

Information in this article, originally published November 16, was corrected November 21. Paul Eklund is one of the attorneys who filed lawsuits last week on behalf of a current supervisor and a former supervisor at Alaska Airlines, who allege they were the victims of retaliation for raising concerns about aircraft maintenance. His name was misspelled in previous version of this story. 

Alaska Airlines punished whistle-blowers, suits say 
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Two lawsuits were filed against Alaska Airlines yesterday by a current company supervisor and a former supervisor, alleging they were the victims of retaliation for raising safety concerns about aircraft maintenance. 

The suits, which were brought under a state whistle-blower statute, also allege that both were the victims of age discrimination that stemmed from their efforts to assure air safety. 

One suit contends that Alaska has engaged in "overt hostility" toward maintenance employees who are older than 40 because they are less willing to cut corners. 

"Alaska management ... have communicated as a management goal that they will 'get rid of the tribe,' and hire younger, less experienced personnel who are easier to influence and manipulate, and less expensive to the company," the suit says. 

That suit was filed by Robert Cles, 58, a veteran supervisor for the airline who works at the company's maintenance hangar at Seattle-Tacoma International Airport. 

The other suit was filed by Jerry Smith, 49, who alleges he was fired from his job at the Sea-Tac hangar after raising safety issues. 

Alaska spokesman Jack Walsh declined comment yesterday, saying the carrier doesn't comment on pending litigation. 

Both men, who are represented by the same attorneys, Paul Eklund and Phil Talmadge, seek unspecified damages for violations of the state's whistle-blower statute, infliction of emotional distress and discriminatory retaliation. 

The suits come as Alaska remains under scrutiny for its maintenance practices in the aftermath of the January 2000 crash of Alaska Flight 261. All 88 passengers and crew were killed when the plane, en route from Puerto Vallarta, Mexico, to San Francisco and Seattle, plunged into the Pacific Ocean off Southern California after a critical part in the tail failed. 

The National Transportation Safety Board is preparing to issue its findings Dec. 10 on the cause of the crash. A draft report by safety-board investigators concludes that one of the contributing factors in the crash was Alaska's risky maintenance practices, according to an official who provided The Seattle Times with details of the report. 

Cles' suit cites a Jan. 17 incident on Alaska aircraft 607 that was chronicled at the time in a Jan. 25 article in The Times. 

The suit alleges that Cles became aware of a safety discrepancy on one of the flap tracks on a Boeing 737-700 that was undergoing repairs. The dispute centered on the 737's wing flaps, which extend the trailing edge of the wings and give the plane extra lift during takeoffs and landings. 

Cles, who has worked for Alaska since 1987, further determined that three other flap tracks might exceed their safety limits. 

"Cles ordered that the safety of Alaska aircraft #607 be assured before it was returned to service as a carrier of Alaska employees and the traveling public," the suit says. 

Shortly after, an Alaska manager arrived at the hangar and sent Cles home midshift, the suit says. 

The manager spoke in an "angry, intimidating, hostile manner" and "asked no questions nor sought any information" from Cles before sending him home, the suit says. 

The incident occurred in front of other Alaska employees, including inspectors supervised by Cles, the suit adds. 

After being placed on paid leave and then returning to work, Cles alleges, he was placed on probationary status and verbally disciplined for talking with a reporter. 

"Cles was told he had a choice of immediate discharge or to acquiesce in being placed on probationary status," the suit says. 

The suit alleges the incident is part of a pattern of discrimination against older, more experienced maintenance workers who "zealously promote the safety of the aircraft." 

Cles has tried to resolve his concerns, but "Alaska has failed to adequately respond," his suit says. 

Reached last night, Cles said, "You don't want to hurt the company, but the company is not listening." 

Although Alaska declined comment yesterday, company officials said at the time of the incident that proper procedures were followed and that safety wasn't jeopardized. 

The company's senior vice president of maintenance, Mickey Cohen, said at the time that the issue stemmed from new maintenance protocols, embraced by Boeing and the industry, that lay out more strictly defined procedures and leave less room for mechanics' judgment calls. 

"As a result," Cohen said, "it has caused some upset among a number of our folks who have been doing it the old way their entire careers." He said the company needed to communicate the new procedures more clearly. 

The Federal Aviation Administration, after looking into the incident, determined that the plane was properly repaired, but said Cles and others mechanics who raised questions acted in good faith. 

