


It’s 1944 in the war-torn hills of Nazi Germany.  
On the eve of D-Day, a gravel-voiced Army major barks 
orders to ready his commando unit for a top-secret 
suicide mission behind enemy lines. Many might recall 
this vivid Hollywood scenario when hearing the term 
“Dirty Dozen.” Although the film is not necessarily the 
inspiration for Gordon Dupont’s long standing list of 
elements in the maintenance human error chain, an 
interesting corollary can be seen in its basic applica-
tion to the breakdown of safety. 

If you’re familiar with the 1967 movie, the major 
(played by silver-haired, consummate tough guy Lee 
Marvin) heads a group of rowdy, insubordinate military 
convicts on a near-impossible assignment. Each soldier 

brings a distinct weakness to 
the team, e.g., paranoia or de-
mentia, which, if unchecked, 
can either individually or col-

lectively endanger the mission and the lives of each 
team member. Like the movie, the consequences of a 
mechanic not recognizing and heeding warning signs of 
errors can prove costly, if not deadly.

The “Lone Frontier”
The study of aviation human factors—or 

as some would say, the optimization of human 
performance—dates 
back to the early 
1900s, when Orville 
and Wilbur Wright 
first wrestled with 
how to place a hu-
man body in their 

new flying machine and still have it take to the air. 
Despite its significance, the human factors buzz often 
took a backseat to mastering the mechanics of flying 
and appealing to the budding consumer demand for 
aviation. Over the years, advancements in technology, 
along with the multiple layers of security and redun-
dancy, have reduced the risks of flying to where many 
could consider human factors as the “lone frontier” of 
aviation safety. 

The NTSB reports that approximately 80 percent 
of all aviation accidents are caused by the failure of 
humans rather than machine failure. Although pilot 
operations get the lion’s share of attention when it 
comes to human factors studies, accident data in-
dicate a need for greater emphasis on the mechanic 
side of the house. Of course, nothing demonstrated 
this more dramatically than the 1988 incident when 
an Aloha B737 suffered an explosive decompression 
at 24,000 feet. This tragic event, triggered by oversight 
in maintenance procedures, opened many eyes to 
the consequences of human error in maintenance 
and led to a more active FAA role. In the subsequent 
20 years, regulatory agencies worldwide developed 
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It’s easy to lose sight of even some of  
the most basic warning signs of errors.



programs to explore the dynamics of human error and 
mitigate its effect in aviation maintenance. 

Know Thy Enemy
Ask any soldier and you’ll likely be told that the key 

to a successful battle plan is to know your enemy. Enter 
the “Dirty Dozen,” the early-1990s brainchild of Special 
Programs Coordinator Gordon Dupont of Transport 
Canada. With previous experience as a technical inves-
tigator for the Canadian Aviation Safety Board, Dupont 
witnessed firsthand the tragic results of maintenance 
and human error. To mitigate these errors, Dupont  
developed 12 basic factors of error (see Figure 1)  
ranging from mental, to physiological, to environmental 
elements, that individually, or in concert, form the core 
of the error chain that can lead to tragedy.

What exactly is so dirty about the Dirty Dozen? 
You see them on breakroom posters, or in PowerPoint 
presentations, but is their importance truly recog-
nized? Unfortunately for many maintenance profes-
sionals, they can be overlooked and considered com-
mon sense guidelines that any good mechanic should 
recognize. That is the challenge. While appearing 
obvious and familiar, these elements can be elusive 
and their danger disguised by the myriad of routine 
distractions, even when right under your nose. Add 
the unique hazards of an aviation maintenance envi-
ronment, e.g., extreme heat or cold, strenuous actions, 
confined spaces, and the well-known “time is money” 
mantra, and error has every opportunity to rear its 
ugly head. 

“It’s easy to lose sight of even some of the most 
basic warning signs of errors,” explains FAA Human 
Factors National Staff Specialist Jay Hiles. “It’s a 
domino effect that can quickly get out of control,  
even for an experienced mechanic.”

