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95V I N C E N T  L A F O R E T

RD SPECIAL REPORT

Your flight’s delayed … again? 
Our insider’s guide explains why.

Plus: how to cope with 
the hassles—and maybe even

enjoy your downtime.

The

Truth



‘
Okay, well, as expected, we’ve re-

ceived word of a ground stop. Our new
estimated departure time is 90 min-
utes from now, subject to change arbi-
trarily, without warning.

And while we’re waiting, let me 
explain that these sorts of delays (and
it’s not your imagination—late arrivals
and departures have doubled since
1995) result not only from our anti-
quated air traffic control system but
also from too many planes flying into
and out of overcrowded airports. Pas-
sengers demand frequency—you want
lots of flights flying to lots of cities.
But this can be self-defeating, because
many of these flights will be late—in
some cases, very late. At airports near
major cities like New York and Wash-
ington, D.C., the proliferation of small
jets has added to the congestion. They
make up nearly 50 percent of planes at
some of our busiest airports yet carry
only a fraction of overall passengers.
This inefficient use of air and ground
space is one reason we will be sitting
here for the next hour and a half. 

Once we’re airborne, flight atten-
dants will be coming around with food
and beverages for sale. I know many
of you are irritated that an in-flight

Welcome aboard. Our flying time
this afternoon, not counting ground
delays and holding patterns, will be
two hours and thirty minutes.

Before we take off, I would like to
apologize on behalf of this and every
airline for the hassle you just endured
at the security checkpoint. As is
patently obvious to any reasonable
person, the humiliating shoe removals,
liquids ban, and pointy-object confis-
cations do little to make us safer.  

Unfortunately, the government in-
sists that security theater, and not ac-
tual security, is in the nation’s best

interest. If it makes you feel any bet-
ter, our crew had to endure the same
screening as the passengers. Never
mind that the baggage loaders, clean-
ers, caterers, and refuelers receive
only occasional random screening.
You can rest easy knowing that I do
not have a pair of scissors or an over-
size shampoo bottle anywhere in my
carry-on luggage. 

Just a moment. 
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96 I L L U S T R A T E D  B Y  T R E V O R  J O H N S T O N

Patrick Smith is the author of salon.com’s “Ask the
Pilot” column and a book of the same title. He also
flies planes for a living.

Last year, 8,852 
flights were stranded
on the tarmac for 
more than two hours. 
SOURCE: DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION

meal now costs
$7—on top of the $25 you
just paid for an extra checked bag. Un-
fortunately, with oil prices skyrocket-
ing and jets requiring as much fuel
as ever (a coast-to-coast flight takes
8,000 gallons), it’s impossible for us
to provide luxurious service and rock-
bottom fares at the same time. 

We know that most of you are mis-
erable and that you long ago learned

to despise every
aspect of air travel. But

try, if you can, not to take your frustra-
tions out on other passengers or the
crew. The overall surly vibe is unpleas-
ant for us too. And ridiculous as this
might sound, look on the bright side.

Yes, there is a bright side: more
choices and surprisingly reasonable
fares. Domestically, you can now fly
between almost any two airports in

What one pilot would really like to 
say from the cockpit B Y  P A T R I C K  S M I T H

This Is Your Captain …
America’s Busiest Airports
You’d think the New York terminals would’ve
made the list. Not even close.

Improved Safety
There hasn’t been a large-scale crash involving 
a major carrier since November 2001.

More Travelers Than Ever
By 2014, U.S. airports will need to handle
1 billion passengers per year. 
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NATIONAL TRANSPORTATION SAFETY BOARD
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Shortly after 10 a.m. on
February 13, as Go! Airlines
Flight 1002 made the 214-
mile hop from Honolulu 
to Hilo, Hawaii, air traffic
controllers were becoming
frantic. Getting no re-
sponse from the captain
and copilot, they began
yelling over the radio as 
the 50-seat jet overshot the
airport by 15 miles at 21,000
feet. Finally, the pilots 
responded. The FAA is 
now investigating whether
they fell asleep. (Oh, and
the airline fired them.)

