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HOW DOES THAT WORK?

OBTAINING INFORMATION ABOUT AIRCRAFT ACCIDENTS/INCIDENTS

Please also see “Investigating Aircraft Accidents/Incidents” 

 What Information Can I Get?  

As noted in our Fact Sheet, “Investigating Aircraft Accidents/Incidents,” there is a clear chain of command when it comes to accident investigations.  In brief, the NTSB investigates all accidents and some incidents.  It may delegate the investigation of incidents to the FAA.

This is important to you, the reporter, because when the NTSB is the lead, the NTSB becomes, by law, the sole agency to comment on the investigation.

In the early minutes of an investigation, the FAA can release some preliminary information.  That information may or may not include the following, depending upon availability: origin of flight, time of the accident, available weather, type of plane involved, registration number, factual circumstances (such as, “aircraft was on approach for landing at Airport X”), and whether there was air traffic control involvement. 

Some of this information comes to us from the first responders (local police and fire authorities).  Since the information is preliminary, it is subject to change as the investigation unfolds.

If the accident occurred in Illinois, Ohio, Indiana, Michigan, Wisconsin, Minnesota, North Dakota, South Dakota, Kansas, Iowa, Nebraska or Missouri, news reporters can contact the FAA at 847/294-7427 or 7849, Monday through Friday, 7:30 a.m. to 5:00 p.m.  After-hours and weekends, reporters from Illinois, Ohio, Indiana, Michigan, Wisconsin, Minnesota, North Dakota or South Dakota may call 847/294-7410 and ask for Public Affairs.  Reporters from Kansas, Iowa, Missouri or Nebraska should call 816/329-3000 and ask that the Public Affairs Officer on duty be paged for you.

You may be able to hear updates on our 7427 and 7849 lines, as we will frequently post audio reports during times of high interest or call volume.  These reports enable reporters to get the information they need quickly.

If the NTSB is the lead, we will start referring all media calls to that agency within 24 hours.  The NTSB can be reached in its Midwest office at 630/377-8177.  NTSB Public Affairs is at 202/314-6100. 

IMPORTANT:  The FAA will not speculate on the cause of the event.  That information will be discovered in the course of the investigation, and release will be by the lead investigating agency (NTSB or FAA) after the investigation is completed.  Investigations may take weeks, months or even a year or more to complete.

Information We May Not Have

In the case of general aviation (small or private plane) accidents, the FAA may not immediately know how many people were on board.  Planes flying under visual flight rules (VFR) are encouraged -- but not required -- to file flight plans, and a flight plan is where this information would be found.

Local authorities, or, in the case of large commercial accidents, the airline, are the best sources for identities and numbers of persons on board.  

Any comment about search and rescue efforts most appropriately comes from the agencies conducting these activities, i.e., the Coast Guard, local police, fire or paramedic units.  

The local coroner’s office handles the identification of any deceased and notification of next-of-kin.  You must contact the coroner’s office for identifications of the deceased.
Air traffic control audio tapes immediately become part of the investigation.  Any request for tapes or copies of flight plans must be made to the FAA through the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA).

Internet Information

You will be able to see the FAA’s preliminary report at www.faa.gov on the first business day following the event.  Go to www.faa.gov, scroll down to “Aviation Safety” and click on “Preliminary Accident Data.”  Please note that this information is preliminary and is subject to change.

If the NTSB is involved, go to www.ntsb.gov, click on “Aviation” and then click on “Accident Synopses,” and then “Monthly Lists.”   Scroll down to the month and date of the accident.  Preliminary reports are usually posted within several days.  Final reports may take several months to a year to complete.

If you have the N-number (the tail number of the aircraft), you can look up the registration of the specific aircraft at http://registry.faa.gov.  Go to “Aircraft Registration,” then “Interactive Aircraft Inquiry Web Site.”  You can find pilot information through this same database.

   The NTSB is responsible for maintaining the government's database of civil aviation accidents and also conducts special studies of transportation safety issues of national significance.  You can find numerous search engines at www.ntsb.gov.

    Additional aviation statistics are available through the Bureau of Transportation Statistics (BTS).  Search engines can be found at www.bts.gov.

What About Cause of the Event?  

The NTSB is the only agency to issue a finding of probable cause. The NTSB is the independent Federal agency charged by Congress with investigating every civil aviation accident in the United States. NTSB investigations of probable cause can take weeks to months, sometimes even longer to complete.  Synopses of final NTSB reports are posted on its website at www.ntsb.gov.   There is an excellent fact sheet for reporters on the same website that details the NTSB process.

The FAA has nine basic areas, including potential regulatory violation, to review in every accident or incident. If the NTSB is the lead agency, the FAA conducts its review as part of the larger investigation, participating as a member of the NTSB party system. The nine basic responsibilities are detailed in our companion Fact Sheet, “Investigating Aircraft Accidents/Incidents.”

The NTSB has the authority to delegate lead authority on the investigations of some incidents to the FAA.  Those FAA-led investigations are usually minor events and typically take several weeks to complete.  The final report can be issued through the appropriate FAA regional Public Affairs office.  Any written documentation would require a Freedom of Information request.  See the last page of this Fact Sheet for contact numbers.

FOIA Procedures

The Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) provides that any person has the right to request access to federal agency records or information. All agencies of the United States government are required to disclose records upon receiving a written request, except when a statutory exemption  authorizes the withholding of information of an appropriately sensitive nature.  

The FOIA request must be made in writing and should describe the particular request to the fullest extent possible.  Dates, locations and N-numbers are extremely helpful.

OH, MI, IN, IL, WI, MN, ND, SD:


Ms. Vickie Morris, FOIA Coordinator


Ms. Ilene Greenfield


FAA Great Lakes Region, AGL-4

2300 E. Devon Avenue

Des Plaines, IL 60018


Phone:  (847) 294-7069

Fax number: (847) 294-7184

KS, IA, NE, MO:


Ms. Veronica Bailey, FOIA Coordinator


FAA Central Region, ACE-3


901 Locust


Kansas City, MO  64106


Phone:  (816) 329-2425


Fax number:  (816) 329-2431

       Please note that the FOIA process is a separate function from Public Affairs, and Public Affairs cannot interfere with or influence this process.  You must contact the FOIA officer directly for any FOIA questions or requests.

Key Contacts

FAA Public Affairs (Media Information)
Chicago

847-294-7427/7849

(OH, MI, IN, WI, IL, MN, ND, SD, IA, MO, KS, NE)

FAA Public Affairs (Media Information)

After-hours or weekends 
(Ask them to page the Public Affairs Officer on duty)

OH, MI, IN, WI, IL MN, ND, SD




847/294-7410

IA, MO, KS, NE







816/329-3000

FAA FOIA

OH, MI, IN, WI, IL, MN, ND, SD

Chicago

847/294-7069










FAX   
847/294-7184

IA, MO, KS, NE




Kansas City, MO
816/329-2425










FAX
816/329-2430

NTSB Investigating Office


Chicago

630/377-8177

NTSB Public Affairs



Washington, DC
202/314-6100
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