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INCIDENT

Aircraft Type and Registration:  Boe�ng 747-443, G-VLIP

No & type of Engines:  4  CF6-80C2B�F turbofan eng�nes

Year of Manufacture:  200� 

Date & Time (UTC):  5 July 2006 at 0905 hrs

Location:  Tax�way L�ma, London (Gatw�ck) A�rport

Type of Flight:  Publ�c Transport (Passenger)

Persons on Board:  Crew - �8 Passengers - 289

Injuries:  Crew - None Passengers - None

Nature of Damage:  Tra�l�ng edge sk�n of r�ght w�nglet damaged

Commander’s Licence:  A�rl�ne Transport P�lot’s L�cence

Commander’s Age:  34 years

Commander’s Flying Experience:  8,000 hours (of wh�ch 6,500 were on type)
 Last 90 days - 209 hours
 Last 28 days -   75 hours

Information Source: A�rcraft Acc�dent Report Form subm�tted by the operator

Synopsis

The r�ght w�ngt�p of the a�rcraft coll�ded w�th a blast 
fence when the a�rcraft was pushed back �nto an area 
of taxiway with insufficient clearance for its wingspan.  
Th�s and other large a�rcraft types were proh�b�ted from 
park�ng on stands �n th�s area but not from push�ng 
back onto the tax�way adjacent to them.  One safety 
recommendat�on was made.

History of the flight

The a�rcraft was parked on Stand 36 M�ddle at 
Gatw�ck A�rport pr�or to departure on a scheduled 
passenger flight to Antigua, West Indies.  The flight 
crew contacted Ground Movement Control (GMC) to 
request perm�ss�on to push back from the stand and 
start eng�nes.  GMC �nstructed the a�rcraft to push back 

and requested that a “long push” be conducted to allow 
an approach�ng a�rcraft to manoeuvre onto the stand as 
soon as �t was vacated.

The pushback was conducted by five ground personnel.  

Two ‘w�ng walkers’, respons�ble for observ�ng w�ngt�p 

clearance, a tug dr�ver and a dr�ver’s ass�stant were 

prov�ded by a ground handl�ng organ�sat�on contracted 

to the a�rcraft operator.  A ground eng�neer employed by 

the operator also attended the pushback and was able to 

communicate with the flight crew using a headset.

Dur�ng the pushback the w�ng walkers accompan�ed the 

a�rcraft unt�l �t crossed the l�ne �nd�cat�ng the boundary 

between the stand and the tax�way.  The pushback 
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then proceeded w�th the eng�neer fac�ng the a�rcraft 
and walk�ng bes�de the nose wheel.  The tug dr�ver 
cont�nued to push the a�rcraft clockw�se along Tax�way 
L�ma towards a pos�t�on abeam Stand 37 unt�l he was 
satisfied that G-VLIP was clear of the aircraft which 
was approaching the vacated stand.  Upon confirmation 
that the pushback was complete the commander appl�ed 
the park�ng brake and the eng�neer gave perm�ss�on to 
the tug crew to d�sconnect the towbar and return to the 
stand.  The flight crew then completed their taxi checks 
and the eng�neer unplugged h�s headset from the a�rcraft 
and returned to the stand.

After confirming with the engineer by hand signal that 
the nosewheel steer�ng bypass p�n had been removed, 
the flight crew requested taxi instructions from GMC.  
At that moment the flight crew received an interphone 
call from a cab�n crew member stat�ng that the r�ght 
w�ng t�p had coll�ded w�th the blast fence located 
alongs�de the tax�way.  Th�s had been noted by a 
passenger s�tt�ng �n a w�ndow seat on the r�ght hand 
side of the aircraft.  The flight crew cancelled the taxi 
request, adv�s�ng GMC that the a�rcraft had a techn�cal 
problem, and arranged for the eng�neer to return to the 
aircraft to confirm the collision.

The engineer confirmed that the wing tip had collided 
w�th the blast fence.  A local emergency was �n�t�ated by 
GMC and the �nc�dent was attended by the Aerodrome 
F�re and Rescue Serv�ce and pol�ce.  The a�rcraft was then 
towed to Stand 34 where the passengers d�sembarked.

Damage to aircraft

The tra�l�ng edge of the r�ght w�nglet had susta�ned sk�n 
damage �n �ts coll�s�on w�th the blast fence.  An �nspect�on 
of the surround�ng structure revealed no further damage 
and the a�rcraft was returned to serv�ce after repa�r.