Although not specifically listed in the Dirty Dozen, 
the element most commonly attributed to mainte-
nance-related aircraft accidents is failure to follow 
procedures. This unfortunate circumstance can be the 
result of any one or more of the 12 factors, and it under-
scores the importance of staying on top of your game to 
recognize all possible warning signs. 

Arm Yourself (with Knowledge)
“FAA is leading the way in implementing new  

programs and training aids in the maintenance human 
factors field,” said Hiles. “The previous four years have 
been especially active with several new research and 
development projects, including a line operations safety 
audit, as well as a fatigue risk-management study, to  
help combat this long-time nemesis of mechanics.”  
In addition, FAA also hosted its first aviation fatigue 
management symposium in June 2008.

The Dirty  
Dozen

Lack of Communication Lack of clear,  
direct statements and good, active listening skills

Complacency Self-satisfaction accompanied by  
a loss of awareness of the dangers

Lack of Knowledge Lack of experience or 
training for the task at hand

Distraction Loss of focus, mental/emotional 
confusion, or disturbance

Lack of Teamwork Lack of working  
together to achieve a common goal

Fatigue Weariness from labor or exertion,  
nervous exhaustion, temporary loss of power, and  
ability to respond

Lack of Resources Failure to use or acquire 
the appropriate tools, equipment, information, or proce-
dures for the task

Pressure Creating a sense of urgency or haste

Lack of Assertiveness Lack of positive 
communication of one’s ideas, wants, or needs

Stress Mental, emotional, or physical tension, strain, 
or distress

Lack of Awareness Failure to be alert or 
vigilant in observing

Norms Informal work practices or unwritten rules 
that are accepted by the group

Figure 1 – The human factors in aircraft maintenance most 

commonly leading to accidents (Dupont, 1997)
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Fast Track Your  
Medical Certificate
With FAA MedXPress, you can get your medical  
certificate faster than ever before. 

Here’s how: Before your appointment with your Aviation 
Medical Examiner (AME) simply go online to FAA MedXPress 
at https://medxpress.faa.gov/ and electronically complete FAA 
Form 8500-8. Information entered into MedXPress is immediately 
transmitted to the FAA and forwarded to your AME before your  
medical examination.

With this online form you can complete FAA Form 8500-8 in the  
privacy and comfort of your home and submit it before scheduling  
your appointment. 

The new service is free and can be found at: 

https://medxpress.faa.gov/

In 2006, FAA, along with a consortium of industry 
and government human factors experts, released the 

Operator’s Manual for Human Fac-
tors in Aviation Maintenance.  
According to FAA Human Factors 
Chief Scientific and Technical  
Advisor Dr. Bill Johnson, who con-
tributed to the project, “the manual 

is recognized among the global aviation community 
for providing guidance to establish a successful  
maintenance human factors program.” 

The Operator’s Manual is posted on FAA’s newly 
re-designed Maintenance Human Factors Web site 
(http://hfskyway.faa.gov/). Here you’ll find videos, 
presentations, and a document library containing 
decades of human factors research all at your finger-
tips. Check it out!

A discussion of the war against human error 
wouldn’t be complete without mentioning night  
vision goggles. Okay, maybe they’re not really night  

vision goggles. But, you do have at your disposal  
a set of “human-factors spectacles” that, according to 
Dr. Johnson, “can open your eyes to threats or things 
that are about to go wrong.” Putting your spectacles 
on, says Johnson, means standing back and noticing 
things that might be less obvious, but are potentially 
critical in recognizing a dangerous situation. For in-
stance, is the weather affecting my ability to do my job 
safely? Do I have the proper tools and resources? Did 
I get enough rest last night? These, and more, are vital 
considerations on the job. Wearing “human factors 
spectacles” will provide a better perspective and allow 
you to take action before something goes wrong.

Your Mission
Are you ready to wage this war? You should be. 

