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ACCIDENT

Aircraft Type and Registration:  Cameron Z-3�5 Balloon, G-KNIx

No & type of Engines:  3 Thunder and Colt Tr�ple Stratus burners

Year of Manufacture:  2005 

Date & Time (UTC):  �0 September 2006 at 0640 hrs

Location:  � m�le south of Ashton Keynes, W�ltsh�re

Type of Flight:  Publ�c Transport

Persons on Board:  Crew - � Passengers - �6

Injuries:  Crew - None Passengers - None

Nature of Damage:  Torn fabr�c �n the lower half of the envelope 

Commander’s Licence:  Commerc�al P�lot’s L�cence

Commander’s Age:  42 years

Commander’s Flying Experience:  �,49� hours (of wh�ch �,250 were on type)
 Last 90 days - 59 hours
 Last 28 days - �6 hours

Information Source:  AAIB F�eld Invest�gat�on w�th ass�stance from the
 Br�t�sh Balloon and A�rsh�p Club

Synopsis

The balloon ascended into widespread fog and flew in 

the clear a�r above.  The p�lot made three del�berate 

descents �nto the fog �n an attempt to land, dur�ng the 

second descent the balloon avo�ded power l�nes before 

str�k�ng and becom�ng lodged �n a tree.  Hav�ng broken 

clear of the tree, the balloon flew on above the fog until 

the p�lot entered the th�rd descent, wh�ch culm�nated �n 

a safe land�ng.  The �nvest�gat�on determ�ned that the 

acc�dent would have been avo�ded had the p�lot wa�ted 

for the v�s�b�l�ty to �mprove before launch�ng.  The 

m�n�mum v�s�b�l�ty for the launch to occur under V�sual 

Fl�ght Rules was 5 km, whereas the v�s�b�l�ty at the t�me 

of the launch was of the order of a few hundred metres.

History of the flight

The balloon operator had planned a publ�c transport 

(passenger) balloon flight from a launch site on land 

adjacent to Lydiard Hall, Swindon.  The evening before 

the flight, the pilot discussed the forecast weather 

cond�t�ons w�th a colleague at the operator’s 

offices.  He was assured that advice had been 

sought from a forecaster (through a commerc�al 

‘talk to a forecaster’ serv�ce prov�ded by the Met 

Office) and that conditions were forecast to be 

suitable for flying.  In particular, it was forecast 

that the v�s�b�l�ty would be clear by 0600 hrs, although 

there was a m�n�mal chance of very poor v�s�b�l�ty 

and haze may be prevalent.  Before leav�ng home on 

the day of the accident, the pilot made a final check 
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of the weather �nformat�on on Ceefax�.

The balloon p�lot, the ground crew and �6 passengers 
arr�ved at the launch s�te for the planned departure at 
0600 hrs and the balloon was prepared for flight.  It 
was foggy but th�s was forecast to clear dur�ng the 
morn�ng.

At the launch s�te there was some debate between the 
p�lot and ground crew about the poor v�s�b�l�ty and they 
discussed whether they should fly.  The pilot telephoned 
a colleague who was plann�ng to launch from a s�te 
some d�stance south-east of Lyd�ard Park where he 
understood that fog was making flight unlikely.

The p�lot of G-KNIx stated that although the 
v�s�b�l�ty posed a problem, he was also concerned that 
�ncreas�ng thermal act�v�ty m�ght comprom�se the 
flight if he delayed the launch.  He telephoned ATC 
at Lyneham (seven m�les south-west of Lyd�ard Park) 
to �nform them of the pos�t�on of the launch s�te and 
the intended flight.  He then arranged for the launch 
and made rad�o contact w�th Lyneham ATC.  The 
p�lot reported that the v�s�b�l�ty appeared to �mprove 
and that he had every reason to assume that the fog 
was clearing; he believed that the minimum required 
v�s�b�l�ty was eventually ach�eved.  He br�efed the 
passengers that the m�st and fog would clear once the 
balloon was a�rborne.