Airport information

Stands 3� to 38 are arranged around the c�rcular head of 
P�er 3, wh�ch �s located at the north-west end of a spur 
attached to the South Term�nal at Gatw�ck A�rport (see 
Figure 1).  To increase parking flexibility, each stand has 
Left (L) and R�ght (R) park�ng pos�t�ons, wh�ch can be 
occup�ed s�multaneously by narrow-body a�rcraft, and a 
M�ddle park�ng lane wh�ch �s used by s�ngle w�de-body 
a�rcraft.  A�rcraft manoeuvre to and from the stands v�a 
Tax�way L�ma, wh�ch runs c�rcumferent�ally around 
the P�er 3 apron area.  The north-east segment of th�s 
tax�way �s bounded by a blast fence wh�ch protects 
adjacent roadways and bu�ld�ngs.  

The ed�t�on of the UK Aeronaut�cal Informat�on Package 
(AIP) current at the t�me of the �nc�dent stated:

‘Operators of aircraft with wingspans in excess of 
61 m must not use Taxiway Lima beyond stand 36 
to access stands 37 and 38.’

Aircraft were not specifically prohibited from pushing 
back onto the tax�way adjacent to Stands 37 and 38.

Pedestr�ans were not perm�tted to enter the tax�way area 
from the apron assoc�ated w�th each stand.  However, 
ground handl�ng staff �nvolved �n a�rcraft pushback 
operations were not specifically precluded from entering 
the tax�way �n the course of the�r dut�es.  Nevertheless, 
the general proh�b�t�on on pedestr�ans enter�ng th�s area 
was w�dely �nterpreted to mean that ‘w�ng walkers’, for 
example, were not allowed to do so.  Consequently, the 
‘w�ng walkers’ �nvolved �n the pushback of G-VLIP 
d�d not leave the stand area and were not able to g�ve 
gu�dance to the tug crew as the r�ght w�ng t�p approached 
the blast fence.
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Pushback operations

Tug Driver

Tug dr�vers w�ll commence pushback on rece�pt of a 
‘brakes released’ s�gnal from the eng�neer.  The tug w�ll 
then push the a�rcraft along the stand centrel�ne unt�l the 
a�rcraft �s clear of the apron and can be manoeuvred onto 
the tax�way centrel�ne.  If requested to accompl�sh a long 
push the tug w�ll cont�nue to push the a�rcraft backwards 
along the tax�way unt�l the dr�ver has determ�ned that 
there is sufficient room for another aircraft to turn in front 
of �t and enter the vacated stand.  There are, however, no 
mark�ngs on the ground or elsewhere to �nd�cate how 
far the a�rcraft should be pushed to ach�eve th�s.  On 
complet�on of the pushback the park�ng brakes of both 
the tug and the a�rcraft are appl�ed and, on �nstruct�on 
from the flight deck, the towbar is disconnected from 
the a�rcraft and the tug and towbar are dr�ven back to the 
apron. The pr�nc�pal duty of the tug dr�ver’s ass�stant �s 
to d�sconnect the towbar from the a�rcraft. 

The a�rcraft fuselage was pos�t�oned over the 
tax�way centrel�ne when the w�ngt�p coll�ded w�th 
the blast fence.

Engineer

Engineers communicate with the flight crew 
v�a a headset plugged �nto a receptacle on the 
aircraft nose gear leg.  When the flight crew 
confirm that the aircraft parking brake has been 
released, the eng�neer w�ll commun�cate th�s 
to the tug dr�ver and the pushback w�ll beg�n.  
Dur�ng the pushback the eng�neer w�ll superv�se 
a�rcraft eng�ne start�ng.  When the pushback �s 
complete the tug dr�ver w�ll commun�cate th�s 
to the engineer who will in turn notify the flight 
crew and request that the a�rcraft park�ng brake 
be set.  When instructed to do so by the flight 

crew, the eng�neer w�ll d�sconnect the headset, remove 
the steer�ng bypass p�n and move to one s�de of the 
aircraft to confirm its removal to the flight crew.  This 
completes h�s �nvolvement �n the pushback operat�on.

The eng�neer stated that on th�s occas�on he had 
pos�t�oned h�mself on the left of the a�rcraft (�e on �ts 
port s�de) dur�ng the pushback because th�s would allow 
h�m to see the left w�ng t�p as �t passed beh�nd the a�rcraft 
parked on Stand 37.  He could not see the r�ght w�ng t�p 
from th�s pos�t�on.