Like it or not, a mechanic’s daily routine is ripe for 
the possibility of error every single day. Enemies lurk 
all around, but luckily there are several weapons to 
keep them at bay. And, you are not alone. Thanks 

The element most commonly 
attributed to maintenance- 
related aircraft accidents is  
failure to follow procedures.
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Calling All Mechanics
Keep Informed with 

FAA’s Aviation  
Maintenance Alerts

Aviation Maintenance Alerts (Advisory Circular 43.16A) 
provide a communication channel to share information 
on aviation service experiences. Prepared monthly, they 
are based on information FAA receives from people who 
operate and maintain civil aeronautical products. 

The alerts, which provide notice of conditions reported 
via a Malfunction or Defect Report or a Service Difficulty 
Report, help improve aeronautical product durability, reli-
ability, and maintain safety.

Recent alerts cover:

• Exhaust system failures on multiple Cessna 
models

• Tire tube failure on the Cessna 172R

• Loose turbocharger oil lines on the Cirrus SR22

Check out Aviation Maintenance Alerts at: 
http://www.faa.gov/aircraft/safety/alerts/
aviation_maintenance/

For More Information

FAA Human Factors Web site
http://hfskyway.faa.gov

Operator’s Manual for Human Factors in 
Aviation Maintenance
http://www2.hf.faa.gov/opsManual/

Failure to Follow Procedures - FAAST Team 
Online Course
http://www.faasafety.gov/gslac/ALC/course_cata-

log.aspx

2009 Human Factors Symposium (September 
2-3, 2009)
http://www.airlines.org/operationsandsafety/

events/2009hfsymposium.htm

To receive a copy of the MX Human Factors 
Presentation System CD, send an email to: 
aam520-mmpi-2@faa.gov

to the efforts of your “allies” in industry and govern-
ment worldwide, we continue to see advancements, 
such as voluntary reporting programs, Safety Man-
agement Systems, and strategies to address human 
error specifically in general aviation maintenance. 

“Eliminating risk associated with human factors 
is an ongoing process,” states Hiles. “Forums such as 
the annual FAA/Air Transport Association of Ameri-
ca, Inc., (ATA) Maintenance Human Factors Sympo-
sium, which any aviation maintenance professional 
can attend, will help the industry keep pace with the 
continuous evolution of systems, materials, and infor-
mation technology.”

It’s easy to fall victim to the Dirty Dozen. In 
most cases they are manifestations of personal work 
habits that can lead to an innocent or unintentional 
error. The important point: Recognize the warning 
signs of error and carefully think through your ac-
tions. Being prepared and having a constant and 
consistent focus on maintenance human factors will 
send the Dirty Dozen running for cover every time.

Martin Bailey is manager of Flight Standards Service’s Repair Station Branch.

Tom Hoffmann contributed to the article. He is associate editor of FAA 
Aviation News and is a commercial pilot and holds an Airframe and 
Powerplant certificate.
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When most of us think of runway incursions and 
surface incidents, one word usually comes to mind—
pilots. Granted, pilots do make up the majority (two-
thirds, actually) of these incidents, and they remain 
the focus of initiatives to improve runway safety. 
However, there are others operating on the airport 
surface, including mechanics. Here’s one example, 
adapted from the Aviation Safety Reporting System 
(ASRS) that generated two reports:

A Piper Seneca being relocated by a mechanic 
was cleared by ground control to taxi from B3 to  
taxiway Lima. The mechanic taxied via Alpha to 
Lima then south on taxiway A9, but continued past 
the hold-short lines for the active runway, 11L. A  
Piper Cherokee had just finished its landing rollout  
on 11L but luckily reached taxi speed well clear of the 
Seneca. The Seneca also caused another Cherokee  
on a quarter-mile final for 11L to go around to avoid 
loss of separation.

This incident shows how 
loss of situational awareness 
could lead to accidents. It also 
demonstrates a common theme 
in maintenance-related runway 
incursions. 

