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William Henry returns with an important perspective on the Swissair 111 
tragedy. Henry Argues that numerous factors such as electromagnetic 
interference and defective wiring contributed to this tragedy in a more 
significant way than are currently accepted.  

As a preliminary note, the author would like to mention that this investigation was initiated at the 
request of a family who suffered as the result of this tragedy, who will not be named. So often when 
these "closed" cases are reexamined, dissidents will chastise all those who dare to reconsider the 
facts, and it is therefore pertinent to remember that this investigative work was not the product of a 
conspiracy theorist, or a sensational journalist. Nobody wants these tragedies to occur, and nobody 
wants to further pain the affected families. However, there are many facts surrounding this tragedy 
that have been overlooked and downplayed, and herein we will examine them.  

September 2, 1998, North Atlantic Ocean near Peggy's Cove, Nova Scotia  
229 on board/229 fatalities 

 
 
At precisely 8:19pm on September 2, 1998, Swissair Flight 111 departed New York's John F. 
Kennedy International Airport bound for Geneva, Switzerland. The relatively new McDonnell 
Douglas MD-11 jumbo jet (HB-IWF) was under the command of one of Swissair's most experienced 
pilot's, Captain Urs Zimmermann.1 Only 72 minutes after takeoff, the MD-11 crashed into the frigid 
waters of the Atlantic Ocean, breaking into over one million pieces and killing all 229 persons 
aboard.2 Ultimately, the destruction of the aircraft was the result of a truly unique sequence of 
events that involved defective wiring aboard the aircraft and adjacent flammable insulation, a faulty 
entertainment system, the Swissair flightcrew's handling of the emergency (the result of inadequate 
training and a poorly written emergency manual), and possibly also external electromagnetic 
interference.  
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The electrical design of the MD-11 was considered rather revolutionary when it was introduced in 
the early 1990s. Unfortunately, the MD-11 was one of the last aircraft equipped with Kapton-
insulated wire, now banned for the most part by U.S. airplane manufacturers and completely by the 
U.S. military because of its tendencies to crack under normal conditions (bending, vibrating, aging, 
exposure to wind or moisture), then to ignite when exposed to heat, friction or moisture.3 The highly 
flammable Kapton wire insulation also demonstrated the undesirable characteristic of re-igniting with 
greater intensity upon restoring power to a damaged wire or wire bundle.4 These combustive events 
are called wire arcing. Adjacent to this defective component was Mylar/MPET-covered insulation 
(Metallized Polyethylene Terephthalate), which is also banned from aircraft in the United States and 
Canada.5 The Canadian Transportation Safety Board (TSB) asserts, "MPET-covered insulation 
material can be readily ignited from an arcing event."6  
 
Furthermore, HB-IWF was one of 16 Swissair MD-11s equipped with an interactive in-flight 
entertainment network (IFEN) manufactured by Interactive Flight Technologies (IFT) that provided 
travelers with on-demand videos, music, games, and gambling.7 Since the Flight 111 tragedy, it was 
discovered that the IFT system would operate at 10-20°C hotter in an airplane, and was never 
tested at such temperatures. Also, the installation of the IFT system was deplorable; the installers 



"mixed wire types, installed wires under metal clamps not designed to hold wire, ... installed coaxial 
cables with right angles," and connected the system "to the wrong electrical power source."8 Santa 
Barbara Aerospace (SBA) was contracted to certify the IFT system, and used myriad dubious 
techniques to do so, including utilizing false statements, misleading proposals, and incomplete 
paperwork. A supplemental type certificate (STC ST00236LA-D) was issued before the system was 
even installed or functional. Although the STC ensures that the aircraft passes electromagnetic 
interference tests mandated by the FAA, the IFT system was not tested for susceptibility to High-
Intensity Radiated Fields (HIRF) after the installation was completed.9 
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The U.S. Navy maintains a considerable presence in the Atlantic Ocean along the eastern coast of the 
United States. Consequently, when the Navy is operating in the Atlantic, all eastbound flights 
departing New York must fly through strict non-military corridors. The Department of Commerce 
describes the areas allotted for military use as "National Defense Operating Areas - operations 
hazardous to the flight of aircraft conducted within these areas."10  
 