Smith, who had worked for Alaska since 1988 before he was fired in March, alleges he was discharged after repeatedly raising safety issues. 

In October 2001, his suit says, he ordered repairs be done on the door of an MD-80 jet, believing the plane was not safe to return to service, the suit says. 

Smith was verbally criticized and pressured to return the plane to service before the repair was completed, according to the suit. 

In November 2001, Smith noticed that a wingtip landing light had been damaged, the suit says. 

Smith was ordered to return the plane to service before the problem was fixed, but resisted pressure from a manager, the suit alleges. 

Earlier, in the fall of 2000, the suit says, Smith assisted the FBI and the FAA in correcting deficiencies in Alaska's welding program. Both agencies were investigating the airline following the Flight 261 crash. 

A year after the crash, Alaska hired several younger managers, less than 40 years old, with "no first hand experience as mechanics, inspectors or supervisors with a major airline," resulting in an increasingly hostile environment toward older, more experienced maintenance employees, the suit says. 

Smith said last night that it was difficult to bring the suit, but that his dismissal from Alaska was devastating. 

Steve Miletich: 206-464-3302 or smiletich@seattletimes.com. 
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The National Transportation Safety Board has unanimously upheld license revocations of two Alaska Airlines managers for intentionally falsifying maintenance records. 

The NTSB, in decisions posted on its Web site, recently denied appeals brought by John Nanney and Manuel Diaz, and ordered them to surrender their mechanic's licenses. They both work at Alaska's maintenance center in Oakland, Calif. 

In late 1998, Nanney and Diaz were accused of intentionally falsifying maintenance records by a lead mechanic at Alaska, John Liotine. He told the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) and the FBI that the two Alaska managers were signing for work that hadn't been done or that they weren't authorized to approve. 

Alaska disputed Liotine's assertions, calling him a disgruntled worker with a grudge. He sued for slander, reached a $500,000 out-of-court settlement, and left the airline last December. 

Alaska also agreed to pay a $44,000 fine imposed by the FAA for violating federal air-safety regulations. 

The mechanic's license of a third Alaska manager was suspended for six months as a result of Liotine's allegations. 

The license revocations against Nanney and Diaz were sought by the FAA and imposed by an NTSB administrative-law judge. In both cases, the falsification occurred on planes that were due to be released after major maintenance checks. Both men appealed to the full NTSB board, which rejected their appeals. 

In a separate review, the safety board is investigating the cause of the Jan. 31, 2000, crash of Alaska Flight 261 in which all 88 passengers and crew were killed. 

The board's report on the crash, to be released later this year, is expected to be critical of Alaska's maintenance practices and of the FAA's oversight of the carrier. 

Steve Miletich: 206-464-3302 or smiletich@seattletimes.com 
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Alaska Airlines has sharply increased how often it lubricates its MD-80-series jetliners after excessive wear was recently found in tail components in two planes. 

Alaska's lubrication procedures and frequency of inspections have been a major focus of the investigation by the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) into the January 2000 crash of Alaska Flight 261. 

The airline's recent discovery of worn bearings in two planes heightened the safety board's interest, because investigators think lack of lubrication of a key component contributed to the crash in which 88 people died. 

"We've reviewed and lowered lubrication intervals for all components to the lowest, most conservative levels in the industry," Alaska spokesman Jack Evans said yesterday. 

All components requiring lubrication on Alaska's 31 MD-80 jets — nose to tail — will be greased under the new schedule, Evans said. 

Evans said Alaska voluntarily contacted the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) after it discovered the worn bearings in the course of its reliability program, which looks for trends in the carrier's maintenance program. 

He said Alaska had planned for some time to lubricate more often as the carrier switches to new industry maintenance standards. But when wear problems with the bearings were found, Alaska accelerated its plans, Evans said. 

The worn bearings were found over the past few months in the rudder-trim tabs of the two MD-80s. One bearing fell apart when it was removed; the other showed unusual wear, a company official said. 

The rudder-trim tab is a backup system to the rudder, which is attached to the vertical stabilizer in the tail section. It allows the pilot to mechanically move the rudder, which controls the side-to-side movements of the plane. The rudder can be manually operated if the trim tab fails. 

"It's not a safety-of-flight issue," said Boeing spokeswoman Liz Verdier. Boeing merged with McDonnell Douglas, the maker of the MD-80 series, in 1997. 

But the safety board, concerned about the worn bearings, asked the FAA and Alaska to look into the matter, sources with both agencies said. 