The ABCs of V/PDs
First, let’s review a few definitions. An airport has 

two distinct areas: Movement and non-movement. 
The movement area is under air traffic control (ATC) 
authority. It usually includes runways, taxiways, and 
other areas used for taxi, takeoff, or landing. The 
non-movement area includes taxi lanes, aprons,  
ramps, and other areas not under ATC control. In the 
non-movement area, it is the responsibility of pilots, 
mechanics, and other airport personnel to maneuver 
aircraft or vehicles without incursion or collision. 

Most airports separate the two areas with 
adjacent solid and dashed yellow line ground 
markings. Moving from dashed to solid is 
permissible, but to move from solid to the dashed 

side requires ATC permission. (You might use “dash 
across” as a way to remember that you may continue 
if the dashed lines are closest to you.)

A surface incident is defined as any “unauthor-
ized or unapproved movement in any movement 
area, or an occurrence in a movement area with the 
association of an aircraft that affects or could affect 
the safety of flight.” FAA defines a runway incursion 
as “any occurrence at an aerodrome involving the 
incorrect presence of an aircraft, vehicle, or person 
on the protected area of a surface designated for the 
landing or takeoff of aircraft.” 

Whether it is a surface incident or a runway in-
cursion, FAA categorizes either in one of three ways: 
ATC Operational Error (OE), Pilot Deviation (PD), 
and Vehicle/Pedestrian Deviation (V/PD). A V/PD 
involves pedestrians, vehicles, or other objects  
interfering with aircraft operations by entering or 
moving on the runway or movement area without 
ATC permission. A mechanic involved in a surface 
incident or runway incursion while taxiing or towing 
aircraft for maintenance or re-positioning would  
fall into this category. 

From fiscal year 2001 to 2008, there were 81 
reported runway incursions during maintenance 
taxi, tug, or tow operations. Most resulted from one 
of three causes:

• Communications
• Airport knowledge
• Cockpit procedures for maintaining orientation

Communication Is Key
Effective cockpit/controller communication 

is key to safe surface operations. Although most 
mechanic incursions indicate few issues with 
acknowledging and reading back taxi instructions, 
they do reveal a pattern of unauthorized runway 
crossings. A good rule of thumb for taxiing or 
driving on an airport, even when activity is light, is 
to establish a mental picture of airport operations. 
Monitor traffic before you transmit to get a better 
idea of what is happening and what instructions to 

Hot Spots
T om  Hoffmann    

The “Mechanics” of Runway Incursions

	 32	 FAAAviation News May/June 2009

A Vehicle/Pedestrian Deviation  
(V/PD) involves pedestrians, vehicles, 
or other objects interfering with 
aircraft operations by entering or 
moving on the runway or movement 
area without ATC permission.



expect. Keep communications clear and concise, 
and read back all clearances verbatim.

FAA has a waiver from the Federal Communica-
tions Commission (FCC) allowing mechanics oper-
ating an aircraft to include the word “maintenance” 
with the name of the company owning or operating 
the aircraft when communicating with ATC. This pro-
cedure helps ATC easily identify aircraft being taxied 
by a mechanic, and it has already been a valuable tool 
in reducing runway incursions.

Know Your Airport
Being familiar with the airport environment 

is critical, especially when conditions include bad 
weather, low visibility, and runway/taxiway closures. 
Having a printed airport diagram with you during 
the taxiing and driving operation is particularly 
important and helpful. The key is to stay alert and 
study the airport diagram before taxiing. Also, make 
sure you’re aware of any Notices to Airmen (NOTAM) 
that may affect operations.

To foster improved situational awareness for 
ground operations, FAA has upgraded runway mark-
ings at all of the 75 largest U.S. airports. Two hundred 
and ninety-one smaller airports have already upgrad-
ed runway markings, which include an enhanced taxi-
way centerline paint scheme. The plan calls for more 
than 500 airports to receive the improved markings. 

