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Bereaved engineer urges 
reform after MAX deaths

Aviation regulations ‘are written in blood’
CAMBRIDGE: After his sister died in the crash
of an Ethiopian Airlines 737 MAX one year
ago, Javier de Luis, an engineer who once de-
signed software for space stations, became a
crusader. Though his expertise is not in air-
planes, 57-year-old de Luis has a simple goal:
convince the Federal Aviation Administration
(FAA) to change the way it certifies aircraft so
the 737 MAX crashes that killed hundreds and
led to the plane’s worldwide grounding won’t
happen again.

Aviation regulations “are written in blood,”
de Luis, 57, told AFP in an interview. “They
usually are written because somebody died,
something went wrong.” “It’s important as we
go forward here that we really understand
what went wrong, so the rules can be changed
or modified or enforced, so that never happens
again.” Working from his apartment in Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts, de Luis has written
several letters to the FAA as part of his cam-
paign, and was invited to speak to employees
at their headquarters in Washington following
his sister’s death.

Known to friends and family as Gachi, Gra-
ziella de Luis y Ponce was a 64-year-old free-
lance interpreter for the UN Food and
Agriculture Organization and the Vatican. She
was among 157 people killed when their flight
to Nairobi crashed southeast of the Ethiopian
capital Addis Ababa. Months prior, another
737 MAX crashed in Indonesia, killing 189,
and the model was grounded worldwide days
after the Ethiopian crash.

With gray hair and rectangular glasses, de
Luis grows animated when discussing why the
plane crashed, how the FAA failed and what

could be done to stop it. Ethiopian Airlines
flight 302 took off at 8:30 am local time on
March 10. Just 90 seconds later, the aircraft’s
nose began to pitch down, as a sensor sent in-
correct information to the MCAS, the auto-
matic anti-stall flight system. 

The pilots tried to counter the downward
movement, but the MCAS overrode them. Six
minutes after take-off, it crashed. “An airplane
shouldn’t fall out of the sky if one single sensor
fails,” de Luis said. “They should have
grounded the airplanes” after the first crash on
October 29, 2018, de Luis said. “If they had
done that, then my sister and... the 156 other
people would be alive.”

He compares the failure of the 737 MAX to
his experience working on software deployed
on the Mir and International Space Station.
Holder of a doctorate in aerospace engineer-
ing from the prestigious Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology, where he also teaches, de
Luis was chief executive of Payload Systems,
which worked on nearly 30 space flights be-
fore being bought by Aurora Flight Sciences,
now owned by Boeing.

“I would have to go down to NASA, and I
would have to present our design and tell them
why it was safe,” he said. “I got up in front of
the table, and there were experts in the room,
and they would start asking me questions, and
I had to be able to keep answering until they
got tired.” “That’s how it should work for...
aerospace when it comes to design reviews,”
he said. Since the MAX’s grounding, de Luis
has watched as more and more details have
emerged about malfunctions in the plane’s de-
velopment. Boeing engineers were the ones

who inspected the MCAS under a procedure
adopted by US regulators in 2005 under pres-
sure from the aeronautics lobby. The FAA,
which only partially understood how the soft-
ware worked, merely validated their conclu-
sions. De Luis fears the agency relies “very
much on what Boeing tells them” and questions
whether safety is really its top priority.

De Luis’s parents left Cuba after the revo-
lution, and he recalls how he saw his 94 year-

old father cry publicly for the first time when
he learned of Graziella’s death. The steady
stream of information about the 737 MAX
hasn’t made it easy to get grieve. Most re-
cently, it was news that debris had been found
in the jets’ fuel tanks. “I opened up my iPad
every morning, and there’s always a story or
two about something,” he said. “This way of
dying... is just a nightmare because it doesn’t
go away.” — AFP 

NEW YORK: (Left to right) Tor Stumo, Zipporah Kuria Waithaka and Nadia Milleron stand together,
holding photos of their family members lost in the crash, during an interview in Central Park. It is
an unlikely friendship that grew out of grief and has become a source of support and activism in
the aftermath of the Boeing 737 MAX Ethiopian Airlines crash one year ago. — AFP 

THE HAGUE: Four suspects are to go on
trial in the Netherlands next week accused
of playing a role in downing Malaysia Air-
lines flight MH17 over Ukraine on July 17,
2014. All 298 passengers and crew on board
the Boeing 777 jet died in the crash, which
international investigators said was caused
by a Russian-made BUK surface-to-air mis-
sile. Here are five key questions about the
trial:

Who is on trial? 
Three Russians - Igor Girkin, Sergei Du-

binsky and Oleg Pulatov, and a Ukrainian,
Leonid Kharchenko - are on trial. All have
been linked to separatist rebels in eastern
Ukraine. Girkin, 49, also known by his pseu-
donym “Strelkov”, is a former Russian spy
and a historical re-enactment enthusiast
who helped kickstart the war in eastern
Ukraine and ruled part of its territory with
an iron fist. Dubinsky, 57, is a former Russian

military intelligence officer who also served
as military intelligence chief for the sepa-
ratists. Pulatov, 53, is a former Russian spe-
cial forces officer who served as Dubinsky’s
deputy. Kharchenko, 48, also known as
“Krot”, allegedly commanded a separatist
combat unit and is accused of securing the
missile launcher.

What are they accused of? 
They are charged with murder and delib-

erately and unlawfully destroying an aero-
plane, leading to the deaths of the 298
people on board. The four suspects “closely
worked together to obtain the BUK missile
and (set) it up with the aim to shoot down a
plane”, according to Dutch prosecutors.
Under international law, the men are ac-
cused of being “co-perpetrators”, which
does not mean they physically pushed the
button but rather that their deliberate ac-
tions enabled MH17 to be shot down, said

Marieke de Hoon of Vrije Universiteit in Am-
sterdam. If found guilty, sentences can range
from 30 years to life as well as a fine of up
to 87,000 euros ($95,000).

Will the accused show up? 
Russia and Ukraine do not extradite their

citizens so none of the four suspects is ex-
pected to show up for the trial. Only Pulatov
has appointed a Dutch law firm to represent
him, according to media reports. The trial
however is being conducted under a combi-
nation of Dutch and international law, which
enables the suspects to be tried in absentia.
“The Dutch legal system is respected and
acts with some authority. It has gone
through a lot of judicial scrutiny,” said De
Hoon.

Will the families be there?
Yes. Relatives of the victims are ex-

pected to play an active role from the start,

being present in the courtroom and able to
watch proceedings at a secure location
away from the media. Relatives will also be
asked later in the trial if they would like to
make representations as well as eventually
asking the court to award compensation.

Why is trial in Netherlands? 
The trial takes place at The Hague Dis-

trict Court’s high-security facility next to
Schiphol international airport - a stone’s
throw from where the ill-fated flight took
off. The trial is taking place in The
Netherlands largely because the plane to
Kuala Lumpur left from Schiphol, and 196
of the passengers were Dutch. The
Netherlands also took the lead in the sub-
sequent Joint Investigative Team (JIT),
which also involved Australia, Belgium,
Malaysia and Ukraine. The trial will be
conducted in Dutch, with translations
available in English.— AFP 
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