


serving aﬁlines and pilots and, as such, was not ®

in direct contact with passengers. The company

does not have access to passengers’ personal

data (names, etc), which made obtaining

the names of the victims and their families

addresses (for condolence letters etc) one of the

problems in dealing with the human aspects of

this incident. Services were provided —as far

as possible in this situation — by its partners:

Zurich airport and the German authorities.
Language was not the only barrier,

cultural differences aiso arose. Methods of

coping with tragedies depend upon cultural

patterns and there are differences between

how people act in the'West and in Russia.

ORGANISATIONAL STRESS
Dealing with such a difficult situation in the
long term led to psychological stress factors
within Skyguide itself. Since the accident,
people invoived in external relations duties
(management, communication department,
emergency call centre members etc) have
- had several debriefing sessions with a
- CISM and/or external psychotherapists.
As an organisation that was unprepared
or —and which had not previously dealt
ith — such a situation, Skyguide performed
ell. Still, it ended in catastrophe.
~ On February 24, 2004, the Skyguide air
traffic controller who had been on duty during
he accident was stabbed to death at his
ome. Peter Nielsen, the only person on duty
when the disaster took place, had wrongly
nstructed the Russian plane to descend, even
hough its onboard warning equipment told
t to climb. The pilot followed the controller’s
nstructions and ploughed into the DHL cargo
plane that was descending in accordance with
ts own collision-avoidance equipment.
Vitaly Kaloyev was arrested within a
ew days. Kaloyev had lost all family — his
wife and both of his children had been on
board Flight 2937. He is reported to have
suffered a nervous breakdown following the
crash. He was one of the first relatives to
arrive at the crash site and was allowed to
participate in the search for bodies (a huge
mistake by the German authorities) and,
tragically, found his own daughter’s body.
Kaloyev spent the first year after the accident
lingering at the graves of his family, and on
the memorial service for the first anniversary
of the tragedy he asked the head of Skyguide
about meeting the controller who had been
responsible for the disaster. He was ignored.
After travelling to Zurich and stabbing
Nielsen, Kaloyev was found in his hotel room,
apparently in shock. He claimed to have no

memory of what he had done and was taken to

a psychiatric hospital, where he was evaluated

to determine whether he was fit to stand trial.

On October 26, 2005, Kaloyev was
sentenced to eight years in prison and upon
conviction, he sent all his compensation
money to Nielsen’s children, saying: “This is
the way to make apologies in this country”.

So how could the handling of this incident
have been improved? All organisations which
are used to dealing with, or which might
be prepared for such events — such as the
emergency services, airlines and airports
— should be contacted for assistance and advice.

The public (particUIarIy in Russia) was
infuriated when the Westermn media — prior
to any investigations — blamed the Russian
pilots for the accident. Such provocative
information should be avoided.

Dealing with such a difficult situation in
the long term may have an impact on the
psychological stress factors of employees.
Since the accident, people involved in
external relations work should have debriefing
sessions with the CISM-responsible
and/or external psychotherapists.

Having a good CISM concept is crucial.
Skyguide introduced a new, company-wide
CISM concept with a permanent CISM cell,

a large pool of German, French and English

speaking peers who are the contact persons for

psychological first aid (defusing, debriefing),
and set up a network that goes beyond

first aid (eg an external pool of specialised

psychotherapists, medical care etc).

Generally, the recommendations are to:

@ Identify and support vulnerable relatives;

@ Keep relatives informed on the
progress of the investigation;

@ Find and establish contacts with
organisations which can help relatives
(legal proceedings, travel, psychological
support). With the consent of relatives,
pass their details to these organisations;

@ Prepare for the unexpected. Find and establish
contacts with organisations which might
advise in various specific circumstances; and

@ Protect those responsible, at least until
the investigation is complete and establish
that relatives are not blaming them.

And what do victims' relatives want? First,
they want to meet representatives from the
organisation that is perceived to be responsible
for an accident; they want apologies from these
organisations and states, and their leaders,
they want apologies even if further investigation
suggests that some organisations are not, in
fact, responsible. Relatives also want to see
investigations and those responsible brought to

- justice —and that the punish-ment is appropriate.

aviation}

National and cultural specifics must
be taken into consideration, including
spiritual beliefs; it is also important to bear
in mind that in some cultures, an apology
means accepting responsibility, so offering
apologies should be done cargfully.

In some situations, compensation is just not
enough — in one country this might be usual
practice but in other cultures, compensation
could cause offence. In Caucasus (Kaloyev
was Ossetian), offering money for people who
have died is close to humiliation and seen
more as paying relatives off to ensure no
revenge. In the West, money (compensation)
—is considered more like insurance.

All communication should be in the
relatives’ native language — bureaucratic
language should be avoided at all cost,
as this can lead to the perception that
they are being sent ‘standard’ letters.

Even if the site of the incident is difficult
to access, relatives who so desire should be
transported to the scene; their costs must be
covered by those responsible organisations. In
all cases, it is up to the organisations involved
to take care and ensure such support.

Where the people perceived to be
responsible for a tragedy are alive, relatives
should be taken care of more intensively, as
they may consider (at least, theoretically)
possibility of revenge. They should not be
left alone and their personal situations must
be taken sufficiently into consideration.

EMOTIONALLY DIFFICULT
And how to handle those people who are
perceived by the bereaved relatives as being
responsible? First, do not disclose their personal
details, especially when they are potentially
accessible by relatives of victims. Of course,
media and public opinion is persistent in
requesting names, but organisations (and states)
should stand by and protect these people.

Many companies and organisations are
not prepared to deal with emotionally difficult
situations. In the aftermath of the Uberlingen
tragedy, it became crucial to set up a concept
which aliows the rapid establishment of
professional external support in areas
such as cultural exchange, translation and
interpretation, religious behaviour, spiritual
support, psychologists for crisis interventions
and advisors (eg embassies). CRJ
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