Pilot answers fear-of-flying queries

Chance, who created online resource for travelers, addresses readers' concerns

ONLINE
See the full session with Stacey Chance at www.contracostatimes.com.

Call him the flight doctor.

Five years ago, Stacey Chance, a 47-year-old American Airlines pilot from Discovery Bay, launched a one-airman campaign to help fearful fliers. He began by offering a free online course that combines psychology and aviation at www.fearofflyinghelp.com. He followed up that effort with a book, CD and now a DVD, "Prepare to Fly."

Chance, a licensed pilot but not a licensed therapist, hit a nerve: As many as half of all passengers on any given flight experience some degree of discomfort. Chance says he just wants everyone to enjoy flying as much he does.

Staff writer Jessica Guynn's A1 story on Wednesday about Chance generated strong interest in the Newsroom Roundtable at www.www.contracostatimes.com. Here are some excerpts from the Q&A session:

Q Captain, I am not afraid for my own safety, but I would like to take my dog with me on some trips and I'm worried about how she'll be treated, what the conditions will be like and whether she'll arrive in the same destination as me! Can you comment?

pato61, Napa

A If it is a small dog, I would recommend carrying the dog onboard. When I see a dog in a crate being loaded into the belly of the plane, I imagine how scary it must be for him/her. Some people get a sedative from their vet to help calm their dog. The airlines typically have limits on how hot or cold the weather can be at the departure and arrival airports for the dog's protection. Check with your airline to get more information.

Q I have to fly to Great Falls, Mont., in July. How can I get prepared to enjoy the trip?

Anonymous, Livermore

A Properly preparing for your trip is an excellent idea. Again, a great place to start is with my free online course (www.fearofflyinghelp.com). I've had thousands of people use it to feel better about flying and many repeat it right before each flight. I'm also excited by the feedback I've already received about my video (www.fearofflyingdvd.com), so feel free to consider that.

I think it is a shame that so many people develop anxiety because they just don't understand what is happening in flight. An unusual event such as strong turbulence, an aborted landing, or a system malfunction can truly scare people. But, if you understand that you are not in danger, you can handle these circumstances comfortably.

Q What is turbulence, and what causes it? It scares the bejeepers out of me. I also have the concern many have voiced already that pilots who make an announcement about upcoming turbulence or rough weather ahead put me at ease when it does occur. I would ask any commercial pilot reading this to please take the few moments it takes to inform your customers of what is going on.

Larry, Livermore

Q It's no wonder so many people are bothered by turbulence. People have become conditioned to believe that turbulence must mean danger. Just about every plane crash depicted in Hollywood movies is preceded by turbulence. Again, I wish there was enough space here to cover all of the types of turbulence and what causes it. In my new video, "Prepare to Fly," I even show how you can learn to recognize and predict when to expect turbulence. This gives you some feeling of control, rather than blindly going along for the ride. If you don't have the facts to explain what is happening, your imagination will naturally take over. Knowledge is power. I know that informed passengers will be happier and more relaxed. And I will try to spread the word to other pilots how important it is to make announcements.

Q I am so nervous to fly, but I want to travel. I have a relaxation tape and I try to be relaxed, but could you just tell me how a relaxed person is supposed to feel during take off? I even got nervous reading the article. I'll be flying while pregnant and really want to take this upcoming trip since the doctor says it will be fine. So I know it is important to be relaxed.

Sheila, Dublin

A Congratulations on your pregnancy! Here are some tips from my program about takeoffs: The takeoff roll down the runway normally takes about 20 seconds. The lightweight interior panels and fascia may rattle and vibrate a little in the cabin. After a few moments the nose will tilt up and everything gets quieter and smoother as you lift off. During takeoff you may hear a clunk when the nose tilts. That's the landing gear shock absorber extending. Your ears may feel funny because of pressure change in the cabin.

From a pilot's prospective, takeoffs aren't really a big deal. We apply power, steer down the runway, and at the proper speed, we tilt the nose up so the wings can generate lift and away we go. Remember, planes are meant to fly and handle better in the air than on the ground.

Sometimes it may feel like the plane is climbing too steeply. You may worry the tail will drag on the runway. That's unlikely; something called a "tailskid" protects the tail. The steep angle on takeoff is normal; it enables us to climb rapidly to smoother and more fuel-efficient altitudes. If your plane climbs steeply, that means your engines have a lot of power.