Procedures, Procedures, Procedures
No discussion of safe operations would be  

complete without including procedures. A review 
of incident reports of mechanic V/PDs shows that 

deviations from standard operating 
procedures are consistent contrib-
utors to these errors. Among the 
areas of concern: proper use  
of aircraft lights, radio work, and 
adherence to airport signs and markings. 

“When you look at the total number of runway 
incursions,” says Dr. Paul Foster, FAA Flight Stan-
dards representative to Office of Runway Safety and 
Operational Services, “most occur when the operator 
acknowledges the proper taxi instructions, but con-
tinues on the active runway or across the hold-short 
lines.” A longtime advocate for airport safety and 
familiarization training for mechanics, Dr. Foster 
facilitates year-round training on runway incursion 
prevention and was a featured presenter at this year’s 
Professional Aviation Maintenance Association’s  
annual symposium in Dallas, Texas.

Everyone Has a Role
Everyone on the airport has a responsibility to 

take prevention of runway incursions seriously. “Just 
one maintenance taxi incident,” adds Dr. Foster, “is 
one too many.” To keep yourself safe from incident, 
take advantage of any runway safety training pro-
grams available at your airport. You can also find a 
number of online courses, presentations and train-
ing aids on www.FAASafety.gov. As the saying goes, 
“an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.” 

Tom Hoffmann is associate editor of FAA Aviation News. He is a commercial 
pilot and holds an Airframe and Powerplant certificate. 

For More Information

Known Best Practices for Airfield Safety

http://www.faa.gov/airports_airtraffic/airports/
runway_safety/vehicle/

Advisory Circular 150/5210-20: Ground Vehicle 
Operations on Airports

http://www.faa.gov/airports_airtraffic/airports/
resources/advisory_circulars/media/150-5210-
20/150_5210_20_chg1.pdf

Taxi Operations at Towered and Non-Towered 
Airports (Powerpoint)

http://www.faa.gov/runwaysafety/ace/
presentations/4.ppt

The “Mechanics” of Runway Incursions

An example of the enhanced taxiway centerline paint scheme.
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Everyone on the airport has a  
responsibility to take prevention  
of runway incursions seriously.
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Aviation is on the minds of Americans more than 
ever these days, in part due to the publicity surround-
ing the January 15 Hudson River “landing” of a bird-
crippled commercial jetliner. The 58-year-old captain’s 
years of aviation experience—along with the controller, 
the first officer, and three highly experienced flight 
attendants—highlight a lesser known issue: As many as 
25 percent of all aviation employees are eligible to retire 
this year. Aviation needs newcomers to fill vital aviation 
positions and it needs people who can gain the training 
and experience that helped the Hudson River crew  
ensure a happy ending for all aboard. 

To help meet this growing need, FAA tapped 
25-year-old Jamail Larkins, one of the country’s 
youngest air show performers, to serve as the FAA’s 

official Ambassador for 
Aviation and Space Educa-
tion. This partnership is 
successfully drawing atten-
tion to aviation career op-

portunities, in part by providing support for Larkins’ 
efforts to educate students about aviation through 
his nationwide Dream Launch Tour. 

Since Dream Launch began in early 2004, 
Larkins has traveled across the country speaking to 
elementary, middle school, and high school students 
about career opportunities in aviation and about the 
many programs youth can join to learn more about 
aviation. With the goal of spreading awareness of the 
need for qualified and talented employees to join  
the aerospace industry’s 21st century workforce,  
the tour stops at approximately 18-20 cities a year.

The overarching theme of the presentation is  
to show students how to create a flight plan for their  
“life journey.” Larkins notes that the same navigation 
principles that lead to successful flying can also lead 
to successful living and to making dreams a reality. 
Helping educate and motivate students to achieve their 
dreams is how the Dream Launch Tour got its name. 

