
NEW YORK: No amount of public relations spin can repair the
reputational hit from two deadly plane crashes. But Boeing may
have further damaged itself with muddled communications that
downplayed its responsibility in the disasters. Chief Executive
Dennis Muilenburg has insisted there was “no surprise or gap” in
the design of the top-selling 737 MAX aircraft, even as the com-
pany works to correct issues and persuade regulators that a soft-
ware update should be enough clear the planes to fly again.

The plane has been grounded worldwide since the March 10
crash of an Ethiopian Airlines flight plunged the company into cri-
sis mode. It came on the heels of an October crash of a Lion Air
flight in Indonesia, two accidents that claimed 346 lives.

“We own it,” Muilenburg has said of the crisis. But some avi-
ation and public relations experts said the Boeing CEO has tried
to walk back that buck-stops-here sentiment by blaming the
crashes on a “chain of events” with “no singular” cause. “You can’t
follow one consistent train of thought on anything that’s come out
of Chicago,” Jim Hall, former head of the National Transportation
Safety Board, said of Boeing’s leadership. “I don’t think they’ve
been credible or responsible in the information they’ve provided,”
he said in an interview. “They certainly haven’t been transparent.”

And aviation expert Richard Aboulafia of the Teal Group said
Boeing has been “a little bit more defensive than they need to be.”
“They really need to stick with taking ownership.” 

But Boeing spokesman Gordon Johndroe said the company
was restricted in how much it can divulge because of international
protocol on crash investigations.

“As we’ve learned additional information, it’s incumbent on us
to be as transparent as possible,” he said. “We know we have
work to do to restore the trust of pilots and crews, international
regulators and the traveling public.” 

Shifting blame? 
A common link in both accidents was the Maneuvering Char-

acteristics Augmentation System or MCAS, an automated flight
handling program on the MAX that pointed the plane sharply
downward based on a faulty sensor reading, hindering pilot con-
trol after takeoff, according to preliminary investigations.

Boeing has been working on what it calls a “software update”
to the MCAS, which Muilenburg said will “break” a “common
link” in both accidents. Dennis Tajer, a pilot and spokesman for
the Allied Pilots Association, said he has been encouraged by
Boeing’s drafts of the revamped system, which will ensure the

MCAS is linked to two sensors instead of one and will no longer
point full-nose down. But he criticized Muilenburg’s statement
that the crashes resulted from a “chain of events.”

“They were good when they said ‘We own this,’” Tajer said.
“When you say it’s a chain of events, that’s like a dog-whistle to
us to blame the pilots.” Scott Hamilton, founder of Leeham Com-
pany, an aviation consultancy, also took issue with Boeing’s char-
acterizing of the MCAS problems.  “Using Boeing speak this is
not a ‘fix’, this is an upgrade to make the system more robust,” he
said.  “They won’t even acknowledge that this is a fix. And they
certainly won’t acknowledge this was a design flaw” due to wor-
ries about liability and criminal probes stemming from the acci-
dents. Hamilton said the company was further damaged by a “drip

drip” of news stories that have painted a confusing picture about
how the MCAS was supposed to work, why Boeing didn’t re-
spond earlier to signs of problems, and what it told customers and
regulators, as well as concerns over a cozy relationship with avi-
ation regulators.

But Scott Farrell, leader of the brand reputation group at Golin,
a public relations firm, said Boeing was facing a “classic tug of
war between managing a crisis with an eye on the court of law
versus the court of public opinion,” he said.

Boeing has “swung too far to the court of law approach.”  US
airlines have said they expect to return the 737 MAX to service
over the summer. Yet carriers may face difficulties with public
confidence even after regulators clear it to fly again.—AFP 
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Muddled communications downplay responsibility in disasters

LONDON: A British Airways operated Boeing 747 passenger aircraft prepares to land at London Heathrow Airport, west of London. — AFP

LONDON: James Dyson, famed for his vacuum cleaners, hinted
yesterday that his electric car would be more energy efficient
than rivals-and with “very large wheels” for city and rough-ter-
rain driving.

Releasing brief details of patents filed 18 months ago ahead
of the car’s expected launch in 2021, Dyson said in a memo
shared with media: “the patents show a car with very large
wheels, giving a low rolling resistance and high ground clear-
ance.  “This makes a vehicle suited to city life and rough terrain
but could also contribute to increased range and efficiency,” he
said, cautioning however that current designs were far from set
in stone.

The British engineering entrepreneur acknowledged the
patents were deliberately light on specifics but said “they do
reveal some of the ways we might improve Battery Electric Ve-
hicles”. He also indicated that Dyson would move away from
the status quo whereby electric car manufacturers base designs
on existing formats that are adapted for electric propulsion sys-
tems. “Such an approach is cost effective, however it tends to
miss opportunities for mass-reduction and aerodynamic im-
provements which would improve the energy efficiency of the
vehicle,” he said. 

Dyson also noted the drawback of focusing on smaller ve-
hicles to reduce mass and extend driving range. “However, the
size and ride comfort of such vehicles tends to limit their at-
tractiveness and utility,” the billionaire inventor added.

The company last year announced Singapore as the site for
its first electric car plant, sparking criticism of its Brexit-back-
ing founder for not investing more in British manufacturing.
However it has set up an electric-car research hub in the UK.

Electric vehicles are increasing in popularity as governments
worldwide drive forward plans to gradually phase out polluting
petrol and diesel cars. — AFP

Dyson driving 
towards all-terrain 
electric car RIO DE JANEIRO: Brazil’s central bank held fire on interest rates

on Wednesday despite lackluster growth in Latin America’s biggest
economy and uncertainty over President Jair Bolsonaro’s ability to
push through a much-needed pension reform.

In a unanimous decision the bank kept the key Selic rate, its main
instrument for controlling inflation, at the historic low of 6.5 percent.
That is unchanged since March 2018.

The bank expects the rate to stay at that level for the rest of the
year, but flagged a possible rise to 7.5 percent in 2020, according
to a statement released after its meeting. The government’s pro-
posed overhaul of Brazil’s unsustainable pension system, which Bol-
sonaro has warned would bankrupt the country if the changes are
not adopted, is seen as crucial to the president’s chances of making
good on his other promised economic reforms. A parliamentary
committee is currently scrutinizing the bill which analysts fear could
be diluted after it sparked heated debate in the Congress. — AFP
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