The episode brought to
light a hidden danger in the
cockpit: pilot fatigue. The
problem began after 9/11,
when demand for air travel
plunged and many pilots’
salaries were cut by 30 per-
cent. Pilots are paid for
every hour they fly, so
they’ve taken on more
flights to compensate. 

Financially squeezed air-
lines are also pressuring 
pilots to fly more hours so
they can employ fewer of
them. Under current regu-
lations, pilots are permit-
ted to fly 100 hours per
month; many are reaching
that number. “You need re-
cuperating time, and now
people are pushing it to the
limit,” says Mark Seal, a
pilot for United Airlines.  

“It used to be you’d 
do one international trip
per week,” says John
Prater, president of the 
Airline Pilots Association.
“Now it’s not uncommon
to do six of those a month.
There is never time to
catch up.” This summer,
the FAA is convening a con-
ference of pilots, doctors,
and airline representatives
to discuss the fatigue fac-
tor and potential solutions.

Another issue: Pilots
have less experience than
they used to. “When I got
hired with Continental in
January 1978, I had over
5,000 hours. At this point,
the industry is hiring pilots
with 250 to 500 hours,”
says Prater. This is partly
because fewer pilots are
being hired from the mili-
tary, where historically
they gained thousands of
hours of experience. (The
military has fewer pilots
now and does a better job
of retaining them.) But
with low starting salaries
(from $18,000 at a regional
airline to $40,000 with a
major carrier), it’s tough to
recruit anyone but recent
flight-school grads.  

The bottom line: A pilot
shortage looms. The airline
industry will need to hire
100,000 new pilots by

Pilots with Problems

the country with, at worst, a single
stopover. Internationally, transoceanic
routes have fragmented, allowing peo-
ple to fly direct from smaller hubs in
the United States to points in Europe,
Asia, Latin America, and elsewhere.
Nobody enjoys holding patterns or 

sitting on a tarmac, but in earlier days,
the overall journey would have taken
longer—and cost more.

It’s true that fares have risen sharply
of late, but if they seem especially
pricey, that’s partly because they re-
mained so cheap for so long, with
many carriers selling tickets below
cost. Fares in 2006 were averaging 12
percent lower than in 2000, despite a
150 percent rise in jet-fuel costs. 

Current fares cost about what they did
in the 1980s.

And let’s not forget that flying is
much safer than it was in the past.
Globally, there are twice as many
planes carrying twice as many people
as there were a quarter century ago.
Although the raw total of crashes has
risen, accidents are way down as a
percentage of total flights. 

I am well aware that airlines have
become pariahs of the postindustrial
economy. But it’s rarely acknowledged
that despite recurrent fiscal crises,
major staffing and technology prob-
lems, and constant criticism from the
public, our carriers have managed to
maintain a mostly reliable, affordable,
and safe transportation system. 

Hang in there, and our crew will let
you know if and when our plane might
actually take off. In the meantime,
those $7 sandwiches are actually
pretty good.

More than
590,000
pilots made
more than 
61 million
takeoffs and
landings last
year. SOURCE: FAA

Fuel once accounted
for 15% of a flight’s
ticket price. Now 
it’s 40%.
SOURCE: AIR TRANSPORT ASSOCIATION

Join an online discussion with
Patrick Smith at rd.com/airtravel.

Reliability Report
Two Hawaii-based airlines earn top marks for on-time arrivals. (Must be the weather.)

Hawaiian   Aloha Southwest Delta Skywest United North-
west 

American  Comair Atlantic
Southeast

93% 92%

80%
76% 75%

70% 69% 68% 67%
64%

SOURCE: DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION, AIR TRAVEL CONSUMER REPORT
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2020 to keep up with de-
mand, according to Air Inc.,
a company that tracks pilot
hirings; this exceeds the
current capacity of flight
schools. “The jobs aren’t
attractive anymore,” says
Juergen Haacker of the In-
ternational Air Transport
Association. “Being a pilot
is like bus driving now.”