"It's the principle of the thing," said a government official close to the safety board. "Why is there no grease on this thing?" 

The switch came weeks after the Air Line Pilots Association, in a report to the safety board on Flight 261, criticized Alaska's frequency of inspections on the plane that crashed, saying they were relaxed without proper study. 

The pilots association is a party to the safety board's investigation, which is expected to conclude by the end of the year. 

The safety board, in a draft report on Flight 261, has concluded that a lack of lubrication in critical areas of the MD-83's jackscrew assembly led to the crash. 

The jackscrew is a 2-foot-long, 1-1/2-inch-diameter threaded shaft that moves up and down through a stationary gimbal nut, raising and lowering the leading edge of the stabilizer, the winglike structure on the tail that controls much of the up-and-down pitch of the plane's nose. 

Alaska spokesman Evans said that lack of lubrication is one possibility for the worn bearings, but that "any number of factors" could have caused the excessive wear. 

Bearings "do wear out from time to time," Evans said. "But because it is difficult to determine the specific cause, we took the most conservative possible approach to addressing it," he said. 

Even before taking that step, Alaska inspected and lubricated all rudder-tab bearings on its MD-80s, and randomly analyzed 12 bearings without finding problems, Evans said. 

The FAA, which has been under scrutiny for its oversight of Alaska, is preparing briefing papers on the worn bearings in response to inquiries from the safety board, sources in the FAA regional office in Renton said. 

"It has a lot of energy in the office," said one FAA inspector. 

FAA spokesman Mike Fergus confirmed that the safety board has asked questions about the incidents. 

"The NTSB is asking what the history of it was," he said. 

Fergus said the worn bearings didn't involve "safety of flight," but Alaska's lubrication of its MD-80s appeared to be the concern. 

Business & Technology: Thursday, September 26, 2002 
In their words: Quotes from Pilots, Alaska, Boeing reports 
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From the Air Line Pilots Association report to the NTSB on the crash of Alaska Airlines Flight 261: 

• "It is apparent ... that (Alaska's) motivation for maximum income with minimum operational cost resulted in a high tolerance with regard to safety." 

• "Inadequate command, control, and responsibility within the Alaska Airlines maintenance organization were ... discovered during the investigation." 

• "A poignant reflection of the corporate culture is revealed by the flightcrews (sic) conversation within the cockpit during the last thirty minutes of the flight. The crew commented to each other about the pressure placed on them by the company to continue to SFO (San Francisco International Airport)." 

• "The evidence clearly shows that in the years Alaska had been operating, fundamental and critical deficiencies in its systems, processes and procedures were allowed to exist" by the Federal Aviation Administration. 

• "The fact that these deficiencies have existed for so long explains why the carrier had developed a culture of non-compliance with regulatory standards and best practices." 

• "The NTSB's Maintenance Records Group found no data from the Alaska Airlines Reliability Analysis Program to support the escalation (of wear checks of the jackscrew assembly) ... other than the absence of any catastrophic component failures or unscheduled component removals. ... Measurements were not recorded nor were Acme screw and nut wear rates tracked. Had this been a requirement, the accelerated wear rate on the accident component could have been identified and the accident might have been avoided." 

• "It is established fact that almost every commercial enterprise has some degree of inherent risks that require identification so that controllable factors related to the risks may be properly managed.... The FAA was aware of some these indicators, but attempts to regulate or control these factors did not change the basic corporate culture that had developed." 

• "In a post-accident interview with (Alaska's) Director of Flight Safety, he stated, 'The role of both maintenance control and dispatch was to push aircraft. Pilots determined if the aircraft was flyable. This was the philosophy and always had been.' " 

From Alaska's report: 

• "Upon impact with the water, the grease present on the jackscrew would have begun to dissolve," explaining why grease was not found in critical areas of the mechanism. 

• "Alaska was surprised to learn that failure of the threads on a single nut could cause a catastrophic failure of this nature." 

From Boeing's report: 

• "Based on factual evidence and the analytical studies ... Boeing believes that operation of the jackscrew unit ... for an extended period without adequate lubrication resulted in a high wear rate, and, combined with the operator's extended interval for (wear) inspection, resulted in loss of the acme nut threads, leading to loss of control of the airplane." 
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FAA transfers inspector tough with Alaska Air 
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A veteran Federal Aviation Administration inspector who clashed with his superiors by taking a tough stance with Alaska Airlines after the fatal crash of Flight 261 has been reassigned to a new job within the agency. 

