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Air crash 
payouts 
hit new 
heights

i

Brian W oodley

T H E  $ U S 4 0 0 ,0 0 0 -p lu s  
($770,000) com pensation  
p ack ag es offered by Sin­
gapore Airlines to fam il­
ies of v ictim s of last 
w eek's crash  in Taipei 
re fle c t  a  new e ra  of 
a p p a r e n tly  u n lim ited  
liability in world aviation.

W hile th e  a irline’s o ffer — 
a record in term s of public 
disclosure o f a cash  payout — 
was driven partly by reaction  
to earlier m isread ings of 
w hat th e  public w as pre­
pared to tolerate, it had a 
m ore pragm atic m otive, avi­
ation  sources said yesterday.

People have always been 
able to sue airlines for dam ­
ages over loss of life, personal 
injury or lost luggage. But 
until recently they have been  
limited in w hat they can claim  
— outside th e  realm s of out­
right negligence — by a 
70-year-old convention setting  
m axim um  am ounts on the  
liability of m em ber airlines.

T h ose  caps were rem oved  
last year by th e Inter­
nationa l Civil Aviation O rg­
an isation . exposing airlines 
and th eir  insurers to m ore 
u ncertain  but undoubtedly  
bigger claim s.

S in gap ore Airlines is se t­
tin g  an  exam ple of w hat 
oth ers are likely to do in the  
ev en t of fu ture disasters.

Late last week, the airline 
accepted responsibility for 
the d isaster at Taipei, in 
which a B oeing 747 crashed  
while taking off from the

i

wrong runway — a disused  
strip littered with construc­
tion equipm ent. It is unusual 
for an  airline to adm it liability 
so early in an  investigation. It 
is even  m ore so for the airline 
to try at such an early stage to 
satisfy prospective litigants 
with a blanket offer of sub­
stantial com pensation.

A spokesm an for S in ga ­
pore Airlines in Australia, 
S tep h en  Forshaw , said th e  
airline believed its package — 
tota llin g  alm ost $US40 m il­
lion and already rejected  as 
in su ffic ien t by th e  relatives  
of som e victim s — would be 
funded by th e  carrier’s 
in suran ce com panies.

Mr Forshaw  said th e offer  
w as “towards th e  h igh  en d ” 
of payouts.

C entre for A sia-Pacific  
A viation m an agin g  director 
P eter  H arbison said th e  
offer  probably set a record.

H ow ever, he predicted th e  
ultim ate p aym en t for the  
T aipei tragedy could be 
m uch higher.

T h e  1929 W arsaw C onven­
tion  lim ited th e liability of 
in tern ation a l air carriers to 
m axim u m  payouts of 125,000 
F rench  francs, equ ivalen t at 
th a t tim e to $US10,000, to 
relatives of dead victim s. In 
1966, th is  w as raised to 
$US75,000. B ut last year th e  
cap was rem oved.

T h e  am en d m en t had yet 
to be ratified, “but it’s on  th e  
horizon and is in flu en cin g  
Singap ore A irlines”, Mr H ar­
bison said.
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Nominations are now open for all APLA 

National Executive and 

Branch Committee positions for 

the year commencing July 1,2001. 

Nominations close on April 27 and 

elections will be held, 

where necessary, in May.

A nomination form is enclosed in this 

edition of Plaintiff.

Please contact the APLA office if you 

require additional forms.

For m ore information, 

please co n ta ^ fa n e  Staley, 

Returning O ffic jr;02  9698 1700, 

ystaley@apla.cjom
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