The primary component of each stop on the 
Dream Launch Tour is a high-energy presentation 
that begins with video clips of Larkins flying 
aerobatics in a high-performance aerobatic aircraft. 
He talks about how he started flight training at the 
age of 12, soloed in Canada at 14, and started his 
own aviation sales company at 15. He then glides 
into descriptions of aviation programs that are 
offered through the remainder of the year. This 
includes FAA’s flagship educational program, The 
ACE Academies, which have reached over 1.2 million 
students and more than 70,000 teachers since 2003.

In some cities, the Dream Launch Tour conducts 
an essay contest in which the winners receive a 
Young Eagles flight with Larkins. Through a partner-
ship agreement with Cirrus Aircraft, the students 
have an opportunity to take their Young Eagles Flight 
in a Cirrus SR22 aircraft.

As FAA continues to educate students about 
aviation, Jamail Larkins is front and center assisting 
with this important activity through his Dream 
Launch Tour appearances. 

For more information on Jamail Larkins, check out this Web site:  
 http://www.erau.edu/dreamlaunch/meetjamail.htm

Partner and Ambassador: 
Jamail Larkins

Partner and Ambassador: 
Jamail Larkins

f rom the   FAA Av i at ion an  d 
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Larkins says the same navigation  
principles that lead to successful flying 
can also lead to successful living.
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Flight Forum

False Credit
In the March/April 2009 issue of FAA Aviation News, we 

used a photo of an instrument panel on pages 10 and 11. We 
have since learned that we gave credit for the photo to the 
wrong person. We apologize to Doug Reeves, owner/publisher 
of www.VansAirForce.net, for using the wrong credit line on 
his photo. The photo credit should have read “Original photo 
courtesy of Doug Reeves.” We also corrected our Web site to 
reflect this change.

Replacing an Airman Certificate
I have a commercial, single-engine land pilot certificate. 

I have not flown for more than 20 years but am not using 
instruction to become current. Since I stopped flying, 
however, I lost my hard copy of the certificate. How do I go 
about getting a replacement (with an English proficiency 
endorsement)?

—Via the Internet

According to FAA’s Web site, www.faa.gov/licenses_
certificates/airmen_certification/airmen_services/, there are 
two ways to replace an airman certificate. You can request 
a replacement certificate online or by mail. Allow four to six 
weeks for mail processing and seven to 10 days for online 
processing. 

The FAA can only issue one copy of each certificate and 
cannot place the original date of issue on a replacement 
certificate or issue expired certificates. However, you can 
request an expired CFI letter at no charge. 

Advice for the Birds
Susan Parson’s “Checklist” column on bird strike  

avoidance in your January/February 2009 issue cements  
what I learned decades ago. I can attest it saved my life, pos-
sibly the aircraft, and others. I was flying a UH-1H Huey on 
a medical evacuation mission and suddenly my windscreen 
was filled with duck. 

I pulled hard on the cyclic (control column or joystick 
to you airplane drivers) and Mr. Mallard impacted the chin 
bubble, shattering it. Instead of a face full of duck, it was 
served into my lap, whereupon I added the l’orange sauce. 
Had that bird gone through the windscreen, I don’t know 
that I would have survived. The duck did exactly what Susan 
stated, he tucked his wings just before impact as I tried to 

climb, and it was just enough to move the collision point 
about three feet lower. I was only going 105 knots. Had we 
been going faster the first recognition would have been St. 
Peter. I do not know how one could avoid a flock or even a 
single bird at airliner speeds, but where most of us fly the 
advice is still valid.

—���Derek Bernett 
Via the Internet

Thanks for sharing your story with us. It’s always 
good to know when we are on the right track with our 
information.

Magnetic Strip on Pilot License
An aviation medical examiner wrote to the Federal Air 

Surgeon’s Medical Bulletin regarding a question he had 
been asked by several pilots. Hope this is helpful to other 
pilots who would like to know. 

What does the magnetic strip on the pilot license 
contain and what it is or will be used for?

