Can Aviation ministry skip responsibility
Of Ahmedabad air crash?

On 12 June afternoon just outside the Ahmedabad Airport an Air India plane crashed which claimed at
least 276 precious lives including crew members. Air India Flight 171 was a regularly scheduled international
Air India flight from Ahmedabad to London Gatwick Airport. The plane broke into pieces and collapsed on a
wide area. One of its parts fell on the canteen of BJ Medical College & Hospital, while another part hit the
Rojgar Kachhari, a crowded place where people would gather every day for different official jobs. It was a bolt
from the blue for those people. But, without expressing any heart-felt regret for such a massive disaster, Mr.
Amit Shah, the number two of the Modi Government said after the tragic crash, “This is an accident. Nobody
can stop accidents.”

A serious question arises: how could an important minister declare the tragic air crash as an accident before
holding a full-length investigation? When the Union Home Minister was trying to shrug off the responsibility
of his Government and the aviation department and pass the buck on fate, the records are telling something
different that makes one look askance: Was it an accident that could not be averted? Were there any human
errors involved?

Boeing aircrafts faced problems earlier

In 2011, the Boeing 787 Dreamliner was introduced into the commercial aviation market as a “leap
forward” as the company boasted its lightweight composite materials, long-haul capabilities, greater fuel
efficiency, passenger comfort, and range. Soon after, Air India adopted the jet into its fleet from the assembly
South Carolina facility. But the Dreamliner has been at the centre of controversy over technical problems since
its commercial debut.



Many allegations were coming in the last decade. “The problems began in early 2013 when fires broke out
aboard two Dreamliners owned by Japanese airlines. One plane had just landed at Boston’s Logan Airport, the
other was just leaving Japan and had to turn around and land. Both blazes were traced to overheating of the
planes’ lithium-ion batteries that power the electrical system. Snags in the Boeing 787 aircraft have been reported
several times in the last few months across the world.” (Time Magazine: 13-06- 25)

In October 2018 when a Lion Air flight operating a 737 MAX crashed due to a malfunction in the
Manoeuvring Characteristics Augmentation System (MCAS), a programme designed to prevent stalls. That
crash killed all 189 people on board. Just months later, in March 2019, an Ethiopian Airlines flight using the
same aircraft model crashed for the same reason, killing all 157 people aboard. Thus, while flying the model a
new version of Boeing aircraft, 346 people lost their life. Those crashes were attributed to badly-designed flight
control software, which forced both aircraft into catastrophic dives that the pilots were powerless to prevent.
Testifying before US lawmakers today, the head of the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) of US, Mike
Whitaker said inspections of 737 Max aircraft had shown that “the quality system issues at Boeing were
unacceptable and require further scrutiny”. A door that blew away from a Boeing 737 Max 9 aircraft of Alaska
Airlines shortly after take-off from Portland, Oregon, in January 2024 may not have been properly secured, a
news report said. The missing bolts appeared to have allowed the door panel to move out of position and break.
The door plug was manufactured by Boeing’s supplier Spirit AeroSystems, and originally installed in the
fuselage before being delivered to the aerospace giant.

Five incidents of issues with engines, gears, flaps, loss of cabin pressure, and altitude were reported in
Boeing 787 aircraft this year, according to Aerolnside, Air India itself has faced issues with this aircraft for over
a decade, the most recent on December 13, 2024. While travelling from New Delhi to Birmingham, flight Al-
113 reported a hydraulic leak in the nose gear during its final approach to Birmingham’s runway 15. On landing,
the aircraft was towed away and grounded for 28 hours. A review report to the US government has raised serious
concerns about Boeing’s safety management systems and found a “disconnect” between senior management and
regular staff, and signs that safety-related messages and behaviours were not effectively implemented across the
company.

So, Boeing, the US-based aircraft manufacturing giant has been under scanner for clearing the planes by
compromising with production flaws like including improper fuselage joints, loose debris left inside aircraft, and
gaps that failed tolerance checks. Repeated complaints prompted Boeing to halt nearly all 787 deliveries between
2021 and 2022 amid intense FAA scrutiny and internal audits. These serious compromises are obviously
attributable to keen competition with France-based Airbus company in the world market.