The ouster of Bill Whitaker as principal maintenance inspector overseeing Alaska Airlines is the latest in a line of reassignments of local FAA inspectors who held Alaska to tight standards. 

Whitaker's reassignment this week comes as the Seattle-based airline is moving past special FAA scrutiny imposed on it after the January 2000 crash, leaving oversight in the hands of a well-regarded but less experienced inspector. 

Senior officials in the FAA's regional office in Renton declined to discuss Whitaker's transfer, saying through a spokesman it was a "routine move." 

Critics have long contended the Renton office, more so than other regional offices, has a cozy relationship with the hometown airline. Alaska is the only major carrier the office is responsible for "certifying" — that is, making certain a carrier meets federal air-worthiness regulations. Alaska also has hired away several senior FAA officials. 

One of Whitaker's predecessors as a principal inspector, Mary Rose Diefenderfer, a former jet-pilot instructor, said FAA officials here reassigned her after she battled Alaska over pilot training. 

During her 1998 union grievance over the transfer, fellow FAA inspector Steve Franklin testified, "My impression is that FAA management is more interested in keeping Alaska Airlines happy than they are in keeping Alaska Airlines compliant." 

Other current and former FAA inspectors have complained that those deemed too tough on Alaska were reassigned. Part of the problem, these inspectors said, was a "go along, get along" culture nourished by a revolving door between supervisory personnel at Alaska and the FAA. 

FAA and Alaska officials have denied the allegations. 

Until this week, Whitaker, an 11-year employee of the FAA, led a team of inspectors that oversaw Alaska's maintenance. Now he will monitor other carriers that use Seattle-Tacoma International Airport. He declined comment. 

His new job came after FAA officials in Washington, D.C., decided all principal inspectors must hold management rank, giving them more authority. 

Whitaker, who holds a union-level rank, was not given a chance to reapply for his position, a common procedure known as a bid process. By contrast, a union employee in Dallas who was the principal maintenance inspector for Dallas-based Southwest Airlines was allowed to apply for and keep his job. 

The FAA here accepted no applications for the upgraded maintenance post and gave the job to a manager in its Renton office, Tim Miller. He is respected but has far less experience than Whitaker, according to FAA sources. 

The decision to put Miller in the post was made by Bob Hill, a longtime FAA official who heads the Alaska certificate office. FAA officials in Washington, D.C., approved of the decision. 

Hill had clashed with Whitaker over how to review Alaska's performance in the aftermath of the crash of Flight 261. 

Whitaker had just been named principal maintenance inspector, or PMI, only two weeks before the Jan. 31, 2000, crash, which killed all 88 passengers and crew members when the MD-83 plunged into the Pacific Ocean off Southern California. 

According to depositions taken in November 2000 during a National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) investigation into the cause of the crash, Whitaker said he had devised a major post-crash plan to inspect Alaska's maintenance program. 

Unknown to Whitaker, his bosses, including Hill, had met with senior Alaska executives weeks after the crash and discussed an unusual plan that allowed Alaska to have some employees on the inspection team. The airline could avoid fines by disclosing any violations itself. The results would be exempt from public disclosure under the federal Freedom of Information Act. 

Whitaker angrily complained: "Why wasn't I included in this meeting? How come I don't know about this?," according to his NTSB testimony. 

"I felt my position was being undermined by making deals. ... I said, 'I think maybe you've got the wrong person in this position here. I think I would like to quit.' " 

Whitaker testified he was talked out of quitting by another FAA manager. But another event soon afterward revived his concerns about the FAA's treatment of Alaska. 

Whitaker and Hill had not agreed on how to conduct a post-crash inspection by the time FAA officials were to meet again with Alaska in March 2000. 

Whitaker testified he had asked Hill to cancel the meeting because the FAA wasn't united on the issue. Hill refused but agreed not to bring up the self-disclosure plan, Whitaker said. 

Nevertheless, Hill discussed the plan at the meeting, Whitaker testified, which prompted the inspector to tell his boss, "Bob, I gotta disagree." 

Right after the meeting, Whitaker testified, Hill took him aside and, referring to their military backgrounds, said, "I can have you court-martialed, or you'll be out behind the barn with me right now." 

Whitaker said he replied, "I don't think at this point in time you want me out behind the barn with you, Bob." 