The balloon launched at 0600 hrs and ascended 
from Lyd�ard Park towards the north-west.  
Statements from a number of passengers, together 
w�th v�deo and photograph�c ev�dence, showed that 
the surface v�s�b�l�ty at the launch s�te was a few 
hundred metres. The passengers descr�bed los�ng 

Footnote

�  A teletext serv�ce prov�ded by the BBC.

s�ght of the ground shortly after launch, as the 
balloon rose �nto the fog.

The balloon emerged from the fog �nto clear sk�es.  
There was hardly any s�ght of the ground; the blanket 
of fog covered the ground �n all d�rect�ons.  The p�lot 
stated that he found there was sufficient steerage2, w�th 
the surface w�nd easterly at about 5 kt and the �,000 ft 
w�nd southerly and sl�ghtly stronger.

Although not required, the pilot carried a hand-held 
GPS rece�ver w�th h�m.  Shortly before 0620 hrs, he 
establ�shed that the balloon was dr�ft�ng over an area 
clear of obstruct�ons as dep�cted on h�s custom�sed 
�:50,000 Landranger map. (Th�s map showed 
significant ground detail, but did not feature small 
power l�nes, hedges, trees, or some bu�ld�ngs.)  He 
then made an exploratory descent �nto the fog but, 
when he ga�ned s�ght of the ground, he saw that the 
area was not su�table for a land�ng, and so cl�mbed 
back �nto clear a�r.

The p�lot then chose another area on the map wh�ch 
appeared to be free of bu�ld�ngs and obstruct�ons, 
and prepared for land�ng.  As the balloon descended 
some power l�nes ‘loomed out of the fog’ about 200 m 
ahead, caus�ng the p�lot to act�vate the burners to 
climb the balloon safely above them.  Subsequent 
�nvest�gat�on found that these were not h�gh voltage 
power l�nes on large pylons, but a less substant�al 
var�ety, stand�ng less than ten metres above ground, 
and supported by th�ck wooden posts.  Once past 
the power lines, the pilot saw a grass field, which he 
assessed as su�table for a land�ng.  However, he could 
not see the far side of the field; he assessed the prevailing 

Footnote

2  Steerage �s the degree to wh�ch a balloon p�lot may steer the 
balloon by us�ng var�at�ons �n the w�nd veloc�ty at d�fferent he�ghts.
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v�s�b�l�ty to be about 50 m.  He dumped a�r to �n�t�ate a 

descent to land but, as the balloon touched the ground �t 

bounced.  Almost s�multaneously, the p�lot saw a l�ne of 

trees d�rectly ahead and the balloon was carr�ed �nto a 

substant�al oak tree.  One l�mb of the tree punctured the 

balloon envelope and the balloon became lodged w�th�n 

the tree.

The pilot judged that the basket was suspended too 

high above the ground to allow safe deflation and 

d�sembarkat�on, and so he act�vated the burners for one 

or two m�nutes.  Th�s eventually caused the balloon to 

break free and �t cl�mbed rap�dly to between �,000 and 

�,500 ft.  The p�lot had been us�ng a hand-held VHF rad�o, 

to commun�cate w�th ATC and h�s ground crew, and th�s 

fell from the basket dur�ng the encounter w�th the tree; 

the pilot subsequently used a mobile telephone for the 

necessary commun�cat�ons.  Damage to the balloon was 

limited to four or five panels, all in the lower half of the 

envelope, and the p�lot dec�ded that the balloon was st�ll 

capable of safe flight.

The balloon cont�nued north-west, over the Cotswold 

Water Park (an area of large lakes adjacent to the 

R�ver Thames west of Ashton Keynes) and, ut�l�s�ng 

�nformat�on from h�s map, the p�lot saw that the area 

just beyond the lakes appeared suitable for a landing.  

He made a descent towards th�s area, and w�th the 

v�s�b�l�ty now sl�ghtly �mproved, made a safe land�ng at 

0700 hrs w�th the branch from the oak tree st�ll lodged 

in the envelope.  The balloon was then deflated and the 

passengers d�sembarked w�thout �nc�dent.

When �nterv�ewed, the p�lot reported that he had not 

received any training relevant to flight above fog; 

the investigation identified no such training nor any 

published procedures to deal with flight above fog in 

a balloon.

