
NEW YORK: US fliers still consider ticket
prices the most important factor when choosing
a flight, according to a Reuters/Ipsos poll, sug-
gesting two fatal crashes of Boeing Co 737
MAX jets have had little impact on consumer
sentiment. In the public opinion poll released
May 15, only about half of US adults say they are
familiar with the airplane crashes in Indonesia
and Ethiopia that together killed 346 people, and
only 43% could identify the Boeing 737 MAX
as the aircraft involved.

Most importantly for Boeing in the wake of
the crashes, only 3% said that aircraft maker or
model number was most important to them when
buying a plane ticket. In contrast, 57% said
ticket price was most important. The poll has a
credibility interval, a measure of precision, of 3
percentage points. A Boeing spokesman de-
clined to comment on the Reuters/Ipsos poll, but
said the company is “committed to returning the
MAX safely to the skies so that pilots, crew, reg-
ulators and the traveling public have total confi-
dence in this airplane.”

During a call with investors last month, Boe-
ing CEO Dennis Muilenburg said he knows “we
have some work to do to earn and re-earn the
trust of our customers and the flying public in
particular.” If global regulators clear the jets for
flight, the Reuters/Ipsos poll data suggest that
carriers likely will not have trouble booking seats
on the aircraft. Boeing’s fast-selling 737 MAX
airliner was grounded worldwide in March after

an Ethiopian Airlines crash, just five months after
a similar disaster on a Lion Air flight.

Boeing’s stock has fallen about 18% since the
March 10 crash, and airlines have warned that
the groundings are hitting revenues, and costs,
to the tune of hundreds of millions of dollars. US
President Donald Trump urged Boeing to “re-
brand” the 737 MAX with a new name in a April
15 tweet, saying “No product has suffered like
this one.” That sentiment was echoed in a recent
Barclays Investment Bank report that concluded
that “a large portion of fliers are likely to avoid
737 MAX for an extended period beyond when
the grounding is lifted.”

Barclays said it based its findings on a survey
of fliers in North American and Europe, though
it would not disclose to Reuters the survey
methodology or questionnaire. It is unclear how
Barclays selected its respondents and how much
they were informed of the Boeing crashes before
being asked their opinion. Boeing declined to
comment on the Barclays survey. The Chicago-
based manufacturer is the target of investiga-
tions and lawsuits, and is in regular discussions
with US airlines on how to regain public trust. 

Half of all US adults say that airlines prioritize
profits over passenger safety, nearly identical to
the result in the April 2018 poll. But based on the
Reuters/Ipsos poll, even if people were aware of
the 737 MAX crashes, that knowledge is not
likely to influence their travel decisions. People
say they mostly consider ticket price when plan-

ning upcoming plane trips, followed by travel
time, the number of stops and the carrier.

That does not mean all fliers ignore models,
according to Steve Hafner, CEO of travel booking
website KAYAK. He said the website has seen
significant usage of a plane model filter it intro-

duced after the Ethiopian crash, showing demand
from some travelers. “As the news cycle on this
simmers down and it becomes less top of mind for
travelers, we’ve seen filter usage go flat. But that’s
not to say it won’t pick back up once the planes
start flying again,” Hafner said. — Reuters
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WASHINGTON: Michael Stumo and Nadia Milleron, the parents of Ethiopian Air crash victim Samya
Stumo, attend a House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee Aviation Subcommittee hearing
on the status of the Boeing 737 MAX on Capitol Hill. — AFP 

Fatal crashes have little impact on consumer sentiment

Boeing fears won’t get in way 
of ‘price conscious’ travelers

US stealth fighter suffers
millions in damage 
from bird strike 
WASHINGTON: A US F-35 stealth bomber suffered millions of dol-
lars in damage after being hit by a bird during take-off from an air
base in Japan, the US Marine Corps said in a statement Wednesday.
“On May 7, 2019 an F-35B with Marine Aircraft Group 12, 1st Marine
Aircraft Wing aborted take-off due to a bird strike at Marine Corps
Air Station Iwakuni and safely taxied off the runway,” the statement
said. The pilot was not hurt in the incident, it said.

A damage assessment report has not yet been completed but the
Marine Corps classified the incident as category “A”, meaning the
damage bill is expected to exceed $2 million. Last month an F-16
fighter jet operating in the United States was hit by a hawk, the US
Air Force told a military-focused website. Photos of the April 17 in-
cident showed the mangled remains of a bird in the landing gear of
the plane. The F-35 program was launched in the 1990s and has cost
almost $400 billion, making it the most expensive weapons system
ever developed by the Pentagon. 

The defense department plans to build some 2,500 of the war-
planes in the decades to come. The F-35B is a short take-off and
landing variant of the plane, developed for the Marine Corps. Each
plane costs $115 million to build. In April, an F-35A stealth fighter
went down off the coast of Japan, sparking a lengthy search by Japan-
ese and American salvage crews. Some debris was recovered but the
pilot’s body has not been found and the US Navy announced earlier
this month it was calling off the search. — AFP 

Modern humans split 
from Neanderthals far
‘earlier than thought’
WASHINGTON: Scientists seeking to unlock the mys-
teries of human evolution have in recent years relied on
increasingly sophisticated DNA techniques that provide
“molecular clocks” to date the remains of our ancient an-
cestors. But a new analysis that instead examines fossil
teeth provides an alternative approach - and one which
yields a significantly earlier date for the divergence be-
tween modern humans and Neanderthals. The study by
Aida Gomez-Robles from University College London pro-
poses that the two species’ last common ancestor may
have lived 800,000 years ago, entering a debate that is
hotly contested among anthropologists.

The new timeline is between 200,000 to 400,000 years
earlier than current estimates, and if correct would rule out
Homo heidelbergensis, another extinct human species, as
the last common ancestor between Homo sapiens and our
nearest relatives the Neanderthals, as some scientists
presently posit. According to Gomez-Robles, whose paper
was published in Science Advances on Wednesday, recent
research on hominin teeth has shown that while size varied
greatly across various human species, the shape of teeth
was more homogeneous and evolved at stable rates across
the board.

She examined the molars and pre-molars of around 30
fossils thought to be early Neanderthals from the Sima de

los Huesos cave site in Spain as well as of seven other ex-
tinct hominin species in order to determine how much they
changed over time. A 2014 study using luminescence tech-
niques and palaeomagnetism was said to have reliably
dated the cave site, in Spain’s Atapuerca Mountains, to
430,000 years ago, which already hinted that sapiens and
Neanderthals went their separate ways before this time.

Using computer modeling, she found that early Sapiens
and Neanderthals would have had to have diverged
800,000 years ago for the Sima teeth to have had time to
achieve their particular features, barring strong environmen-
tal factors that caused the species to evolve at a quicker rate.
“The major implication is Homo heidelbergensis cannot be
the last common ancestor between modern humans and Ne-
anderthals,” she said.

No clean split 
The findings may not put an end to the longstanding

debate, not least because of its variance with some of the
DNA-based dating, which also relies on assumptions
about how quickly genetics change over time. Gomez-
Robles said that while no method was perfect, studying
anatomical variation “gives us a more accurate picture”
partly because it is still not possible to extract DNA from
most ancient fossils.

Moreover, differing timelines could point to growing body
of evidence that there are no clean splits between species.
“When we are talking about the divergence between Nean-
derthals and modern humans, or between any two species,
that is not something that happens at one specific moment of
time,” she said. “And something that we know today as well
is that, you know, there was a hybridization between Nean-
derthals and modern humans” she continued. “So this is also
adding noise to all these studies.” — AFP 


