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An unsecured panel and an unexpected turn

A recent occurrence highlights how quickly 

small breakdowns during maintenance 

can lead to an in-flight issue. Shortly after 

departure, a pilot experienced a loud noise 

and fluctuating cabin pressure, requiring 

a return to base. A panel beneath the 

aircraft had not been reinstalled following 

maintenance.

What was happening?

The aircraft had just undergone 

maintenance. During this period, the pilot 

in command was under stress and time 

pressure to get the aircraft back into 

service, and that pressure was passed on to 

the engineer. 

While the work was underway, an 

additional panel unrelated to the original 

maintenance task was removed so a 

dropped part could be retrieved. The panel 

was not reinstalled before the aircraft 

was released. After departure, the pilot 

noticed the loud noise and fluctuating 

cabin pressure during the climb. The aircraft 

returned safely, and the missing panel was 

identified after shutdown.

Key lessons from the field

Treat maintenance environments as ‘sterile’ 

during critical tasks

Formalise maintenance handovers and return-to-

service communication

Set clear boundaries between flight crew and 

engineers during active work

Reinforce assertiveness – anyone can pause the 

operation

Treat post-maintenance pre-flight inspections as 

a critical safety defence

When maintenance distractions follow the aircraft into flight
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What made this possible?

•	 Perceived time pressure influencing both 
maintenance and pre-flight activities

•	 No formal maintenance handover or 
confirmation of work completed

•	 Distraction and reduced task focus, and

•	 Unwillingness to challenge or set 
boundaries between the engineer and the 
pilot during active maintenance.

Spot the risk

Time pressure + distraction + speedy process = missed steps

Other safety reading

•	 Aircraft maintenance and airworthiness Good 
Aviation Practice (GAP) booklet

•	 Vector Online: I learned about maintenance control 
from this

•	 Vector Online: I learned about distraction from this

•	 Vector Online: Risky business
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