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ir disasters are rare, but when they

happen, they fracture families,

expose regulatory failures, and

reveal the limits of existing legal

structures. Over the last twenty
years, the families of disaster victims have been
the driving force behind the most significant
reforms in commercial aviation safety. These
groups of ordinary people, who never intended to
become advocates until tragedy forced them to
assume that role, have strengthened investiga-
tive processes, reshaped safety regulations, and
compelled accountability from some of the most
powerful institutions in the world. This article
examines that phenomenon through four fam-
ily groups whose grief became the catalyst that
pulled long-standing safety failures into public
view and set in motion reforms that otherwise
might never have come.

ValuJet 592 Families: Exposing Oversight
Failures and Contractor Risks

ValuJet Flight 592 crashed into the Florida
Everglades in May 1996 after oxygen genera-
tors placed in the forward cargo compartment
ignited, causing an uncontrollable in-flight fire
which led to a complete loss of control. All 110
people aboard the airplane perished in the crash.

The resulting National
Transportation  Safety
Board (NTSB) investiga-
tion revealed that a main-
tenance contractor had
mislabeled the genera-
tors as “empty” and that
the cargo compartment
lacked smoke detection A
and fire suppression sys- kreindler Partner
tems. A post-accident Erin Applebaum
report published by the
Department of Transportation also concluded that
gaps in Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) over-
sight had allowed ValuJet, a low-cost carrier with a
rapidly expanding fleet, to rely with little regulatory
oversight on outsourced contractors riddled with
maintenance and training deficiencies.

The families of the victims quickly recog-
nized that their collective loss was the result of
systemic failures: regulatory blind spots, incon-
sistent enforcement, and a detrimental reliance
on third-party contractors, with the FAA failing
to oversee their practices with the same rigor
applied to the airlines themselves. The families
organized and fought to change the status quo.
They lobbied the FAA and Congress for changes
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to FAA oversight and fire-suppression require-
ments, holding press conferences and protests
outside FAA offices. They testified as witnesses
at Congressional hearings, demanding stricter
regulation of aviation contractor and hazardous
materials handling requirements. They urged the
NTSB to call for adoption of long-pending—but
until then, ignored—recommendations on cargo-
fire suppression systems that could have saved
their loved ones’ lives.

Their advocacy made a difference: in 1997, the
FAA mandated sweeping changes to the rules for
cargo compartment fire suppression standards.
The preamble to the rule change explicitly refer-
enced pressure by the ValuJet families as part
of the impetus for accelerated action. In forcing
Congress and the FAA to confront the risks cre-
ated when economic pressures shape technical
and regulatory decisions, the ValuJet families
proved how family groups can illuminate the
weak links in aviation safety too often hidden
from the flying public.

Colgan Flight 3407 Families: The Gold
Standard for Legislative Impact

In February 2009, Colgan Air Flight 3407
crashed on approach to Buffalo Niagara Interna-
tional Airport after the plane entered an aerody-
namic stall. Fifty people died, 49 on the airplane
and one on the ground. Pilot error caused the
crash when the fatigued and unskilled crew
made a profoundly improper response to an
impending stall. The resulting NTSB investi-
gation exposed serious problems in regional
airline oversight, crew rest rules, and the patch-
work standards that governed pilot qualifica-
tions at the time.

Outraged after learning that their loved ones’
deaths had been highly preventable, the pas-
sengers’ families became fierce advocates for
aviation safety reform. They were a visible pres-
ence at congressional hearings, refusing to let
lawmakers forget the consequences of weak
regulatory oversight, and kept pressure on the

FAA to enact reforms long after the headlines
about the tragedy had faded. Their tireless work
led directly to the Airline Safety and FAA Exten-
sion Act of 2010, which implemented stricter
pilot qualification requirements, strengthened
pilot training standards, and mandated the cre-
ation of a national pilot records database. The
Act also required the FAA to enact new rules for
flight and duty times to address pilot fatigue,
and to apply greater scrutiny over regional airline
safety practices.

The Colgan families’ advocacy permanently
changed the regulatory landscape for pilot quali-
fication and training in the United States. Even
today, whenever industry groups push to relax
these rules or sideline FAA oversight, the Colgan
families are still a formidable voice on Capitol Hill,
reminding Congress why the safety reforms they
fought for are still necessary and what is at stake.

The Boeing 737 MAX Families: A Global
Advocacy Movement That Altered Corporate
Crime Enforcement

The crashes of Lion Air Flight 610 in October
2018 and Ethiopian Airlines Flight 302 in March
2019 were caused by the Boeing 737 MAX's
flawed Maneuvering Characteristics Augmenta-
tion System (MCAS), which repeatedly pushed the
airplanes’ noses down based on a single faulty
angle-of-attack sensor. Those failures reflected
a series of deeper issues at Boeing, including a
troublingly cozy dynamic between Boeing and
the FAA, the lack of transparency in Boeing’s air-
craft certification processes, and pervasive qual-
ity control issues on the factory floor that Boeing
employees were too afraid to report to regulators.