Whistleblowing about safety concerns in Boeing’s 787 Dreamliner

John Barnett, a former quality control engineer who retired in 2017, had flagged some issues in 2019. He
alleged that under production pressure, workers were installing substandard parts on the assembly line and that
he had identified defects in the aircraft’s oxygen systems — raising the possibility that up to one in four
emergency breathing masks might fail in flight in an emergency. He also alleged sloppy work around the wires
that connect the planes’ flight control systems, with metal shavings being left behind when bolts were fastened.
The risk existed that the shavings would penetrate the wires’ insulation, leading to consequences that Barnett
called “catastrophic.” Barnett also alleged that damaged or substandard parts were being installed in 787s,
including a dented hydraulic tube that a senior manager retrieved from a bin of what was supposed to contain
scrap. Boeing denied his assertions. However, a 2017 review by the US regulator, the FAA, did uphold some of
Mr Barnett’s concerns. Yet, Barnett was demoted and ostracized after he attempted to force workers to
disassemble and clean wire bundles and electrical boxes that had been littered with metal scraps of floorboard
fasteners, scraps he knew could cause the electrical systems to short-circuit. And, a day after giving evidence in
a whistleblower lawsuit against the company, he was found dead in his car. The death was stated to be a “self-
inflicted” gunshot wound.

Another former quality manager was fired after refusing to sign off on improperly-tied wire bundles littered
with foreign object debris (FOD) that had already begun to fray. FOD was also involved in a massive engine



fire aboard a 787 test flight in 2010, and another test flight in Charleston in 2016. But the Boeing authorities
simply swept it under the rug.

Joshua Dean, a former quality auditor at Boeing supplier Spirit AeroSystems, alleged ‘gross misconduct
by quality management’ He filed a complaint with the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) alleging “serious
and gross misconduct by senior quality management of the 737 production line” at Spirit. Dean was fired by
Spirit last year, and filed a complaint with the Department of Labor alleging that his termination was in retaliation
for raising safety concerns. He also died a mysterious death following a trouble breathing, incubation,
development of pneumonia and affliction with serious infection.

Richard Cuevas, a mechanic employed by Strom, a contractor for Spirit Aerosystems had reported
witnessing improper drilling of holes in the forward pressure bulkheads of 787 aircraft at Spirit’s Wichita,
Kansas, facility in 2023. He submitted a complaint to both Boeing and Spirit in October 2023, citing
“substandard manufacturing and maintenance processes,” and was terminated several months later.

In April 2024, Sam Salehpour, a Boeing engineer, had flagged several “systemic flaws and rushed
manufacturing practices” on the 787 Dreamliner programme in a formal complaint to the US Federal Aviation
Administration. He had also alleged that Boeing skipped key inspections, misaligned fuselage sections, and
ignored internal concerns. Salehpour even termed Boeing a “ticking time bomb” if the lacunae are not fixed as
the fleet ages. Salehpour claimed Boeing “cut corners to speed production”, which allegedly compromised the
structural integrity of the jet. He estimated that over 1,000 Dreamliners could be affected by these issues.

But, it is evident that no due cognizance was taken of the concerns raised by the whistleblowers and the
aircrafts released without, as it appears, real inspection and confirmation about no manufacturing defects.

The role of Air India is also under question

Air India, nationalized in 1953, was handed over to the TATA group in 2021in exchange of Rs.1800 crore.
Then Air India had a total debt of Rs 61,562 crore. The Tata Group assumed Rs. 15,300 crore of Air India’s debt
with the remaining Rs. 46,262 crores taken over by the government’s Air India Asset Holding Ltd (AIAHL), a
special company set up to hold half of the airline’s loans, four of its units and non-core assets.