—��An AME

From the Federal Air Surgeon’s Medical Bulletin: 	
According the Airmen Certification Branch, the paperwork 
for certificates is examined and processed in Oklahoma 
City and the information to print the certificate is sent to 
a contractor. The “strip” helps ensure that the contractor 
matches the certificate with the correct card carrier that is 
mailed with the certificate. The strip contains a sequence 
number, card type, and the “unique identifier” number.  
The strip contains no personal information, such as a  
Social Security Number.

FAA Aviation News welcomes comments. We may edit letters for style and/or length. 
If we have more than one letter on the same topic, we will select one representative 
letter to publish. Because of our publishing schedules, responses may not appear 
for several issues. We do not print anonymous letters, but we do withhold names or 
send personal replies upon request. Readers are reminded that questions dealing with 
immediate FAA operational issues should be referred to their local Flight Standards 
District Office or Air Traffic facility. Send letters to: Editor, FAA Aviation News, AFS-805, 
800 Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, DC 20591, or FAX them to (202) 267-9463, 
or e-mail them to AviationNews@faa.gov.
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s u s an   pa r s on

As is true for many pilots, my understanding 
of what FAA does was fairly vague before I started 
working here five years ago. It would take a long time 
to explain everything this agency does, because it’s a 
big organization with big responsibilities to match—
and I’m still learning every day. 

The articles presented in this issue of the FAA 
Aviation News, though, provide a great way to intro-
duce FAA’s responsibilities for some of the functions 
that are most visible and most directly relevant to the 
general aviation community: Setting standards, cer-
tification, and ensuring continued operational safety. 
These topics also illustrate how these three functions 
operate in a cycle of continuous improvement.

Standards
FAA creates and, as necessary, amends rules 

and regulations that provide the safety standards 
for people, organizations, and equipment operating 

in the National Airspace 
System (NAS). You might 
be most familiar with the 
standards (rules) for pilot 
certification, as outlined 
in Title14 Code of Federal 
Regulations (14 CFR) part 

61 and an associated document you know as the 
“Practical Test Standards,” or PTS, as most of us 
abbreviate it. For aircraft and their associated parts, 
products, and appliances, the standards are set 
through regulations like 14 CFR parts 23 and 43 and 
described in documents like the Type Certificate 
Data Sheet (TCDS), Supplemental Type Certificate 
(STC), and Technical Standard Orders (TSOs), which 
are featured in this issue’s articles.

Certification
On the basis of established standards, FAA 

issues and renews certificates that authorize people, 
organizations, and equipment to operate in the 
NAS. Your pilot certificate(s) and ratings are issued 
to certify that you meet the standards set out in 
regulations like 14 CFR part 61. As described in 

several of this issue’s articles, FAA also issues and 
renews certificates that allow manufacturers to build 
airframes, engines, propellers, components, and 
parts. Steve Thompson’s “Airworthiness 101” article 
explains Type Certificates, Production Certificates, 
and Airworthiness Certificates—all of which are 
based on established standards. FAA also issues the 
certificates that authorize organizations to provide 
maintenance services. 

Continued Operational Safety
You might be surprised to learn that Continued 

Operational Safety (COS) is actually the biggest of 
the three core functions. FAA accomplishes this 
responsibility through safety surveillance and 
oversight programs, audits, evaluations, air traffic 
safety oversight, education and training, research, 
and accident/incident investigation.

The goal is clear: FAA’s COS activities ensure 
that existing certificate holders continue to meet 
the safety requirements, standards, and regulations 
that formed the basis for their original certificate or 
certificate renewal. COS is also intended to ensure 
the integrity of a product throughout its service 
life. To this end, COS involves problem prevention, 
service monitoring, and corrective actions.

All these actions cycle back into modification of 
standards, whether for pilot/mechanic certification 
or for a product’s design and production. The STCs 
and airworthiness directives (ADs) that you read 
about in this issue’s articles illustrate the way FAA’s 
continued operational safety activities can lead 
to necessary and important modifications to FAA 
standards.