These issues would not have received the
attention they deserved without the advocacy of
the victims' families, who formed a united front
and dragged the internal rot at Boeing directly
into the public eye through civil lawsuits, vigor-
ous support of criminal prosecution, and the
strategic use of media to amplify their calls
for change.
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The families of Ethiopian Airlines Flight 302
and Lion Air Flight 610 forced the world to
confront the truth about the 737 MAX and the
corporate decisions that led to two preventable
tragedies that killed 346 people. Through civil
litigation, they uncovered Boeing’'s awareness
of critical system flaws and challenged the
adequacy of the original MCAS certification.
They engaged directly with regulators, ensuring
that the MAX'’s return to service met a higher
standard of transparency. Their persistence led
Congress to strengthen FAA oversight through
the Aircraft Certification, Safety, and Account-
ability Act of 2020.

They fought the Department of Justice when
the government tried to resolve Boeing's crimi-
nal liability for the crashes without consulting
them, and as a result they changed the national
conversation about the rights of victims and
how corporate crime should be prosecuted.
Their efforts have reshaped the way victims
are treated after mass casualty events, bring-
ing victims' rights to the forefront of federal
criminal prosecutions.

The 737 MAX family group is especially unique
because its membership is comprised of a
global network of families who share informa-
tion, strategy, and support across time zones
via Zoom and WhatsApp. No earlier group had
achieved this level of international coordination
through advanced technology. As the litigation
nears its seventh year, the 737 MAX family group
continues to fight for regulatory reform, criminal
accountability, and the resurrection of public
trust in the aviation industry.

The American Eagle Flight 5342 Families:
Accountability and Transparency in Real Time

In January 2025, an American Eagle regional
jet on final approach to Reagan National Air-
port collided with a U.S. Army Black Hawk
helicopter over the Potomac River, killing all 67
people aboard both aircraft. The midair colli-
sion exposed dangerous operating conditions

in one of the nation's most restricted and
surveilled airspaces.

The Flight 5342 family group faces the unique
challenge of navigating a modern, complex envi-
ronment shaped by real time data, surveillance
footage, and the current political climate around
FAA oversight.

What distinguishes this family group from
those that preceded it is the speed and sophisti-
cation with which it organized. Within days, they
began to coordinate through encrypted chan-
nels, presenting a unified voice in interactions
with the media, the NTSB, and Congress. They
have proven especially savvy in their efforts to
draw public attention to the most important
issues, drawing inspiration and advice from
the leadership of past family groups on what
works and what doesn’'t work in fighting for
safety improvements.

While their fight is in its early stage, the Flight
5342 family group has already drawn necessary
attention to systemic strain within the air traffic
control system and inspired proposed legislation
aimed at improving aviation safety by mandating
technology upgrades and enhancing oversight of
airspace around busy airports to prevent future
catastrophic errors.

Humanizing Tragedy: Why Family Groups
Succeed Where Systems Fail

No matter how detailed an accident report
may be, the public rarely engages with techni-
cal findings like “unreliable airspeed” or “failure
of the agency to exercise surveillance.” Family
groups translate those technical references into
human terms by putting a face on catastrophe.
They remind policymakers and the public that an
aircraft is not simply a machine, but a vessel car-
rying people whose lives mattered deeply to their
families, friends, and communities. They bridge
the gap between complex spreadsheet data and
the moral clarity required to spur political will.
Regulators respond differently when the conse-
quences of inaction are not abstract risk factors,
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but grieving families sitting before them, holding
photographs of the people they lost.

This is why family groups succeed where sys-
tems do not: they force lawmakers and regula-
tors to confront the human consequences of
mechanical failures. They have no incentive
to compromise with institutional convenience,
while political pressures and corporate consid-
erations do not compromise their goals. They
force the people in charge to confront uncom-
fortable truths, and they do so with unmatched
moral authority. Family groups also succeed
because they sustain attention through human
interest. Investigations can take years, and leg-
islative reform can take even longer. Agencies
and lawmakers move on unless someone keeps
telling the story. Family groups never stop telling
it, because unlike the public, they must live every-
day with their grief.

A Living Legacy: How Modern Family Groups
Learn From Their Predecessors, and How
Technology Is Redefining Advocacy

Today’s family groups of aviation disaster vic-
tims do not need to start from scratch. They
draw on playbooks developed by those who
came before and adapt those strategies to a
digital age. Earlier generations of advocates
organized by phone or by mail and learned to
navigate the NTSB and Congress through trial
and error. The families of today begin with a
historical memory: they study earlier hearings,
read legislative archives, consult with prior lead-
ers, and understand from the outset how to push
for systemic change.

Technology has accelerated that evolution.
Modern groups build public-facing websites
within weeks, circulate technical analyses
through coordinated digital platforms, includ-
ing private Slack channels, and mobilize global
networks of allies through social media. They
intuitively understand how to shape public opin-
ion and understanding long before agencies
issue their first factual report. The result is a
new model of advocacy, one that is fast, sophisti-
cated, and capable of influencing narratives and
preventing institutional actors from retreating
behind closed doors.

The Path Forward

Air crash family groups have become some
of the most effective safety advocates in the
world. Though the groups discussed here
arose under a diverse set of tragic circum-
stances, theirimpact shares acommon thread:
through their willingness to fearlessly confront
industry giants and government actors, they
collectively reshaped laws, influenced regula-
tory reforms, and upended cultural expecta-
tions surrounding corporate transparency and
accountability.

As new disasters unfold, these patterns will
repeat in real time. Families will band together,
demand answers, and insist on change.
Their advocacy will do more than secure jus-
tice for their loved ones — it will strengthen
aviation safety for everyone who boards a
commercial aircraft.

Erin Applebaum is a partner in Kreindler &
Kreindler’s aviation practice.
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