Wing walkers

The ‘w�ng walkers’ accompan�ed the a�rcraft unt�l �t crossed 
the boundary between the stand and the tax�way but, �n 
accordance w�th the accepted �nterpretat�on of A�rport 
Regulat�ons, they d�d not enter the tax�way.  The a�rcraft 
operator reported that when it asked for clarification of 
th�s po�nt the a�rport operator stated that �t would not object 
to ‘w�ng walkers’ enter�ng the tax�way wh�le carry�ng out 
the�r dut�es as part of the pushback team.

Direction of 
pushback

Figure 1  

P�er 3, Stands 3�-38 and blast fence
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Ground Movement Control

At the t�me of the �nc�dent, although controllers were 

not perm�tted to allocate Stands 37 and 38 to certa�n 

a�rcraft types (�nclud�ng the Boe�ng 747-400), push�ng 

such a�rcraft �nto the area of these stands was not 

expressly proh�b�ted.

Perception of collision risk

Neither the flight crew nor the ground personnel involved 

�n the pushback were aware that the w�ng t�p had coll�ded 

w�th the blast fence.  The operator cons�dered that the 

sweep of the a�rcraft w�ng together w�th the slope of 
the blast fence would make it difficult for an observer 

pos�t�oned at the front of the a�rcraft to determ�ne the 

d�stance between the a�rcraft w�ng t�p and the blast fence.  

The passenger who alerted the cab�n crew to the coll�s�on 

occup�ed seat 50K, a w�ndow seat on the r�ght hand s�de 

of the cab�n �n l�ne w�th the r�ght w�ng t�p.

Conclusion

The coll�s�on occurred when the a�rcraft was pushed 

back into an area of Taxiway Lima where insufficient 

clearance ex�sted between the blast fence and the tax�way 

centrel�ne to accommodate �ts w�ngspan.  The pushback 

was conducted �n accordance w�th standard procedures 

and the request to conduct a long push onto the tax�way 
area adjacent to Stands 37 and 38 was not specifically 

proh�b�ted by ex�st�ng local �nstruct�ons.  The tug dr�ver 

had no means of determ�n�ng when the extrem�t�es of a 

part�cular a�rcraft type had entered th�s area.

Follow-up action

On 5 July 2006 the a�rport operator �ssued a Manag�ng 

D�rector’s Instruct�on to all operators of large a�rcraft 

and all handl�ng agents proh�b�t�ng pushbacks �nto the 

area of Stands 37 and 38. 

‘Aircraft with wingspan of 61 m or more (this 
includes B747) on Lima must not be pushed back 
beyond stand 37R.

On 7 July 2006 the ground handl�ng organ�sat�on 
publ�shed an �nstruct�on to all tug dr�vers, dr�ver’s 
ass�stants and ‘w�ng walkers’ proh�b�t�ng long pushbacks 
of Boe�ng 747 and A�rbus A330 and A340 a�rcraft, 
add�ng:

‘If at any time you feel that what you are being 
requested to do is an unsafe practice, do not 
hesitate to question the procedure.

‘As a guide to tug drivers, do not push the nose 
wheel of any wide bodied aircraft past the 36L 
lead in arrow, but pull forward to straighten up 
if necessary.’

On �8 July 2006 the a�rcraft operator publ�shed the 
follow�ng �nternal not�ce stat�ng:

‘With immediate effect, long pushbacks from 
parking stand 36 are no longer approved.  This is 
due to the restricted wing tip clearance between 
parking stands 37, 38 and the blast fence located 
on the opposite side of the taxiway L’.

‘Crew should no longer be requested by Ground 
Movement Control (ATC) to conduct a “long 
push” from this stand.  Any request to do so 
should be queried with the Ground Movement 
Controller.’

The a�rcraft operator reported that members of ground 
staff �nvolved �n pushback operat�ons rema�ned under 
the �mpress�on that they were proh�b�ted from enter�ng 
the manoeuvr�ng area.  ‘W�ng walkers’ perform an 
�mportant role �n the safe manoeuvr�ng of large a�rcraft.   
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Consequently, the follow�ng recommendat�on was 
made:

Safety Recommendation 2006-137

It �s recommended that Gatw�ck A�rport L�m�ted 
should �ssue a Manag�ng D�rector’s Instruct�on or 
equ�valent not�ce adv�s�ng all operators and handl�ng 
agents that:

a. Ground staff �nvolved �n pushback operat�ons 
may enter the manoeuvr�ng area adjacent to 
stands to the extent necessary to prov�de 
pos�t�on gu�dance. 

b. Dur�ng pushback operat�ons the nosewheel 
of any w�de-bod�ed a�rcraft should not be 
pushed rearwards beyond the Stand 36L lead 
�n arrow.