If you are sitting near the wings, you may hear some whirring and bumping noises from the hydraulics and the thump of the landing gear retracting. If you are near the front, you may hear the thump of the nose gear retracting. During landing gear retraction, the gear doors open and close.

Shortly after takeoff you may feel a sinking sensation when the flaps are retracted, allowing the plane to accelerate. You may also hear the engines throttle back; sometimes Air Traffic Control asks us to level off because of traffic above us. Once clear, we add power and continue climbing.

You may notice the plane "banking" or turning shortly after takeoff. The pilots are turning toward your destination.

Q How much impact does poor weather such as wind and rain impact flight safety, especially during takeoff and landing when the plane is still below the clouds?

Anonymous

A We've sure had our share of wind and rain lately here in the Bay Area! Commercial airlines operate under specific weather minimums. If the wind exceeds certain limits or the visibility is too low, then we don't take off or land. And there are built-in safety margins to these limits to make sure we are not pushing the limits. And even if the weather is not below the required minimums, if the pilots don't feel comfortable with the weather, we'll wait until it gets better or go to our alternate airport.

Q Turbulence is what gets to me. That and take-off until the plane levels off. I've learned and practiced all the tricks of relaxation but when I have to fly for hours through uncomfortable turbulence my heart races and I have to use all my concentration just to maintain my composure. Every minute seems like an hour. Even Valium doesn't help much.

NervousFlyer, Walnut Creek

A Something I recommend for people, especially on long flights, is to smartly plan to use your time on the airplane. Put some thought into packing books, music, movies, magazines, games, snacks, etc. First you have to learn that flying is safe and routine. Then you should plan to enjoy your time on the plane with entertaining distractions. Some people like flying because it is the one place where no one can bother you with phone calls and e-mails. Use your time wisely.

Q I have had this problem for almost 11 years now. That was the last time I was on a plane. I am getting married this October and I am turning 30 in July. I want this to be my BIG year. I have missed out on soooo much life because of my anxiety of bridges and planes. I haven't even been to Vegas! It makes me upset just writing this because I know how much I have already missed out on. I want to get over this and surprise my fiance with a wonderful honeymoon. I live by the Livermore airport and I drive by it everyday and think what it would be like just to try it on a small plane in a local area. That way if I panic, I can come down. Is there any airlines that maybe fly from San Jose or Oakland to Sacramento ... just to give it a try. I am so scared, but I know I have to do this. I don't want to confine my fiance's life as well because of my issues. Please help.

Jennifer, Livermore

A I'm not sure a flight that short would be a good idea. Very short flights usually aren't very cheap, and often they are on smaller aircraft, which some people have a problem with. I've had a number of people go through my course and actually enroll in flying lessons to become a pilot. If you're up for a little adventure you might check out an introductory flight at Livermore airport. I don't know that this is the best way to get over nervousness about flying, but I always recommend becoming more educated about flying. I guess it's just the way you want to go about it.

Q Although I am a somewhat nervous flyer, I do not let it stop me from making flights as I have family back east and have to travel cross-country once or twice a year. The only part of flying that really bothers me is turbulence and it is rare to have a cross-country flight without any. It always feels like the plane is out of control, even though I'm sure that isn't the case. It helps if the pilot comes on and says something reassuring, but often just the seat belt sign comes on and the pilot says nothing which is when I really get nervous. If you can tell me anything that will help me put turbulence in perspective, I would greatly appreciate it. Thanks for taking the time to help us white-knuckled fliers.

Ginny, Orinda

A I know that we should always make passenger address announcements about turbulence, no matter how light the turbulence. As pilots, we have to remember that not everyone views turbulence as routine as we do. I think nervous passengers can become very sensitive to even the slightest bumps.

Pilots normally ask air traffic control for ride reports ahead and request a change to a smoother altitude. We strive to give our passengers the smoothest ride possible. But if we flew for a cargo airline, turbulence would be of little concern because packages aren't bothered by the bumps.

Q Can you explain how fresh air gets into the plane, particularly in planes that don't have the flow-through system which I believe is on 727s. Thanks.

Anonymous

A Today's jetliners provide continuous circulation of fresh, filtered cabin air. Regulations state that the cabin pressure cannot be less than the equivalent of air pressure at 8,000 feet.

The engines draw in fresh clean air, which is compressed in the turbines. That air is fed into the air conditioning systems to cool or warm it as necessary. This conditioned air enters into the cabin through the vents located near every seat. At the back of the plane is an outflow valve that regulates and restricts how fast the air escapes the cabin. The pressurization system is automated and monitored in the cockpit. If the automated systems fail, pilots have control of the outflow valves by manual backups.