Duty hours and flight time limitations

The p�lot reported for duty at �500 hrs on 9 September 

and completed h�s duty per�od 6 hours 30 m�nutes later 

at 2�30 hrs.  He commenced h�s next duty per�od at 

0400 hrs on �0 September after 6 hours 30 m�nutes 

rest.   He then rested between �000 hrs and �600 hrs 

and completed h�s duty at 2030 hrs.   He had therefore 

completed �6 hours 30 m�nutes of duty, wh�ch �ncluded 

a rest period of 6 hours.  The operator’s flight time 

limitations required that after a flight duty period, the 

minimum rest period to be taken before another flight 

duty per�od must be at least as long as the preced�ng 

duty per�od and not less than �� hours.  

To prov�de for balloon operat�ons for short per�ods �n 

the morn�ng and even�ng, prov�s�on was made �n the 

operations manual for a reduction in the post-flight 

rest period to a minimum of eight hours subject to the 

following requirements:

(a) the duty per�od before and the planned duty 

per�od after the rest per�od do not exceed three 

hours each

(b) the crew member has a total of �6 hours rest �n 

any 24 hour per�od (m�dn�ght to m�dn�ght)

(c) the crew member does not go for a per�od of 

more than three days w�th less than �2 hours 

cont�nuous rest.

The operator’s flight time limitations stipulated that 

the maximum flight duty period was to be 10 hours, 

extended by half of any rest per�od taken w�th�n that 

per�od.  On the day of the acc�dent, the max�mum 

duty per�od ava�lable (tak�ng �nto account a s�x hour 

rest per�od) was �3 hours.  There was no prov�s�on for 

th�s per�od to be extended by use of ‘d�scret�on’ or any 
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other means; however, the p�lot reported that he was 
not fat�gued.  The operator later reported that the p�lot 
had not filled out his duty time report accurately.

Operations manual 

The operator’s operations manual stipulated that all flights 
were to be conducted under VFR.  S�nce the launch s�te 
was w�th�n the Class D a�rspace of the Lyneham Control 
Zone the minimum flight visibility required for a flight 
under VFR was 5 km, (outs�de controlled a�rspace �t 
would have been 3 km).

The operator’s operat�ons manual stated that the 
max�mum number of occupants perm�tted to be on board 
G-KNIx was �6, �nclud�ng the p�lot.  On the acc�dent 
flight, there was a total of 17 persons on board, including 
the p�lot.  The operator reported that th�s was a result 
of an overs�ght �n the comp�lat�on of the�r operat�ons 
manual.

Motivation to fly

The operator provided balloon flights on an ad hoc 
basis, selling tickets and then arranging flights from 
a variety of launch sites subject to weather conditions.  
The summer of 2006 had been a very difficult one for 
balloon�ng, w�th su�table weather cond�t�ons occurr�ng 
less frequently than in recent years.

The p�lot was a freelance profess�onal balloon p�lot 
(who had been work�ng exclus�vely for th�s operator 
for a cons�derable t�me).  He had a secondary source of 
income in the winter months, when less balloon flying 
occurs, but dur�ng the summer �t was h�s only occupat�on.  
He depended on flying to sustain his income and was not 
paid for duties carried out when flights were cancelled 
on account of poor weather.  However, an arrangement 
ex�sted under wh�ch p�lots were pa�d a m�n�mum amount 
each month to ensure some �ncome �n the event of 

cont�nuous poor weather.  The p�lot had been work�ng 
exclus�vely for th�s operator for a cons�derable t�me.

Analysis

The pilot did not take the required rest period prior to 
reporting for the flight duty, and did not qualify for the 
reduct�on �n rest appl�cable to morn�ng and even�ng 
flights.  Despite this, he reported that he was not fatigued.  
However, fatigue has an insidious quality, and a person 
may be fat�gued and h�s performance �mpa�red w�thout 
real�s�ng �t.  The p�lot cont�nued on duty on the day of 
the acc�dent after a rest per�od, and �t appears that he was 
either not aware of the provisions of the operator’s flight 
t�me l�m�tat�ons scheme or elected not to adhere to them.  
The operator reported that the p�lot had not reported h�s 
duty t�mes correctly, but �t �s notable that the p�lot had 
been employed by the operator for a cons�derable per�od, 
and �t would be reasonable to expect that the p�lot’s 
report�ng should have been aud�ted and appropr�ate 
tra�n�ng and adv�ce g�ven, to enable accurate complet�on 
of these records.