And so the cycle continues, but always with the 
ultimate goal of ensuring that we all enjoy safe flights 
and happy landings.

Susan Parson is a special assistant in Flight Standards Service’s General 
Aviation and Commercial Division. She is an active general aviation pilot and 
flight instructor.

What Does FAA Really Do?

Articles in this issue introduce FAA’s 
responsibilities for setting standards, 
certification, and ensuring continued 
operational safety. 
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	 If you fly in North Dakota, look around at the 
next pilot seminar. You might see a mustachioed  
fellow who was at your last seminar. He may have 
been at the seminar previous to that and the one 
before that—talking, joking, and giving advice. 
	 The avid aviator is Dave Slaybaugh, assistant 
manager of FAA’s Fargo, North Dakota, Flight 
Standards District Office (FSDO).
	 If you used to go to air shows in Illinois and 
Missouri, look closely and you might recognize the 
“farmer” who flew a comedy act in his Piper J-3 Cub. 
“It was a lot of fun,” Slaybaugh says. “One time my 
farmer hat blew off and got caught on the J-3’s tail 
brace wires. It was still there when I landed. The 
spectators thought it was part of the act.”
	 What is not an act is Slaybaugh’s serious avia-
tion experience (11,500-plus hours). He got his  
A&P at a Des Moines technical high school right 
when he turned 18 and his Inspection Authorization 
followed three years later. Next to come was his 
pilot certificate. Slaybaugh went on to get his flight 
instructor and ATP certificates. He has piloted sea-
planes, gliders, and lighter-than-air free balloons. 
	 “I’ve never parachuted,” he continues. “I did 
try to wing walk one time, but (Stearman aerobatic 
pilot) Gene Littlefield turned me down.” That, and 
not flying the Space Shuttle, may be Slaybaugh’s only 
aviation regrets. He has flown as a corporate pilot, 
been a chief pilot, worked at an airline, owned and 
run an FBO, instructed, and been a pilot examiner. 
Yet, his biggest joy is to bring people into aviation. 
	 “Teaching is so rewarding,” Slaybaugh says. “One 
of my students is now a corporate pilot flying a Falcon 
900. One student was 78 years old and really enjoyed 
earning his private pilot certificate. Another time I got 
the opportunity to give one of my first instructors the 
necessary dual flight instruction for his ATP.”

	 The transition to regulator was smooth for 
Slaybaugh. Twelve years ago he was closing down 
his FBO aviation business when an FAA inspector 
from the Springfield, Illinois, FSDO told him FAA 
was hiring. That’s all it took. Slaybaugh applied and 
started his FAA career as an aviation safety inspec-
tor in Springfield. 
	 Three years ago, he took the job at the Fargo 
FSDO so that he could get back to what he loves  
as much as aviation: teaching and mentoring.  
“Now,” he says, “instead of teaching flying, I’m  
mentoring employees.” A large part of the job of  
an assistant manager is mentoring new inspectors 
and helping employees with procedures, training,  
and problem solving.
	 “No one employee can be fully conversant in all 
aspects of safety oversight, so we back each other 
up, just like those redundant systems that help 
make our aviation system the safest in the world,” 
Slaybaugh says. 
	 As for those pilots he meets with at those  
seminars, Slaybaugh advises: “Plan what you’re  
doing and follow your plan. And, always have a 
backup plan.”
	 The backup can even be not flying. Slaybaugh 
recalls one time as a corporate 
pilot he refused to fly because of 
weather. “There was a long line  
of severe thunderstorms with 
high winds and hail directly across our flight path.” 
The passengers were so intent on getting there they 
drove. “When I saw them a few days later,” Slaybaugh 
said, “they admitted it had been dicey and they 
should not even have driven.
	 “Know your limitations and do not exceed them.”

FAA Faces: Dave Slaybaugh

Mentoring and 
Managing in  
North Dakota

Know your limitations  
and do not exceed them.
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