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INCIDENT

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

No & Type of Engines:  4 General Electr�c CF6-80C2B�F turbofan eng�nes

Year of Manufacture:  200�

Date & Time (UTC):  8 October 2006 at 0800 hrs

Location:  Near London (Gatw�ck) A�rport

Type of Flight:  Commerc�al A�r Transport

Persons on Board:  Crew - �9 Passengers - 365

Injuries:  Crew - None Passengers - None

Nature of Damage:  None

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

Commander’s Age:  53 years

Commander’s Flying Experience:  �4,754 hours (of wh�ch 6,340 were on type)
 Last 90 days - ��2 hours
 Last 28 days -   52 hours

Information Source:  A�rcraft Acc�dent Report Form subm�tted by the p�lot 
and enquiries by the AAIB

Synopsis

Follow�ng an �nstruct�on to take up the hold before 
commenc�ng an approach at London (Gatw�ck) A�rport, 
the commander declared an emergency to avo�d land�ng 
w�th F�nal Reserve Fuel.  The a�rcraft was g�ven pr�or�ty 
for the approach, and the final landing was achieved with 
7 tonnes of fuel rema�n�ng.  Company Reserve Fuel was 
7.4 tonnes and the F�nal Reserve Fuel was 3.9 tonnes.

History of the flight

Towards the end of a transatlantic flight the crew had 
checked the ATIS for the dest�nat�on of London (Gatw�ck) 
A�rport.  For the expected land�ng, the weather was good 
w�th v�s�b�l�ty greater than �0 km and the lowest cloud 
at �,200 ft aal.  

During the subsequent descent, the crew was instructed 

to take up the hold at ‘Goodwood’ and to expect a 

�0 m�nute delay pr�or to commenc�ng approach.  Due 

to earl�er route d�vers�ons because of adverse weather 

and a lower than forecast ta�lw�nd dur�ng the cru�se, 

the crew had insufficient fuel to accept any delay.  The 

commander adv�sed ATC that he could not accept a 

delay and was then asked �f he w�shed to declare an 

emergency or to d�vert.  The nom�nated d�vers�on was 

London (Heathrow) A�rport and the commander was 

aware that �t would be very busy at that t�me of day.  

He est�mated that �f he accepted the hold, h�s land�ng 

fuel would be close to F�nal Reserve Fuel.  W�th the 

knowledge that Gatw�ck A�rport was on s�ngle runway 
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operat�ons, the commander dec�ded that declar�ng an 
emergency was the most sens�ble opt�on and declared 
a ‘MAYDAY’.  The a�rcraft was then g�ven pr�or�ty for 
an approach and landed uneventfully at Gatw�ck.  The 
a�rcraft landed w�th 7 tonnes of fuel.

Relevant information

For the incident flight, the Company Minimum Reserve 
(CMR) Fuel was 7.4 tonnes, wh�ch was the normal 
m�n�mum fuel on land�ng.  Th�s compr�sed F�nal 
Reserve Fuel of 3.9 tonnes, which was the fuel required 
to hold for 30 m�n at �,500 ft aal, and 3.5 tonnes of fuel 
for the planned diversion.  If, during flight, the planned 
fuel at dest�nat�on fell below the CMR, the commander 
had to dec�de whether to �n�t�ate a d�vers�on or cont�nue 
to dest�nat�on.  H�s dec�s�on would be based on the 
cause of the delays, the actual and forecast weather at 
his alternate airfield, the serviceability of the approach 
a�ds at the alternate and the accuracy of en-route w�nds 
forecast between dest�nat�on and alternate.

The company Operat�ons Manual �ncluded the 
�nformat�on that the term ‘Fuel Emergency’ was 
not recogn�sed by UK ATC.  Crews are �nstructed to 
declare a ‘Pan’ when the est�mated fuel on land�ng was 

expected to be less than F�nal Reserve Fuel.  If the 
fuel on board reduced to an amount only sufficient for 
20 m�n endurance, then a ‘Mayday’ must be declared.

ATC procedures require that priority is given to 
a�rcraft �n emergency.  However, the declarat�on of 
‘MAYDAY’ w�ll not always result �n a total proh�b�t�on 
on other a�rcraft tak�ng off or land�ng at the nom�nated 
dest�nat�on.  Any proh�b�t�on would depend on the 
emergency and the d�stance and t�me �nvolved before 
the aircraft in emergency was on final approach.

Conclusion

W�th the �nformat�on that the a�rcraft had a �0 m�nute 
delay before start�ng the approach for land�ng, the 
commander had to dec�de whether to accept the hold, 
d�vert to h�s dest�nat�on or declare an emergency.  H�s 
ma�n concern was that accept�ng a hold would result �n 
the a�rcraft land�ng w�th close to F�nal Reserve Fuel.  
W�th h�s knowledge that he would probably encounter 
another delay at the alternate airfield of Heathrow, he 
dec�ded to declare an emergency for an approach to 
h�s pr�mary dest�nat�on.  Th�s was �n accordance w�th 
h�s company procedures but a ‘Pan’ call, rather than a 
‘Mayday’ would have been more appropr�ate.


