Myth: Air flows into the cabin only after specified time intervals.

Fact: Ventilation is continuous. Air is constantly flowing in and out of the cabin.
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Myth: When the air filters get dirty, they're no longer effective.

Fact: The high efficiency filter, in particular, actually becomes more effective because the trapped particles make it more difficult for other matter to pass through. The filters are replaced at regular maintenance intervals. If several intervals were missed, and an abnormally heavy build-up of particles occurred, the only effect would be reduced flow of the recirculated air -- but whatever air did pass through would be extremely well filtered. In any case, the filters do not affect the flow of the outside-air portion.
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Myth: Viruses are too small to be captured by the high efficiency filter.

Fact: The high efficiency filters are rated according to the most difficult particle size to filter, which is about 0.3 microns in diameter. Because of the way these filters are designed, their efficiency actually increases for particles both smaller and larger than this size. Bacteria are usually larger and viruses smaller, and they tend to attach themselves to larger particles or occur in clusters. Laboratory analysis of filters removed from in-service Boeing airplanes has shown that virtually all organic material was on the surface of the filters and an insignificant amount had penetrated to the center.
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Myth: Recirculation systems were not encountered prior to the 1980s.

Fact: Recirculation was commonplace before the jet age began. For example, the Boeing Stratocruiser of the late 1940s was equipped with an air recirculation system. In jet aircraft, filtered/recirculated air combined with outside air came in to use principally with the introduction of high-bypass-ratio fan engines. At Boeing, this began with the 747 back in 1970. Keep in mind, also, that air recirculation is common in building ventilation systems. Unlike buildings, however, jetliners have much better filtration, a much higher air-change rate and a much higher proportion of outside air.
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Myth: The air-flow rate is slower in current jetliners than it was in earlier models.

Fact: All Boeing jetliners, from the earliest to the latest, have been designed to deliver approximately the same cubic volume of air per minute per passenger. The principal difference is that on newer aircraft, the air is a mixture of about 50 percent outside air and 50 percent filtered/recirculated air. Among the benefits of this design is an increased humidity level compared to the much dryer cabin environment in older jetliners.
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Myth: The recirculated air just keeps recirculating.

Fact: Outside-air mixing replenishes the cabin air constantly. Replenishment assures that the recirculated portion does not endlessly recirculate but is rapidly diluted and replaced with outside air. The outside air is drawn in at the same rate that cabin air is exhausted out of the airplane.
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Myth: Pilots turn off air conditioning packs to save fuel.

Fact: While the flight deck does have the capability to shut down an air conditioning pack in the event of a malfunction or abnormality, this is not intended for fuel-saving purposes. In fact, on many Boeing airplanes, when one pack is shut down the remaining air conditioning system automatically goes into a high-flow mode to compensate for much of the capacity of the unit that is turned off. Of course, that means that more air is being taken from the engine compressors by the portion of the system still operating, so there is little to be gained from a fuel-efficiency standpoint. Some early 747s (not 747-400s) do have an economy setting that can be used to save fuel through reduced air flow. This is intended for use at operator discretion when passenger loads are light. However, that feature is no longer offered and, in any case, Boeing recommends all packs be operated at the normal standard setting whenever passengers are on board.
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