding that do not emit toxic
fumes when burned; improving escape exits and
making aircraft more crashworthy. Neither regula-
tors nor airlines are giving enough attention to
these dangers; the money, they say, just is not
there.

Are three or four engines really safer than two?
Statistics tell us that twin-engine craft are indeed
very safe. But ask a passenger, strapped in his
seat, looking out of the window into a raging storm
as his aircraft gets ready to take off. Ask him what
would happen in the event of massive water inges-
tion into the engines, a catastrophic turbine failure
or electrical power loss, a bird or foreign matter
being sucked into the massive engine inlets.

I, for one, about to be hurled into the ether,
would gladly pay another $20 just to know that
three or.four engines were there, in the unlikely but
still terrifying event that an engine did fail.




