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PREFACE

Everyone involved with the space shuttle Challenger loss over Florida on January 28, 1986,
carries its memory. But one person, the NASA manager who gave final approval for the
Challenger launch, must feel a particularly strong sense of grief and responsibility. Caught
between the pressure to satisfy politicians, the American people, and NASA's launch schedule
and a complicated array of possible system failures, he/she made a decision that proved wrong -

fatally wrong.

On a more routine (but no less potentially lethal) basis, most air ambulance managers are
caught between the pressure to run an efficient, lean, and responsive operation and the ever-
present possibility that an overlooked or underestimated critical part, like that O-ring on the
booster rocket, will fail. In the air ambulance business, the human element is the weak link, or
critical part, that can fail more often than not. As that NASA manager knows only too well, no
matter who the pilot-in-command is, the manager who selects that pilot, sets crew standards, duty
cycles, establishes company weather minimums and other operating standards is ultimately

responsible for mission safety.
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