After introduction of capitalist globalization in the early 1990s, there was privatization spree of all
industries including service industries in all imperialist-capitalist countries on the pretext of better management
and efficient service. After taking over hitherto government-run sectors once created with public money, the
capitalist owners whose sole objective was to maximize profit by selling even essential public services like
railways, road transport, aviation, etc., began to sell these services as commodities. Giving excuses of better
service and restructure as well as modernize the support system alleged to have deteriorated under the aegis of
the government, siphoned out funds from the public sector, degraded the quality, malfunctioned the system, they
merrily hiked fares, showed no concern for passenger safety, improving amenities and maintaining punctuality.
Instead, they only looked for filling up their coffers while service standard deteriorated much more. Now in
service sector, many components are sold as add-ons over and above the basic fare. For example, in domestic
flights, serving food packets has been done away with. Food is to be purchased by paying exorbitant price.
Previously, if any flight was delayed beyond one hour, passengers were served meal at the airport lounge. That
has also been stopped. Difference in fare between business class and economy class is going up every day. In
Train journey also, passenger trains have just been renamed as express trains for effecting substantial hike in
fare. Train bogies are in dilapidated situation, toilets are either absent or so unclean as to be often non-usable.
Number of general bogies is being systematically brought down. VIP deluxe trains are introduced for the rich at
enormously high ticket cost. Train accidents have become frequent because of lack of proper maintenance. Pilots
and loco drivers are often forced to work extra hours as there is shortage of hands. Corruption is rampant. Service
quality of air crew members has declined. Road transport has also been following the suit though road taxes and
passenger fares are on the rise. No one knows what the minsters of Aviation, Railways and Road transport do
round the year save and except giving promises and drawing fat salaries from public exchequer. Earlier, if there
was a major train accident or air crash, concerned ministers who had some sense of accountability used to resign.
Now, there is no sign of such accountability as occupying ministries have become a lucrative profession with



chance of establishing quid pro quo relationship with the private operators. The recent Air India plane crash
comes as Boeing is already facing legal trouble over two deadly crashes of its 737 Max plane in 2018 and 2019.

Reason behind Ahmedabad crash is shrouded in mystery

It is often murmured among the airline staff circle that many a times, necessary checking of all flying
implements is skipped for maintenance of time schedule assuming that everything is hunky dory. The Boeing
787-8 Dreamliner aircraft which has crashed in Ahmedabad on way to London was used prior to that as a
domestic Delhi-Ahmedabad flight. A passenger of that flight reported, as quoted in many media, that the air
conditioning was not working and other in-cabin features entertainment screens, call buttons, and reading
lights were malfunctioning during their journey. AC failure is indicative of overheating of the engine,
mechanical problems, electrical or operational malfunctions or is linked to contamination of the bleed air (air
taken from the engines for pressurization and cooling) with engine oil or other fumes. In that event, question
arises whether such malfunctioning noticed in the previous flight were duly set right before giving clearance for
a long-haul international flight? Secondly, as Turkey supported Pakistan in the recent military conflict between
it and India, Air India decided to remove Turkish Technic, a Turkish aviation service provider hitherto engaged
for maintaining wide-body aircrafts. In its place, the task has been entrusted to Al Engineering Services Limited
(AIESL), and some by SIA Engineering Company, a subsidiary of Singapore Airlines. Was there then any flaw
in maintenance since the nature of the accident where the aircraft crashed immediately after take-off ascending
not even 626 feet with both its engines failing simultaneously, does pose a big question in this regard. In fine,
privatization is proving to be a bane and not boon for the transport sector passengers. It cannot be otherwise as
greed for profit is so protruding that no other consideration finds any place. This is the face of decadent moribund
reactionary capitalism ruling the roost.

Concluding lines

After the Air India plane crash, the entire country plunged into deep sorrow. Everybody mourned for the
victims whose dreams were shattered due to the collapse of the Dreamliner. PM Modi who did not visit strife-
torn Manipur or terror-struck Kashmir, however, did not miss the opportunity to visit the air crash site in media
glare. The media flooded with his pose beneath the crashed plane. There he attended a meeting to review the
ground situation and relief work pretending how much he feels for the citizens.

If this promptness was shown earlier, the accident could have been prevented.



