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ACCIDENT

Aircraft Type and Registration:  A�rborne Edge XT9�2-B/Streak III-B, G-CEHH  

No & Type of Engines:  � Rotax 9�2 p�ston eng�ne 

Year of Manufacture:  2005 

Date & Time (UTC):  28 March 2007 at �220 hrs

Location:  Blunts Lane, Potters Crouch, St Albans

Type of Flight:  Tra�n�ng

Persons on Board:  Crew - 2 Passengers - None

Injuries:  Crew - � (Fatal) Passengers - N/A
  � (Ser�ous) 

Nature of Damage:  Substant�al

Commander’s Licence:  Pr�vate P�lot’s L�cence

Commander’s Age:  54 years

Commander’s Flying Experience:  4,960 hours (of wh�ch 50 were on type)
 Last 90 days - 59 hours
 Last 28 days - 35 hours

Information Source:  AAIB F�eld Invest�gat�on

Synopsis

The flying instructor was demonstrating an ‘engine-off’ 
approach to his pupil, when the aircraft (a flex-wing 
microlight) struck a tree close to the final approach.  
Post-mortem tox�cology �nd�cated that the �nstructor’s 
blood alcohol level was �37 mg/�00 ml.  The UK 
prescr�bed l�m�t for p�lots �s 20 mg/�00 ml; that for 
dr�v�ng �s 80 mg/�00 ml.

History of flight

The aircraft departed on an instructional flight with 
the �nstructor, who held a CAA M�crol�ght Instructor 
rat�ng, �n the front seat and the student �n the rear; 
the �ntent�on was for the �nstructor to demonstrate an 
eng�ne-off (or ‘dead st�ck’) land�ng to the student, who 

was to undertake a General Sk�lls Test two days later.

Other microlight pilots at the airfield observed the aircraft 

take off normally from Runway 30, before cl�mb�ng out 

with a right-hand turn towards the airfield overhead.  

From a he�ght of approx�mately 2,000 ft, the a�rcraft 

entered a gl�de descent �n a left-hand c�rcu�t pattern for a 

land�ng on Runway 33.

The approach appeared normal at first, with the witnesses 

descr�b�ng the a�rcraft be�ng sl�ghtly h�gh (as they 

expected �n an eng�ne-off cond�t�on) before the speed 

�ncreased and a ser�es of S-turns was commenced.  The 

aircraft flew to the east of the extended runway centreline 
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and onto a r�ght base leg.  At th�s stage the w�tnesses 

assessed that the a�rcraft was rather low.

The a�rcraft’s left w�ng then �mpacted the top-most 

branches of a tree, some 50 to 70 ft agl and 200 m from the 

runway threshold.  The aircraft’s flight was significantly 

d�srupted by the �mpact w�th these branches, and �t fell 

to the ground some 80 m from the tree.  Members of the 

publ�c who were nearby ran to g�ve ass�stance, and were 

then joined by pilots from the airfield.

The p�lot of G-CEHH susta�ned fatal �njur�es �n the 

ground �mpact.  The student was severely �njured and 

could later recall very l�ttle of the day of the acc�dent.

Post-mortem examination and toxicology

A post-mortem exam�nat�on was carr�ed out on the p�lot 

by a spec�al�st av�at�on patholog�st and a tox�colog�cal 

�nvest�gat�on was conducted.  

The patholog�st’s report stated:

‘Toxicological examination of the pilot’s blood 
revealed a blood alcohol level 137 mg/100ml.  
The prescribed limit for a blood alcohol level for 
an individual acting as the pilot of an aircraft 
during flight, as laid down in the Railways and 
Transport Safety Act 2003, is 20 mg/100ml.  This 
contrasts with the legal limit for driving which 
in the UK is 80 mg/100ml.  Toxicology revealed 
alcohol levels of 183 mg/100ml in the vitreous and 
235 mg/100ml in the urine.’

The report also conta�ned calculat�ons related to alcohol 

consumpt�on and the rate at wh�ch alcohol �s metabol�sed 

�n the human body, tak�ng �nto account a number of 

var�ables:

‘These calculations suggest either that [the pilot] 

had consumed a quantity of alcohol the previous 

evening which would be sufficient to induce 

stupor or coma in most individuals, or that he had 

continued to consume alcohol at some stage in the 

12 hours prior to his death.’