Whitaker said he asked Hill what he meant by a court-martial, and Hill replied, "Countermanding the office manager in front of the operator (Alaska)." 

"I wasn't countermanding you. ... I couldn't sit there and agree to this stuff," Whitaker said he told his superior. 

Before they could resolve their conflict, the self-disclosure plan fell apart when 64 Alaska mechanics sent a letter to company officials alleging they were being pressured to cut corners. 

Immediately, top FAA officials in Washington, D.C., ordered a rigorous audit of Alaska's maintenance program along the lines Whitaker had proposed. 

As a result, the FAA threatened to shut down Alaska's repair facilities unless the airline revamped its maintenance programs. Alaska complied. 

Whitaker also testified about another discussion in which Hill insisted that only Hill was to talk to one of Alaska's top executives. "It's just that he'll level with me and he won't with you," Whitaker quoted Hill as saying. 

If the executive won't level with the principal maintenance inspector, Whitaker said he told Hill, "we've got some real serious problems here." 

In Hill's interview with NTSB investigators, also in November 2000, he blamed Whitaker's unhappiness on a "total disconnect" in the office. Whitaker wasn't briefed on the self-disclosure plan because he was new to his job, Hill said. 

"It shouldn't have happened that way," Hill said. "The lesson I learned there is make sure the PMI is involved from the get-go." 

Contacted this week, Hill referred questions to an agency spokesman. 

Whitaker's transfer has hurt morale in the FAA regional office, said one inspector, speaking on condition of anonymity. "Bill is a very straight shooter. He is very ethical and has a lot of integrity." 

Sources with the FAA and NTSB said the safety board's investigators have asked questions about Whitaker's transfer but haven't begun an official inquiry. 

The matter could be raised by Marion Blakey, the newly confirmed head of the FAA, who is leaving the safety board's top job and has knowledge of the Flight 261 investigation. 


NTSB staff faults design, maintenance in Alaska crash 
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Federal safety investigators have concluded that risky maintenance practices permitted by the Federal Aviation Administration, combined with a design flaw in a key airplane mechanism, led to the fatal crash of Alaska Airlines Flight 261 in January 2000. 

In a draft report nearing its final stages, the staff of the National Transportation Safety Board says "insufficient lubrication" led to the failure of the jet's jackscrew mechanism, a key component in the plane's tail. It portrays Alaska as an airline that operated on a thin margin of error, with serious flaws in its maintenance operations. 

But the report also faults the design of the plane, an MD-80 built by McDonnell Douglas before its 1997 merger with Boeing. That represents a setback for Boeing, which has argued that the crash wouldn't have occurred if the jackscrew mechanism had been properly maintained. 
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A draft report by the staff of the National Transportation Safety Board recommends: 

Design changes to Boeing MD-80 series and 717 jets to prevent the kind of catastrophic failure that led to the Flight 261 crash. 
More direct Federal Aviation Administration oversight of airlines' maintenance practices; less reliance on airlines to govern themselves. 
Another top-to-bottom inspection of Alaska Airlines' maintenance operations to ensure that changes promised in the wake of Flight 261 have been carried out. 
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If upheld by the safety board and the FAA, the finding could lead to an order for modifications to MD-80-series planes as well as the 717, a cousin of the MD-80 that is still built by Boeing at a former McDonnell-Douglas plant in California. More than 1,400 jets could be affected. 

The report will be submitted to the safety board's four appointed members before a public hearing tentatively set for Dec. 10 in Washington, D.C. Key portions of the draft were read to The Seattle Times by an official close to the investigation. 

Alaska, Boeing and the FAA declined to comment pending the release of the findings. 

Ted Lopatkiewicz, chief spokesman for the safety board, said yesterday that board members had not seen the draft report and could make "substantial revisions" in it. 

Flight 261 crashed Jan. 31, 2000, off Southern California, killing all 88 passengers and crewmembers as the plane was en route from Puerto Vallarta, Mexico, to San Francisco and Seattle. 

The report, as expected, concludes that the probable cause of the crash was failure of the jackscrew mechanism, which sent the MD-83 into a dive into the Pacific. 

The jackscrew is a 2-foot-long, 1-1/2-inch-diameter threaded shaft that moves up and down, raising and lowering the leading edge of the stabilizer, the winglike structure on the tail that controls the plane's angle of flight. 

