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I am offering comments only on the topic of tarmac delays, as this is by far my greatest area of concern.  
As someone who suffers from claustrophobia, at times I experience an almost unbearable terror of 
being trapped in a narrow aluminum tube.  It starts about the same time as the door is closed and can 
last until the flight is well underway.  It can return on arrival if there is a delay of more than a couple of 
minutes in opening the door once the plane stops moving.  For me claustrophobia tends to be much 
worse on a narrow body airplane than a wide body.  Also being seated towards the rear makes it much 
worse. 
 
The main thrust of my comments is that people should have the opportunity to get off the plane after a 
period of time, if only to get some fresh air and open space in a cordoned off area beside the plane.   
 
I feel it is most unfortunate that the legislation has already restricted this discussion by stating that 
these regulations will only apply for delays of more than three hours.  I assume this means on both 
departure and arrival.  This is, in my opinion, already far too long.  One hour would be more like it.  
 
Compensation in any form is not the answer to being held prisoner in an aluminum tube.  It is simply 
inhuman to leave people trapped for hours.  Airports and airlines need to be operated with kind 
treatment of human beings as the top priority (along with safety, of course). 
 
Delays will at times inevitably happen, but in my view it is not really the delay that concerns, it is the 
terror and panic of being trapped.  A delay is a comparatively trivial concern that can be dealt with. 
 
I offer the following specific suggestions: 
 
1. People must have the right to get off the airplane after some period of time, say, one hour, especially 

after arrival.  But, of course, if these regulations can only come into play after three hours, then that 
is when the right should be available.  I suggest this right should apply no matter the cause or fault 
for the tarmac delay.  The timing of tarmac delay should start as soon as the airplane doors are 
closed on departure, and as soon as the airplane comes to a stop on arrival. 

 
I am suggesting that people be able to step off the plane to get some fresh air and open space, and 
not that the plane return to the gate.  This would require airports and airlines have available a 
number of the old style stairways and that a cordoned off area in which people could stand be 
established beside the airplane.  This opportunity should be provided no matter the weather (with 
the sole exception, I suppose, of a lightning storm).  For someone who is claustrophobic, even just 
knowing there is an opportunity to escape can be sufficient comfort. 
 



I believe this should be close to an absolute right.  It concerns me that the pilots and other 
authorities exercise a great deal of latitude in deciding if it is sufficiently safe or operationally 
convenient to allow people to step off the airplane.  I imagine there would almost always be some 
reason that can be found to not allow something that would be no doubt a bother to the crew and 
airport.  I’m not suggesting of course that people be allowed to wander around the operational areas 
of the airport, but I believe a safe way could be developed to implement what I suggest. 
 

2. After some additional period of time, perhaps at the three hour point (but ideally sooner), people 
should have the right to abandon the flight and be driven back to the terminal by the airline to make 
other travel arrangements.  I’m not 100 per cent sure if the airline should then assume full financial 
responsibility for a passenger who exercises this option, but it should assume some. 
 

3. After three hours (preferably sooner), the airline should cancel the flight and return all passengers to 
the terminal.  Longer delays (4-5 hours) simply should not be allowed to happen. 

 
4.  Airlines should be compelled to board passengers only when they are sure the airplane and crew is 

ready to go and can be airborne without delay.  Airlines should not be allowed to board planes just 
because the gate is needed and simply park the plane with people on board while some reason 
preventing departure is resolved.  It is difficult to imagine how a long delay could suddenly arise 
without warning in the time from closing the door to takeoff.  If a delay can be anticipated, the plane 
should not be boarded. 

 
5. Passengers should be as comfortable as possible throughout a tarmac delay of any duration.  This is 

usually the case, but one hears of hellish examples of people being trapped in hot airplanes with 
overflowing toilets and so on.  As suggested in the discussion paper, passengers should have access 
to: 

a. disembarkation 
b. water 
c. food 
d. functioning lavatories 
e. medical attention 
f. proper ventilation 
g. heating, and cooling 
h. ability to communicate with people outside the aircraft 

 
6. In my experience pilots have been pretty good at explaining the reasons for delays, as nothing more 

than common courtesy to fellow human beings.  Nonetheless I suggest an update should be required 
every 15 minutes, which should include:  Cause, what is being done about it, probable length of 
delay, when passengers will be allowed to get off the airplane (temporarily or permanently). 
 

7. Reassignment of seating 
 
Being able to sit close to the front of the plane is a great help in dealing with claustrophobia.   Seeing 
row after row of passengers between me and the exit makes the situation much worse.  My wife and I 



are prepared to pay the premium to get seats near the front (but not in business class, unfortunately).  
This is very important to us. 
 
However, if the airline changes the plane it appears it can reassign seats entirely without consideration 
of passenger wishes.  This must stop.  Recently my wife and I found that Westjet had changed its plane 
for a flight to Hawaii from a 767 to a 737.  The change from wide to narrow body is bad enough for me, 
but worse, we were given seats at the very back.  The fact we had reserved and paid for seats near the 
front did not matter.  Fortunately we were able resolve this as there was plenty of time to do so.  But it 
was the cause of considerable anxiety. 
 
Thank you for your consideration of these comments. 
 
Douglas Ohrn 
Calgary, Alberta 
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