It was clear, from the passenger recollect�ons, 
photographs, and v�deo record�ng that the balloon l�fted 
off when the v�s�b�l�ty was very poor, and was less than 
the required minimum for VFR flight.  The ensuing flight, 
above a layer of fog, placed the balloon �n a potent�ally 
hazardous pos�t�on: w�thout clear s�ght of the ground, 
the p�lot was unable to locate a su�table land�ng area and 
plan an approach.  Instead, he found h�mself mak�ng two 
descents into the fog, in the hope of finding a suitable 
area.  Although he used h�s map to ascerta�n that the area 
he approached on each occas�on appeared to be clear of 
obstruct�ons, h�s map d�d not show all obstruct�ons.  It 
was fortunate that the p�lot saw the power l�nes, wh�ch 
the balloon encountered on �ts second descent, �n t�me to 
cl�mb the balloon over them.  He was, however, unable 
to avo�d the large oak tree.
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The max�mum number of occupants of the balloon, as 

stated �n the operat�ons manual, was exceeded.  The 

operator reported that th�s was a result of an overs�ght 

�n the comp�lat�on of the�r operat�ons manual. 

Although there were the normal pressures on the p�lot 

to fly, both to complete the flight for the passengers and 

to der�ve �ncome, these d�d not account read�ly for the 

decision to fly in the prevailing conditions.  It is more 

probable that the p�lot bel�eved that the fog would l�ft 

during the flight, and this is reflected in his reassurances 

to the passengers before the launch.  Alternat�vely, a 

degree of fatigue may have affected his judgement.

The loss of the VHF rad�o, wh�lst the balloon was lodged 

aga�nst the oak tree, was unfortunate.  The p�lot was 

also us�ng a GPS rece�ver, wh�ch he had mounted on a 

rack together w�th the alt�meter, although there was no 

requirement for such navigation devices to be securely 

attached.  The �nvest�gat�on cons�dered the poss�b�l�ty of 

the GPS be�ng lost overboard; the s�tuat�on would then 

have been more grave s�nce the p�lot would have been 

left w�thout any means of determ�n�ng the balloon’s 

pos�t�on w�th the ground obscured.  It would therefore 

appear sensible that hand-held equipment, used for 

the nav�gat�on of a balloon, should be secured to the 

balloon to prevent such loss, and th�s was d�scussed 

w�th the CAA.

The lack of tra�n�ng or procedures relevant to a balloon 

pilot who finds himself flying above fog was discussed 

with the operator and the BBAC’s Flight Safety Officer, 

and �t was felt that by lay�ng down such procedures or 

prov�d�ng such tra�n�ng, balloon p�lots m�ght be more 

willing to risk finding themselves above fog, in the 

bel�ef that they would be able to use the procedures 

and tra�n�ng to carry out a normal and safe land�ng.  

Therefore, �t was not cons�dered appropr�ate to make 

a Safety Recommendat�on on th�s top�c.

Conclusions

Th�s acc�dent would have been avo�ded, and the 

passengers’ safety assured, had the p�lot delayed the 

launch unt�l the v�s�b�l�ty had �mproved to 5 km.

Safety actions

The CAA met w�th the operator’s accountable managers 

some weeks after the acc�dent and d�scussed the manner 

�n wh�ch the company ensured compl�ance w�th the 

terms of its Air Operator’s Certificate.  The CAA was 

satisfied that the company would introduce procedures 

to ensure that weather and terra�n cons�derat�ons were 

fully cons�dered �n future operat�ons.

Follow�ng d�scuss�ons w�th AAIB, the CAA has 

undertaken to consider requiring commercial balloon 

operators to attach hand-held navigation equipment, 

such as VHF rad�os and GPS rece�vers, to the balloon, 

by su�table means.  The Br�t�sh Balloon and A�rsh�p 

Club (wh�ch oversees sport balloon�ng �n the UK) has 

undertaken to cons�der mak�ng a s�m�lar suggest�on to 

�ts members.