G a b r i e l  S h e r m a n



passengers have told her that
seats were suddenly found for
them when they called CAP-
BOR from the airport and let
airline personnel know they’d
done so. If your flight is can-
celed, the group’s volunteer
staff will help you book hotels,
research your flight status,
offer alternative routes, help
with car rental, and relay
weather information. 

Understand your options.
When you’re stuck on

the ground for hours after
boarding, there’s a reason. “If
the airlines lock the doors,
they don’t have to provide re-
funds, credits, lodging, and
food expenses,” says Paul
Hudson, executive director of
the Aviation Consumer Ac-
tion Project. You can circulate a peti-
tion demanding to be let off the plane
and take it to the cockpit. An airline
can’t hold people against their will un-
less there’s a safety reason, and the
captain has the authority to let peo-
ple off. If the situation worsens, call
the police or a local TV or radio sta-
tion from your cell phone. CAPBOR
hotline volunteers can also put you in
touch with the media. 

Don’t let it drop. If you have a
truly terrible experience, write

a reasonable letter afterward to the
airline CEO, explaining what happened
and asking for compensation. Refer to
the contract of carriage listed on the
airline’s website; it explains the com-
pensation policies. It’s up to the air-
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It’s inevitable that you’ll get stuck in an airport
somewhere, sometime, so why not relax while
you’re waiting?

Get pampered At Detroit Metro Airport, you 
can get a facial, a massage, and a shower in 
McNamara terminal.

Listen to Chopin Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta 
International Airport has a pianist to serenade 
irritable would-be passengers.

Tee off At Dallas/Ft. Worth International 
Airport, you can play 36 holes of golf on 
airport property—if you’ve got the time.  

Up your culture quotient Fort Lauderdale-
Hollywood International Airport has spent 
millions on its world-class art collection.

Sample the Chardonnay At Baltimore/
Washington International, a wine bar serves 
flights of wine during delays.

Welcome Arrivals

Smart steps for the best travel experience
B Y  C A R O L  K A U F M A N N

Flight Plan

Fly early in the day. At airports
scheduled to capacity, any delay

in the morning means there will be at
least that much of a delay for every
flight thereafter.

Depart a day in advance for cru-
cial trips, such as a business meet-

ing or a wedding.
Check the delay statistic for your
flight—how often that flight is

more than 15 minutes late on a scale of
1 to 9 (the lower the number, the more
often it’s late)—before you book your
tickets. Airlines are required by law
to give you the stat if you ask for it;
many post it on their

websites. If the number is 5 or below
and time is of the essence, consider
another flight. 

Sign up for the registered trav-
eler program (tsa.gov/approach/

rt/travelers.shtm) to take some of the
pain out of the preflight experience.
Travelers who pass a voluntary back-
ground check can use special lanes to
whisk through security at nearly 20
U.S. airports, including in Denver,
Oakland, Orlando, and San Francisco. 

Make a call. If you get to the gate
and the airline says you’ve lost

your seat, contact the Coalition for an
Airline Passengers’ Bill of Rights

at 877-359-3776. Kate Hanni, the
group’s founder, says stranded

line whether to remedy a passenger’s
bad experience. If you used plastic to
buy your ticket, your credit card com-
pany can challenge the airline for vi-
olating its contract with a customer. 

Join the fight to enact an Airline
Passengers’ Bill of Rights, federal

legislation that would mandate, among
other things, that passengers be al-
lowed to deplane when they’re held
on the tarmac for more than three
hours as well as require airlines to pro-
vide delayed passengers with food,
water, sanitary facilities, and medical
attention. The major U.S. carriers are
dead set against the bill, arguing that
cockpit crews should make these calls.
Decide who’s right after you learn
more at flyersrights.com.                  n

Consumers filed 
13,168 complaints 
in 2007, up 58% 
from 2006. What’s 
the problem?

Air Rage

Flights*

Other **

Refunds

Baggage

Reservations,
tickets,
boarding

Customer 
service

* Includes cancellations, delays, 
and missed connections
** Includes fares and discrimination

34%

22%

11%

10%
8%

15%

SOURCE: DOT, AIR TRAVEL CONSUMER REPORT

Infographics reporting by Ta r a  C o n r y
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