Comment�ng on the p�lot’s l�ver, the patholog�st noted 

that �t was ‘fatty’ and that th�s ‘most likely represents the 

effect of chronic alcohol use’.  W�th regard to the fatal 

�njury susta�ned by the p�lot, the patholog�st reported 

that:

‘It is unlikely, given the nature of this type of 

aircraft, that any additional or alternative safety 

equipment would have prevented this injury.’

Accident site

The impact site was in a field of young crop and was 

approx�mately �66 metres from, and on the extended 

centreline of, Runway 33 at Plaistows Farm Airfield.  

To the east and west of the s�te the ground r�ses to 

approx�mately 85 feet above the he�ght of the acc�dent 

s�te.  The area to the east was graz�ng land and to the 

west a m�xture of woodland and agr�cultural land, w�th 

a l�ne of power cables, mounted on tall pylons, runn�ng 

�n a north-west to south-east d�rect�on.  Approx�mately 

80 metres to the east of the �mpact s�te there was a lone 

dec�duous tree, the upper branches of wh�ch were 50 to 

70 feet above ground level.  The area to the south-east 

of the accident site consisted of agricultural fields 

�nterspersed w�th farm bu�ld�ngs. 

Impact parameters

Exam�nat�on of the acc�dent s�te showed that the 

left outer w�ng of the a�rcraft �n�t�ally �mpacted a 

substant�al branch at the top of the lone dec�duous tree.  
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Th�s �mpact substant�ally damaged the structure of the 
left outer w�ng.  At the t�me of the �mpact w�th the tree 
�t �s est�mated that the a�rcraft was on a head�ng of 
about 270º, flying at a speed in the region of 65 mph, 
in level flight and possibly banked to the left.  At some 
po�nt, after th�s �mpact w�th the tree, the a�rcraft’s 
left outer w�ng collapsed upwards, wh�ch would have 
caused the a�rcraft to become unstable and, probably, 
uncontrollable.  The damaged a�rcraft cont�nued, on an 
approx�mate head�ng of 260º, unt�l �t struck the ground 
some 80 metres from the tree.  The a�rcraft’s nacelle 
�mpacted the ground w�th v�rtually no forward speed, 
banked to the left by almost 90º and �n an almost level 
p�tch att�tude.  The force of the ground �mpact severely 
d�srupted the structure of the nacelle.  All the parts of 
the a�rcraft were present at the acc�dent s�te. 
 
Engineering examination

There was good ev�dence to �nd�cate that the propeller 
was not rotat�ng at the t�me of the ground �mpact.  The 
eng�ne �gn�t�on sw�tches were found �n the ON pos�t�on.  
There was a smell of fuel around the wreckage and a 
quant�ty of fuel was found �n the fuel tank.  The fuel 
cock was found to be selected to the ON pos�t�on.  There 
was no post-impact fire.

A deta�led exam�nat�on of the a�rcraft’s structure and 
eng�ne systems found no ev�dence of d�sconnect�ons 
or restr�ct�ons pr�or to the �mpact w�th the tree.  The 
eng�ne was taken to the manufacturer’s UK agent’s 
fac�l�ty for exam�nat�on and test�ng; external and 
�nternal exam�nat�on showed no ev�dence of a fa�lure, 
d�sconnect�on or se�zure.  Both carburettor bowls 
contained fuel and both they and the fuel filter were 
free of contam�nat�on.  The eng�ne was �nstalled onto an 
airframe mounting, a replacement propeller fitted and a 
successful eng�ne test run was carr�ed out.

It �s, therefore, l�kely that the eng�ne would have started 
correctly �f th�s had been �n�t�ated before the coll�s�on 
w�th the tree.