The report says a lack of grease in critical areas of the jackscrew assembly caused excessive wear, stripping threads from the mechanism's stationary gimbal nut. The jackscrew moved beyond its limits, causing the stabilizer to fail. 

While the report doesn't pinpoint the reason for the lack of grease, it states that Alaska, with the FAA's approval, reduced the frequency with which it lubricated the mechanism, increasing the likelihood of excessive wear. 

Alaska, also with the FAA's assent, increased the inspection time to detect wear on the mechanism, the report says. 

Since the crash, Alaska has completely revamped its procedures under pressure from the FAA. The FAA, itself under scrutiny, has bolstered its oversight of the carrier. 

For Boeing, the most significant part of the report is its conclusion that the MD-80's design is faulty because it doesn't account for the "catastrophic effects" of complete thread loss on the jackscrew mechanism. 

Without a required backup system, the pilots had no way to regain control of the plane when the jackscrew mechanism failed. 

The MD-80 series was manufactured beginning in 1980 by McDonnell Douglas and discontinued by Boeing in 2000. It is based on the Douglas DC-9, which dates to the mid-1960s. 

In addition to the findings regarding the cause of the crash, the safety-board report recommends that the FAA: 

• Take more control over changes to maintenance intervals, instead of leaving the decision in the hands of airlines' internal-review boards. 

• Order airlines to follow stricter protocols for lubricating aircraft components, including requiring that airline safety inspectors personally sign task cards to assure that lubrications have been done properly. The board's staff, after discussion, decided not to require that jackscrews be automatically replaced at regular intervals instead of when they wear out. But it did recommend the FAA establish training requirements specifically for mechanics who inspect and overhaul jackscrew mechanisms. 

• Require Boeing to modify MD-80-series planes still in use, as well as 717s, to add backup systems. Boeing has indicated to the board that it could make two or three such changes. About 1,190 MD-80s, 115 MD-90s and 106 717s could be affected. The cost has not been determined. 

• Issue a bulletin to pilots instructing them not to try to fix jackscrew problems in flight, but to land at the nearest airport. The two pilots aboard Flight 261 fought problems for at least 30 minutes before the crash. 

• Conduct another major inspection of Alaska's maintenance operations, as it did in April 2000, to make sure the carrier has fully adopted changes stemming from that review. 

Some board investigators still have concerns about the airline's practices, a senior official said. 

The April 2000 inspection prompted the FAA to threaten to shut down Alaska's major-repair facilities. The airline averted the action by making sweeping changes in its maintenance program, including the hiring of hundreds of mechanics. 

The new inspection should go beyond a review of paperwork and include visual inspections of Alaska's procedures, the report says. 

The jackscrew that failed during Flight 261 had been found to be at its maximum allowable wear limit during a September 1997 test, but flew for 25 months without another inspection before the crash. 

Even though a senior Alaska mechanic called for replacement of the component after the 1997 test, other mechanics re-checked it, found it to be well within limits and decided not to replace it as the plane was nearing its release date. 

Safety-board investigators have found that some Alaska maintenance logs that were supposed to be kept at the time of those tests are missing, said the official close to the investigation. 

The report's finding regarding insufficient lubrication followed a fierce internal debate among the safety board's staff about whether to allege the jackscrew assembly had not been greased at all, the official said. 

But because task cards were filled out stating lubrications had occurred, there was no way to prove they weren't done, the official said. Alaska has asserted that a jammed fitting possibly obscured a lack of grease. 

Just in the past two months, Alaska sharply increased how often it lubricates all components in its MD-80-series jetliners when problems were found. 

The safety board's findings will be closely reviewed by lawyers representing dozens of families with wrongful-death suits against Alaska and Boeing, as well as attorneys defending the companies. 

A federal trial that could cost the companies millions of dollars in damages is set to begin in April in San Francisco. Boeing is liable for potentially huge punitive damages; Alaska is not because of an international aviation treaty protecting carriers. 

"The findings of the NTSB have been long-awaited by the families," said Jamie Lebovitz, a Cleveland attorney representing 18 families, "and will certainly be of value in the civil proceedings." 

Lebovitz said the plaintiffs have gathered evidence showing McDonnell Douglas knew years ago that jackscrew mechanisms were vulnerable to wear, but never instructed pilots how to deal with a jammed stabilizer. 

On Flight 261, the "pilots were turned into test pilots," he said. 

Steve Miletich: 206-464-3302 or smiletich@seattletimes.com. 
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