It is not uncommon for the Navy to use a variety of electromagnetic devices designed for surveillance 
and/or defense purposes within the restricted operating areas. Such electromagnetic devices are 
particularly problematic for commercial aircraft because they interfere with electrical, navigation, and 
communication equipment.11 
 
On September 2, the day of the Swissair Flight 111 crash, seven electromagnetically active craft (the 
USS Connecticut, USS Dallas, USS Billfish, two P-3 Orions from Patrol Squadron 26, a P-3 Orion from 
Patrol Squadron 10, and a KC-135 air-to-air refueling aircraft from McGuire Air Force Base), as well as 
"other aircraft of unknown type and origin" were present in both the restricted area bordering the non-
military corridor through which Swissair Flight 111 traveled, and the commercial aviation 
passageway.12 The P-3 from Patrol Squadron 10 was equipped with high-powered electromagnetic 
transmitters, similar to those used by electronic warfare aircraft. Because of the advanced technology 
aboard this particular P-3, other aircraft flying in its proximity would probably experience significant 
electromagnetic interference. In fact, during the afternoon of September 2, a P-3 from Patrol Squadron 
26 was forced to land early because one of the P-3s from Patrol Squadron 10 was present in the same 
corridor, which spanned hundreds of square miles.13 It seems incredible that not only were three of 
these aircraft present in the same corridor, but also that the corridor within which they flew was 
situated next to a commercial aviation passageway. It was through this passageway that Swissair 
Flight 111 would travel. 
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Schematic Chart of the Flight Path of Swissair 111 
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Ultimately what brought down Flight 111 was an in-flight ignition of the aircraft's Kapton wiring and 
Mylar/MPET insulation.14 The publicly accepted explanation of this catastrophe begins when Captain 
Zimmerman radios for an unplanned landing nearly an hour into the flight. However, careful 
examination of the entire flight proves that the problem started much earlier, only 14 minutes after 
takeoff. At 8:33pm, Swissair Flight 111 completely lost radio contact with all ground controllers for an 
entire 13 minutes. During the 13-minute gap, Flight 111 remained on the radar constantly, multiple 
controllers attempted to contact Flight 111, and Flight 111 (as seen on the Flight Data Recorder) 
attempted numerous times to contact various ground controllers.15 Additionally, during that time, "an 
unknown aircraft, presumed to be military" flew directly underneath Flight 111 at a distance of 
approximately 22,000 feet. Although the Canadian Transportation Safety Board (TSB) concluded, "it is 
unlikely that an airborne HIRF emitter could have produced unsafe levels of HIRF energy from a 
distance of 22,000 feet," it is important to note that radio communications between Flight 111 and Air 
Traffic Control (ATC) were re-established directly following the incident.16 At this time, everything 
seemingly went back to normal, but this is likely to be the point at which the initial wiring incident 
occurred.  
 
As the plane traversed the Atlantic Ocean, the existing damage to the electrical systems immediately 
became worse, and Pilot Zimmerman declared "Pan Pan Pan" (a minor emergency) and "We have 
smoke in the cockpit."17 Unfortunately it remains difficult to determine whether the cockpit smoke 
resulted from a gradually deteriorating electrical problem or an instantaneous one. Regardless, the 
crew began following the emergency procedure checklist for smoke in the cockpit. Unfortunately, the 
crew's precise adherence to the checklist was partially responsible for the eventual demise of Flight 
111. Because the list itself is too long, completing all of the steps, especially during a serious 
emergency, wasted precious time. The Swissair MD-11 fire in the cockpit checklist contains 208 
separate steps; comparatively, the same checklist for Delta Airlines MD-11 aircraft consists of only 43 
steps.18 Furthermore, according to the TSB, "there was no integrated in-flight fire fighting plan in place 
for the accident aircraft ... [and] the aircraft crew did not have procedures or training directing them to 
aggressively attempt to locate and eliminate the source of the smoke, and to expedite their 
preparations for a possible emergency landing."19  



