
The Kobe Bryant and Gianna Bryant Helicopter 
Safety Act Will Save Lives
By Donna Sievers

On January 26, 2021, the world 
mourned the one-year anniversary 
of the deaths of basketball star 

Kobe Bryant, his daughter Gianna, their 
friends Payton Chester, Sarah Chester, Alyssa 
Altobelli, Keri Altobelli, John Altobelli, 
Christina Mauser, and the helicopter’s pilot, 
Ara Zobayan. We all recall hearing that 
Kobe’s helicopter crashed into a hillside in 
thick fog that tragic day in 2020.  

The shocking deaths of the nine people traveling 
to a basketball tournament brought forth another 
discussion of how such tragedies could be avoided. 
In response, Los Angeles’ Congressional and Senate 
leaders introduced federal legislation that would 
require all helicopters to install a device called the 
Terrain Awareness and Warning System (TAWS), 
which provides the pilot with warning signals when 
there is dangerous terrain and limited visibility. 
Despite Kobe’s wife Vanessa Bryant’s support for the 
legislation, the bill languished “in committee” in 
2020.

In 2021, California’s federal leaders reintroduced the 
Kobe Bryant and Gianna Bryant Helicopter Safety 
Act, which would require owners to retrofit their 
helicopters with TAWS on all helicopters that carry 
six or more passengers.

On August 27,1990, we lost another great legend to a similar helicopter crash. Musician 
Stevie Ray Vaughn and three of Eric Clapton’s employees (Bobby Brooks, Nigel Browne, 
and Colin Smythe), along with the pilot, Jeff Brown, crashed into a 300-foot ski slope just 
after takeoff on a foggy evening after a concert featuring Vaughn and Eric Clapton. Could a 
TAWS device have warned the pilot of the ski slope ahead? Could requirements to retrofit all 
helicopters after the 1990 crash have saved the lives of Kobe Bryant and the others who died 
on January 26, 2020? I can’t be sure, but I do trust the National Transportation Safety Board 
(NTSB).

In 2006, the NTSB recommended to the FAA that TAWS should be required equipment on 
helicopters, but the FAA has failed to take this ad-vice. What prompted the NTSB’s action then 
was a fatal crash on March 23, 2004, when eight oil seamen and two helicopter pilots were 
killed while being transported to an off-shore rig in the Gulf of Mexico. NTSB Acting Chairman 
Mark V. Rosenker said in 2004, “A terrain warning system would have given the pilots enough 
time to arrest their descent and save the lives of all aboard. It is well past time for the 
benefits from these standard safety devices to be made available to passengers on helicopter 
transport.” That was in 2004!

Many people have died tragically in helicopter crashes, and we need to do something about it. 
Rather than wonder whether TAWS could have saved lives, let’s be problem solvers and let our 
federal elected officials know that citizens demand the passage of the Kobe Bryant and Gianna 
Bryant Helicopter Safety Act.  

Yes, TAWS will cost the helicopter industry $35,000 per helicopter, but lives saved and funds 
for wrongful death lawsuits will surely mitigate the cost of the safety device. 

Please join me in sending an email to your elected officials in Washington and to your friends 
and relatives to ask them to support the Kobe Bryant and Gianna Bryant Helicopter Safety Act. 
Urge them to take 5 minutes to write to their elected officials on behalf of Kobe and Gianna 
Bryant and all the other victims of fatal helicopter crashes.

Here is a sample letter, which I plan to send to my family and friends in South Carolina, Ohio, 
Northern California, Oregon, Texas, and more: 

Dear (name your federal elected officials),

Please support the Kobe Bryant and Gianna Bryant Helicopter Safety Act, which will require 
a Terrain Awareness and Warning System (TAWS) device to be retrofitted on helicopters. Your 
support for this legislation, which is also supported by the National Transportation Safety 
Board, will help protect the public from avoidable helicopter crashes.

Thank you,

(Your name)

Donna Sievers is a Board Member of the Los Angeles Area Helicopter Noise Coalition (LAAHNC). 
She was raised in Long Beach and taught at Stanford Junior High, Bolsa Grande High, Pacifica High, 
and CSULB before leaving the classroom for administrator duties in Garden Grove USD. She and her 
husband live in Bluff Heights, where their retirement activities include volunteering for the Joyful 
Child Foundation in Memory of Samantha Runnion, gardening at the Bembridge House, bike riding, 
walking to the ocean, and maintaining a 107-year-old house and garden.
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