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LP  LONDON, Jan 27, Reuter - The crash in France last week of an Airbus A320, the most advanced

commercial aircraft flying, has revived public concern that technology may be outstripping man's
ability to manage it safely. 
 
 But recent studies of both automated cockpits and the accidents involving them have concluded
that the human element is the problem, not the computer. 
 

TD  Pilots need better training so they will work with, not against, the sophisticated computers that run
the cockpit, aviation experts say. 
 
 A study of cockpit automation's impact on flight crews, completed last year for the U.S. National
Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), found that there was no evidence to support
frequently made charges that automated flight systems lead to more serious errors than
non-computerised cockpits. 
 
 But the report also cautioned that computers could not guarantee error-free flights. 
 
 "It has long been the dream of traditional engineers to automate human error out of the system,"
the report said. "We found little to comfort those who see automation as a cure for human error." 
 
 Statistics demonstrate that new technology has not made flying more dangerous. A passenger's
chances of being killed in an air crash were one in 100,000 in the early 1960s, compared with one
in 500,000 now, according to industry estimates. 
 
 But when an Air Inter Airbus A320 on a domestic flight from Lyon to Strasbourg crashed into the
side of a French mountain without any warning on January 20, killing 87 people, media attention
immediately focused on the advanced technology in the plane, and particularly its fly-by-wire
control system. 
 
 The Airbus A320, built by the four-nation European consortium Airbus Industrie, is the first airliner
to use fly-by-wire. 
 
 Traditional aircraft relay the pilot's instructions mechanically via a series of levers, cables and
hydraulics, but fly-by-wire sends them in electronic signals along a wire. 
 
 The French crash is the third involving an Airbus 320 since it began commercial flights four years
ago, so the safety of the fly-by-wire system came under immediate scrutiny. 
 
 The technology has been used in military aircraft for more than 20 years and Boeing Co's new
777 airliner, scheduled to enter service in 1995, will use its own version of fly-by-wire. 
 
 Aeronautical firms like fly-by-wire because it is lighter than hydraulics and cheaper to maintain,
and it is easier to link into computers that can automate cockpit functions. 
 
 Aviation engineers say it is not the fly-by-wire system itself that is under suspicion in the Airbus
controversy, but the computers that control it. 
 
 Traditional cockpits have as many as 400 guages that must be monitored constantly, and require
a flight engineer in the cockpit just to watch them. 
 
 In automated cockpits, the gauges are replaced by six television screens. These so-called
glass cockpits eliminate the need for the engineer, allowing the pilot and co-pilot to do all the
monitoring. 
 
 But some pilots complain that the computers restrict what they can do in an emergency by setting
built-in limits on the aircraft's movements. "Each time (one crashes) the crew is blamed whereas
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the responsibility is really shared in the hiatus between man and machine," said Romain Kroes,
secretary general of the French pilot's union, after last week's crash. 
 
 But studies of several previous crashes, including those involving A320s, faulted the pilot's failure
to interact properly with the computers, either by misreading or ignoring them. 
 
 One example was a Boeing 767 operated by Lauda Air of Austria that crashed in Thailand last
May, killing 233, after an engine thrust-reverser mistakenly deployed in mid-air. 
 
 According to the official investigation, a warning was flashed on a computer screen in the cockpit,
but the pilots were not sure the warning was real. 
 
 Both the NASA study and another carried out for Britain's Royal Air Force (RAF) found that the
biggest criticism that pilots have of automated cockpits is that they increase the workload by
requiring them to monitor screens constantly. 
 
 Although they did not find this a problem when everything is running smoothly, the pilots in both
studies said they felt swamped when things went wrong, and sometimes they felt confused by all
the choices they had to make. 
 
 In the RAF study, one pilot said: "It's too easy to get separated from the real world with
automatics...I know he can't come back, but I do miss my flight engineer." 
 
 In the NASA study, a pilot was quoted as saying: "I love this airplane (a McDonnell Douglas MD
88 airliner), love the power and the wing, and I love (the automated control panel) but I've never
been so busy in my life." 
 
 However, in both studies pilots regularly acknowledged that the advanced technology is here to
stay. 
 
 And both studies also concluded that pilots must be better traine d to deal with a new way of
flying that requires them to be computer-literate as well as having the legendary "right stuff." 
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