As compared to other large enclosed spaces such as an office, a jetliner's cabin environment is superior. The air conditioning systems in most large buildings provide only 20 percent fresh air and are rarely equipped with high-efficiency filters like those in jetliners. These high-efficiency filters are effective at trapping microscopic particles as small as bacteria and viruses. It is estimated that over 90 percent of the airborne microbes reaching these filters are captured.

Newer planes recirculate some of the air more than older models like the 727, but I don't believe the 727's filters were as good. The Boeing Web site will have more information on aircraft systems.

Q On long flights, such as over the ocean, is it safe to stand, and where is the safest place? I'm a senior and afraid of developing blood clots.

Joanne, Dublin

A The airlines don't really want people standing too much on flights. But here are some tips to help prevent blood clots in your legs:

• Flex your legs frequently (at least every 30 minutes) while seated.

• Try compression stockings.

• Avoid sitting with your legs crossed for more than a few minutes.

• Drink LOTS of water.

• Avoid dehydrating beverages such as alcohol & caffeine.

• If you have serious risk factors ask your doctor for a prescription of an anticoagulant.

Q I read in the article this morning that fear of flying typically takes hold in adulthood. This is certainly consistent with my own experience. Why is this the case? Is it possible for this anxiety to be overcome, and if so how?

Anonymous

A I'm not a therapist, but I think as we age we become more aware of just how fragile and dear life is. The older some people get, the greater their fears can get.

Q I've developed a fear of flying ever since I was in a bad car accident seven years ago. I know it's an irrational fear yet I can't help but fly with white knuckles and an overwhelming sense of anxiety. How can I convince myself that my fear is unfounded?

Jennifer, Antioch

A I'm sorry to hear about your car accident. I'm afraid your accident adds to the statistics that say flying is safer than driving. A good place for you to start is with my free online course. You can personally e-mail me when you're finished with any questions, and maybe I can suggest a local therapist if you still feel the need. (I interviewed therapists from Antioch and Walnut Creek for my DVD.)

Q I am battling Social Anxiety Disorder and have a tough time with travel. Talk therapy helped some, but the anticipation of flying is the absolute worst. What techniques can you share for people who might know basic methods like self-soothing & distraction from a psychologist, but could use advice from someone like you with insight specifically into flying?

lovetotravel, San Francisco

A I get a lot of e-mails from people who dread the time leading up to their flight. Also, when some people go on vacation they cannot enjoy themselves because they feel they have survived the flight there, but immediately begin worrying about their return flight. I think, as with anything else we fear, if we can learn more about the unfamiliar situation, and become convinced that we can handle that situation, fear will naturally subside. Learning what to expect on your next flight so that you can anticipate each sensation of flight will help greatly. You will know what is happening and what will happen next. Remove the mystery of flight and you will see what a wonderful mode of transportation flying can be. After learning more about flying many people rediscover their childhood fascination with flight.

Q I'm familiar with Stacey Chance's work ... but still wonder what would happen at takeoff if there was an engine failure. Can the plane take off if one of the engines fails? Many thanks, A fearful flyer helped greatly by all of this information.

"Judge", Walnut Creek

A Although engine failures are very rare, pilots practice them often in our recurrent training. The FAA mandates that even with an engine out on the takeoff run the plane must still be able to lift off, clear all obstacles by a wide margin, and safely return for landing. Each takeoff is planned so that if an engine fails the pilots can either have plenty of room to stop, or continue the takeoff.

Q I hate turbulence and I have been around the world on airplanes. I can't ever get used to a bumpy plane and my nerves and mind start to go crazy. I will be on an AA flight on Friday morning, can you please be our pilot? My whole family shares your love of the wild blue yonder and I have always been the lone (nervous) sheep. Help!

Nervous Nellie, Walnut Creek

A Takeoffs and turbulence are the parts of flying that seem to bug the most people. I wish there was room here to explain everything you need to know about turbulence. In fact, I devote a good section of my online course and a whole chapter to turbulence in my DVD. Just know that planes are designed to handle turbulence. The plane feels more at home in the sky than on the ground. I know it can feel uncomfortable, but turbulence is a routine part of flying. When encountering turbulence, pilots will seek a smoother ride, more for the comfort of our passengers than concern that it is dangerous. I'm flying from ONT to DFW to OAK on Friday. But have a good flight and say, "Hi" to your crew for me.

