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-----------------------------------------------------------------

NOTE:  THIS BULLETIN REQUIRES PTRS INPUT.  SEE ITEM # 5.

-----------------------------------------------------------------

1.  PURPOSE.  This bulletin provides information to aviation safety inspectors (ASI) regarding discrepant repainting processes resulting in “scribe mark” scratches at structural joints across the skin of Boeing 737 series aircraft.  Such scratches, if not repaired, will result in fatigue cracks that could cause rapid decompression and subsequent hull loss. This amendment requests additional action by ASIs and defines stripping and painting of transport category aircraft as a substantial maintenance function.

2.  BACKGROUND.  Boeing has reported that an operator found six older 737-200 aircraft with damage at a significant portion of the joints along the fuselage, including critical lap joints.  Four other aircraft in the operator’s fleet are also affected.  The cause appears to be an incorrect exterior repainting process performed in the mid-1990s at a Federal Aviation Administration (FAA)-certificated repair station.  An inspection of the first aircraft revealed two cracks 5 to 10 inches in length.  The damage was most likely caused by the use of a sharp metal instrument, rather than wooden or plastic spatulas, for removal of the pliable fillet seals sealant at the structural joints in the skin during the repainting process, resulting in what is referred to as “scribe marks.”  Unrepaired scribe marks in the pressurized skin could lead to cracks, widespread multisite fatigue damage, and could lead to an uncontrolled decompression event similar to the Aloha Airlines 737 and China Airlines 747 events.

3.  DISCUSSION.  A Boeing analysis indicates that cracking should be occurring in these scribed aircraft between 21,000 and 25,000 cycles since scribing.  One of the affected aircraft has been found to have cracks at 22,000 flight cycles following the subject scribing, and the operator elected to retire it.  The nine remaining aircraft have either exceeded the 24,000 cycle threshold or are approaching it.

A.  Boeing was able to provide preliminary data identifying other Boeing/Douglas aircraft that had been repainted at the facility during the mid-1990s.  Non-Boeing aircraft are also expected to be affected.  There have been at least two additional aircraft painted at different locations that have also had scribe marks detected.

B.  To continue to operate a scribed aircraft, it must meet federal aviation regulation requirements for all ultimate loads and residual strength.  Boeing has developed a program to monitor scribes and to find cracks before they become critical (Limited Return to Service Plan).  Once an airplane has been found to be scribed, a detailed analysis of the scribes must be submitted to Boeing and the FAA for approval to continue to operate the aircraft using the Limited Return to Service Plan.

4.  ACTION.  ASIs are encouraged to accomplish additional surveillance of aircraft maintenance facilities, paying particular attention to maintenance practices utilized in the preparation of aircraft for painting.  Particular attention should be given to standard practices and training provided to personnel concerning inadvertent damage caused by sharp instruments in highly stressed areas like lap splices.  Adherence to standard practices and manufacturer’s instructions for stripping of paint, cleaning sealants, and general care of fuselage pressure boundaries should be emphasized.  As a followup action, the Aircraft Maintenance Division, AFS-300, is requesting that principal maintenance inspectors (PMI) with oversight responsibility for air carriers who use these facilities obtain the following information:

A. Determine if the facility is listed on Operations Specification (OpSpec) D091 as a substantial maintenance provider.

NOTE: Due to the complexities involved in stripping and repainting/decaling transport category aircraft, it is to be considered substantial maintenance.  As such, it should be listed in an operator’s OpSpec D091.

B.  Determine if there is a specific training program for persons responsible for stripping and preparing an aircraft for painting.

C.  If a training program exists, determine:

(1)  If it is formal or on-the-job training.

(2)  The total hours of training.

(3)  If specific guidance is provided on preventing inadvertent damage from using sharp instruments for removal of sealant, tape, etc.

(4)  If there is a requirement for recurrent training with special emphasis items, i.e., use of nonmetallic scrapers, unapproved strippers, etc.

D.  Determine whether there is a specific requirement to visually inspect the aircraft lap slices and circumferential butt splices between sequential painting/decaling operations for inadvertent damage caused by the use of sharp tooling.

5.  PROGRAM TRACKING AND REPORTING SUBSYSTEM (PTRS) ENTRY. Use PTRS activity code 3614 or 3615. Comments should be annotated in section IV. Enter the specific primary area, key word, and opinion code. Type FSAW0310A in the “national use” field. Inspectors should note that the national use field only allows the entry of nine characters.

NOTE:  Air Transportation Oversight System (ATOS) air carriers shall follow the guidance in FAA Order 8400.10, Air Transportation Operations Inspector’s Handbook, appendix 6, for reporting the data collection.

6.  TRAINING.  Air carriers should develop training programs for persons engaged in cleaning, stripping, and painting aircraft. Training should include proper use of tooling and chemicals and the need for further maintenance actions if inadvertent damage occurs with a particular emphasis on the pressure vessel. 

7.  INQUIRIES.  This bulletin was developed by the Aircraft Maintenance Division, AFS-300, in coordination with the Aircraft Evaluation Group, SEA-AEG, and the Transport Airplane Directorate, ANM-100.  If there are questions or comments regarding this bulletin, contact Russell (Rusty) Jones, AFS-309, at (202) 267-7228.

8.  EXPIRATION.  This bulletin will expire on 03-31-05.

/s/ Rick Domingo for

David E. Cann, Manager

Aircraft Maintenance Division
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