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100 Percent Preventable

‘100 Percent Preventable’

The NTSB says FAA inaction on several safety recommendations
contributed to the fatal 2019 crash of an AS350 on a Hawaii

mountainside

Linda Werfelman

A 15,700-hour helicopter pilot flew his
Airbus Helicopters AS350 B2 into low clouds
and rain on the Hawaiian island of Kauai and
lost sight of key visual references before the
helicopter crashed into a mountainside, killing
the pilot and all six passengers on a 2019
sightseeing flight. The helicopter was
destroyed.

The U.S. National Transportation Safety
Board (NTSB) cited the pilot’s continuation of
the flight into deteriorating weather as the
probable cause of the accident, but
emphasized that the failure of the U.S.
Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) to
implement a number of NTSB safety
recommendations contributed to the crash.

“Some might feel this was all on the pilot;
it was his decision, after all,” NTSB Chair
Jennifer Homendy said during a Tuesday
meeting on the Dec. 26, 2019, crash. In
discussing the contributing factors, she
added, “The most concerning to me is the
lack of leadership, safety action and oversight
provided by the regulator, which is charged by
law with maintaining safety as the highest
priority.”

The NTSB cited the FAA’'s “ineffective

The accident site, on the side of a Hawaiian mountain, is
outlined in circle.

monitoring and oversight of Hawaii air tour
operators’ weather-related operating
practices,” its “lack of leadership in the
development of a cue-based weather training
program for Hawaii air tour pilots” and its
“‘delayed implementation of a Hawaii aviation

weather camera program.”

The operator, Safari Helicopters, was
cited for its “lack of safety management
processes to identify hazards and mitigate the
risks associated with factors that influence
pilots to continue VFR [visual flight rules] flight
into IMC [instrument meteorological
conditions].”

“This tragedy should not have occurred; it
was 100 percent preventable,” Homendy said,
adding that the FAA has not implemented
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100 Percent Preventable

past NTSB safety recommendations that, had
they been implemented, could have
prevented the crash.

Eighth Flight of the Day

The accident flight — the pilot’s eighth
and final scheduled 50-minute sightseeing
flight of the day — left Lihue Airport at 1631.
The helicopter did not have a cockpit voice
recorder, digital flight data recorder or flight
tracking equipment, but other air tour pilots in
the area reported hearing him report the
helicopter’s destination twice, including at
1645, when he said he was at “Upper Mic” — a
compulsory air tour reporting point that
indicated a helicopter was leaving Waimea
Canyon and flying through Koke’'e State Park
on the way to the Na Pali coast.

At 1731, 10 minutes after the helicopter
should have returned to Lihue, the Safari
Helicopters flight follower reported the
helicopter overdue, and a search began. The
burned wreckage was found the next day on a
heavily wooded mountain slope in the park.
Investigators were unable to determine
whether the pilot lost control of the helicopter
or, because of low visibility, flew the helicopter
into terrain that he was unable to see.

A witness who had been hiking in the park
told accident investigators that visibility at the
time of the crash was about 20 ft in rain and
fog. The NTSB’s factual report said the
witness heard the sound of a hovering
helicopter and then a high-pitched whine and

knew that “something was wrong,” but when
he tried to find the helicopter, he could not
because of the weather and “the fading
daylight.”

An NTSB summary report said the
weather on Kauai had been “favorable for
tours for most of the day; however, just before
the accident flight departed, low clouds and
rain began moving onshore from the
northwest.” The report said that this “atypical
weather pattern” affected parts of the tour
route, and at least three other air tour pilots
diverted from the usual flight path to avoid the
bad weather.

“The accident pilot, however, decided to
continue his tour into deteriorating weather,
eventually losing adequate visual references
before the helicopter struck terrain,” the report
said, adding, that “his decision to continue the
flight into deteriorating weather was likely
influenced by a lack of relevant weather
information and an atypical weather pattern,
and it’s possible that he inaccurately
assessed the weather conditions in flight or

was overconfident in his abilities.”

The pilot, who had 15,718 flight hours and
was Safari’s chief pilot and check airman, had
no instrument rating, and the helicopter, which
was manufactured in 1998, was — “like most
helicopters typically used for air tours” — not
equipped with instruments that would help a
pilot maintain orientation and aircraft control in

case of poor visibility, the report said.
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Mountainous areas along the air tour
route in Kauai have limited infrastructure to
support safe low-altitude operations, the
report said, noting the “sparse weather
observation sources and terrain interference
with air-to-ground radio communications and

flight-tracking technology.”

‘Lack of Leadership’

The report criticized the FAA's “lack of
leadership and expert guidance in developing
cue-based weather training for air tour
operators in Hawaii,” adding that as a result,
Safari Aviation Inc.’s pilot training program,
which was approved by the [FAA's] Honolulu
Flight Standards District Office, did not
provide Safari’s pilots with the type of training
that the FAA's cue-based training research
determined was effective for improving pilots’
skills for accurately assessing and avoiding
hazardous in-flight weather conditions.”

The accident investigation prompted the
NTSB to
recommendations,

issue 10 new safety
including
recommendations to the FAA regarding
infrastructure improvements in Hawaii to allow
for continuous radio communications and
flight tracking, better surveillance of Hawaiian
air tour operators and requirements that
operators “equip their fleets with flight tracking
capabilities and ... provide active flight
monitoring by trained company flight support
personnel.”

Other recommendations called on the
FAA to “take actions that can help all air tour

operators and pilots prevent a drift toward
risky weather-related operating practices.”
Specific actions include the development of
appropriate company safety management
systems and the adoption by the helicopter
industry and air tour safety organizations of
safety technologies designed to prevent
accidents following inadvertent entry into IMC.

The NTSB also reiterated past safety
recommendations to the FAA, including those
involving the installation of aviation weather
cameras in Hawaii, requiring cue-based
weather training for Hawaiian air tour pilots,
requiring air tour operators to implement SMS
and flight data monitoring programs, and
requiring the installation of crash-resistant
flight recorder systems.

“When the NTSB issues safety
recommendations, they are data-driven,
supported by factual evidence developed from
investigations and are carefully crafted to
prevent accidents,” Homendy said. “The
NTSB previously made 11 recommendations
to the FAA to prevent accidents like this one,
but our recommendations only work when
they are implemented. It's time for the FAA to

act.” 4

This article is based on the NTSB’s synopsis of its
final report on Accident No. ANC20MAO010, “Collision
Into Terrain; Safari Aviation Inc., Airbus AS350 B2,
N985SA; Kekaha, Hawaii; December 26, 2019,” and
associated documents. The full final report is
expected to be published within several weeks.

Form Aero Safety World May 2022

Flight Safety Bi-Annual, Jan~June 2022