 

 
Swissair Smoke/Fumes of Unknown Origin Checklist 
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Completion of the Swissair emergency checklist proved to be disastrous for Flight 111. The 
instructions called for the crew to alternately turn off and on the electrical circuits of the plane, one 
third of them at a time.20 Because of the Kapton wire insulation's tendency to re-ignite with increased 
intensity when power is restored to a damaged wire, this step proved to be especially catastrophic. At 
this point, the fire consumed the front of the aircraft, and there was little left for the crew to do. One last 
radio transmission came through before the MD-11 plunged into the Atlantic Ocean: "And we are 
declaring emergency now Swissair one eleven."21  
 
In an effort to determine the cause of the accident, the TSB embarked upon the enormous task of 
recovering and analyzing as much of the aircraft as possible. The plane was destroyed to such an 
extent that an entire hanger had to be constructed simply to house the countless aircraft fragments. 
Because the smoke was initially reported in the cockpit, the TSB decided to reconstruct as much of the 
fore-section of the aircraft as possible. Although these extensive efforts were able to prove where the 
fire started and how it was propagated, they fell short of proving why it initially broke out.22 The 
conclusion of the TSB was that "within the localized area where the fire most likely started, a wire 
arcing event is the only plausible ignition source. ... [The TSB found 17] cable and wire segments with 
arcing damage, ... eight [of which] ... were from the IFEN installation."23 
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The Reconstruction Mock-Up 
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Even though the use of Kapton wire and Mylar/MPET insulation in the construction of new aircraft has 
been banned, there is still an enormous number of aircraft flying that contain these dangerous and 
defective components. To ensure that the existing aircraft with Kapton wiring are safe, numerous 
safety advisories, safety recommendations, airworthiness directives, and service bulletins have been 
issued by the TSB, NTSB, FAA, and Boeing (previously McDonnell Douglas) which mandate the 
inspection of the wiring aboard such aircraft.24 Although these measures are supposedly adequate to 
ensure the airworthiness of the existing fleet, it is simply impossible to inspect all of the 150 miles of 
wiring aboard each airplane. Dale Stolzer, the Engineering Director for Southwest Airlines remarks: 
"There are portions of the aircraft where the wiring is almost totally inaccessible, and the reason for 
that is the wiring is built into each section of the aircraft as it is originally manufactured, and then the 
large sections of the aircraft are assembled. So, completely re-wiring the airplane or gaining access to 
every inch of every wire...is just not feasible."25  
 
Interestingly, U.S. military operations in the Atlantic continue in a mostly unchanged manner, even 
though there is strong evidence that electromagnetic interference in almost precisely the same area 
has contributed not only to the crash of Swissair Flight 111, but also to the crashes of TWA Flight 800 
and EgyptAir Flight 990. In response to this tragedy, Swissair amended its emergency procedures and 
revoked the certification of the IFT entertainment system, but has since gone out of business.26 The 
FAA has mandated the repair of 18 other potentially unsafe entertainment systems, revised its STC 
issuance regulations, and issued more than 50 airworthiness directives regarding wiring aboard MD-
11 aircraft.27 In light of the IFEN system's significant contribution to the disaster, SBA, which certified 
the system, went bankrupt and ceased operations in 1999. Interactive Flight Technologies, the 
system's manufacturer, witnessed an exodus of its executives as the value of its stock dropped 
drastically, yet did not go out of business. Interactive Flight Technologies changed its name to Global 
Technologies and has stayed true to its dream of selling the best "at-seat multimedia and 
entertainment system."28  
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