Possible visual illusion and perspective

The tree, which the aircraft struck, had a clearly defined top, 
w�th some add�t�onal growth above �t; �t was th�s add�t�onal 
growth w�th wh�ch the a�rcraft coll�ded.  The poss�b�l�ty 
was cons�dered that, as the a�rcraft approached the tree, 
these uppermost branches m�ght have appeared to blend �n 
w�th other trees, further away.  To test the theory, the tree 
was viewed from the direction of the aircraft’s flight, using 
a hel�copter, and photographs were taken.  Wh�lst there was 
no doubt that the l�ne of s�ght took �n both the top branches 
of the tree, and other trees beh�nd, the �llus�on was not 
clearly apparent, and the test was �nconclus�ve.

Engine-off landings

P�lots of s�ngle-eng�ned a�rcraft are tra�ned to carry out 
forced land�ngs, to enable them to deal successfully w�th 
an unexpected engine failure in flight.  In microlight 
flying, the exercise is carried out either with the engine 
runn�ng at �dle power or w�th the eng�ne sw�tched off.  
If the eng�ne �s left runn�ng, �t �s poss�ble for the p�lot 
to advance the throttle at any t�me and ga�n thrust.  
However, the res�dual thrust from an �dl�ng eng�ne means 
that the a�rcraft handles somewhat d�fferently from an 
a�rcraft whose eng�ne has stopped, and also means that 
the a�rcraft’s rate of descent �s somewhat less than that 
follow�ng eng�ne fa�lure.  If the eng�ne �s sw�tched off, 
the propeller stops rotat�ng, there �s no res�dual thrust, 
and the rate of descent �s as �t would be �n the event of 
a genu�ne eng�ne fa�lure.  It �s usual for the eng�ne to 
be stopped by sw�tch�ng the �gn�t�on system OFF, and 
once the eng�ne and propeller have stopped, to select 
the �gn�t�on ON aga�n, so that act�vat�on of the electr�c 
start (where fitted) will cause the engine to run again.  
G-CEHH was fitted with a serviceable electric starter.
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Factors �nvolved �n eng�ne-off land�ngs were d�scussed 
w�th the Br�t�sh M�crol�ght A�rcraft Assoc�at�on 
(BMAA) execut�ve.  They stated that eng�ne-off 
land�ngs were not proh�b�ted, but that �n the�r op�n�on, 
such landings are best carried out at airfields where 
substant�al areas su�table for land�ng are ava�lable, so 
that a m�sjudged approach w�ll not hazard the a�rcraft 
and �ts occupants.  The d�scuss�on h�ghl�ghted the fact 
that eng�ne-off land�ngs requ�re prec�se judgement; 
�f the a�rcraft descends below the approach path, the 
des�red touchdown area may not be reached w�thout 
re-start�ng the eng�ne.  They offered the op�n�on that 
Plaistow’s Farm was quite a small airfield and was 
not �deally su�ted to eng�ne-off land�ngs dur�ng p�lot 
tra�n�ng.

Analysis

The aircraft struck a tree close to the final approach to 
the runway; the tree would not have presented a hazard 
�n the course of a normal approach but the S-turns 
resulted in the aircraft being flown to one side of the 
final approach, at very low height, and towards the tree.  
The �nvest�gat�on exam�ned the poss�b�l�ty of some 
v�sual �llus�on caus�ng the tree to merge w�th other trees, 
�n the d�stance (as perce�ved) but th�s was �nconclus�ve.  

It was apparent that, as the aircraft flew towards the 

final approach, the pilots were probably focussing their 

attent�on on the runway threshold, to the�r r�ght.  The 

tree, on the left, would not have been a po�nt of focus.  It 

�s log�cal that the student p�lot would have been  rely�ng 

on the commander’s expert�se, and would have been 

unl�kely to have �ntervened.  

The acc�dent occurred �n the course of an eng�ne-off 

approach.  The d�scuss�on w�th the BMAA �nd�cated 

that, whilst there were no specific rules about engine-off 

land�ngs, best pract�ce would be to carry out such 

exercises only where significant areas, suitable for 

land�ng, ex�st.  Then, a m�sjudged approach would not 

result �n the a�rcraft and occupants be�ng put at r�sk.

The level of alcohol �n the �nstructor’s body at the t�me 

of the acc�dent was such that h�s judgement was l�kely to 

have been ser�ously �mpa�red.

Safety Action

The BMAA has undertaken to publ�c�se to �ts members 

the hazards inherent in flying under the influence of 

alcohol or drugs.


