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Incident
	
Aircraft Type and Registration:	 Embraer 190AR, ZS-YAD 

No & Type of Engines:	 2 General Electric CF34-10E6 turbofan engines

Year of Manufacture:	 2017 (Serial no: 746)

Date & Time (UTC):	 17 June 2023 at 1235 hrs

Location:	 St Helena Airport

Type of Flight:	 Commercial Air Transport (Passenger) 

Persons on Board:	 Crew - 5	 Passengers - 28
 
Injuries:	 Crew - None	 Passengers - None
 
Nature of Damage:	 None

Commander’s Licence:	 Airline Transport Pilot’s Licence

Commander’s Age:	 Not provided

Commander’s Flying Experience:	 Not provided

Information Source:	 AAIB Field Investigation

	
Synopsis

The Air Accidents Investigation Branch (AAIB) was informed of concerns about a scheduled 
flight to St Helena on 17 June 2023 which encountered wind conditions necessitating  
two go-arounds, with the flight landing on the third attempt.  During enquiries into the event, 
a further report was received from a different source regarding another scheduled flight 
on 10 September, during which four go-arounds were made before a landing could be 
achieved.  The AAIB, as the nominated State Accident Investigation Authority for the British 
Overseas Territories of Saint Helena, Ascension and Tristan da Cunha, reviewed the events, 
but did not consider they met the ICAO definition of a serious incident.  However, the AAIB 
considered that the immediate issues identified warranted further investigation under the 
St Helena Civil Aviation (Investigation of Air Accidents and Incidents) Regulations 2019, to 
identify any potential safety improvements.

The subsequent investigation confirmed the challenging nature of operations to the airport 
due to its isolated location and wind effects acting on the final approach and runway.  It 
also identified issues with the aircraft operation, airport and diversion alternate which it 
considered needed to be addressed.  Safety Actions included the installation of runway 
distance marker boards and the imposition of additional wind limits by the operator.

Six safety recommendations are made to address intended improvements which have 
yet to be implemented and some improvements where agreement could not be reached.  
In particular, the matter of allowing relevant flights to nominate Wideawake Airfield on 
Ascension Island as a diversion, in accordance with the Wideawake Agreement of 2023, 
remained unresolved.
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Background

The AAIB was informed of concerns regarding a commercial flight to St Helena on  
17 June 2023.  These centred on the weather conditions at the time, which resulted in 
significant turbulence on the approach and the aircraft having to go-around twice late in 
the approach whilst it was over the runway.  The reporter considered the isolated nature of 
the airport may have put undue pressure on the crew to land in the prevailing conditions, 
because of the lack of a suitable alternate.  A further report was received by the AAIB from 
a different source regarding another commercial flight on 10 September 2023.  This flight 
had departed from Ascension Island and was due to fly to St Helena before then continuing 
on to Johannesburg.  It had to go-around four times due to turbulence before it could land at 
St Helena.  It’s onward flight to Johannesburg then had to be delayed until 12 September, 
due to continuing poor weather.   

St Helena

St Helena is a small island of 47 square miles situated in the South Atlantic, with a population 
of about 4,400 people.  It is part of the British Overseas Territory of St Helena, Ascension, 
and Tristan da Cunha.  The St Helena Government website describes it as ‘one of the 
remotest islands on Earth… 1,200 miles from Africa and 1,800 miles from South America.’  
It further states that ‘the only other near landmass is Ascension Island, which is 807 miles 
to the northwest.’ 

St Helena Airport

Historically, St Helena was only accessible by ship, with a UK Government owned vessel, 
the RMS St Helena, providing scheduled access for both goods and people.  The UK 
Government then made the decision to fund a major project to build an airport on the island, 
which was completed and certified to commence operations on 10 May 2016.

Geographical restrictions meant there were limited locations for siting the runway, which 
was constructed in an area called Prosperous Bay Plain.  Completion of the airport required 
extensive earthworks to accommodate the single 1,950 m long concrete runway, aligned 
01/191, at an elevation of 1,017 ft.  The location of the runway and the need for such 
extensive works meant that the land at either end of the runway dropped away steeply and 
there was only limited space available for parking aircraft.  

On completion, it was found the runway suffered from significant turbulence and wind shear 
due to the prevailing wind and local topography.  This predominately affected aircraft on 
final approach to Runway 19, sometimes preventing them touching down and requiring 
them to go-around.  The alternative of landing downwind on Runway 01 greatly reduced 
the turbulence problem, but resulted in significant payload restrictions due to the tail wind 
component encountered.  The situation was sufficiently severe that research was conducted 
in 2016 which indicated that significant changes to the local topography could considerably 
reduce turbulence and wind shear on the approach to Runway 19.  These changes were 
not, however, carried out and the situation remained.

Footnote
1	 The runway was redeclared in early 2022, being previously Runway 02/20.



3 All times are UTC©  Crown copyright 2026

 AAIB Bulletin: 	 ZS-YAD	 AAIB-29325

Certification of the airport is the responsibility of Air Safety Support International (ASSI), 
a not-for-profit wholly-owned subsidiary of the UK Civil Aviation Authority.  ASSI also has 
the responsibility for managing the civil aviation State Safety Programme for St Helena on 
behalf of the Governor.

Commercial air services

Commercial air services commenced on 14 October 2017 and the RMS St Helena’s final 
voyage from the island took place in February 2018, after which the ship was sold.  A 
tender had been run to select an operator to provide regular air services to St Helena in 
place of the ship, intended to start in 2016.  The original winner of the tender was based 
in South Africa and operated B737-800 aircraft.  It never commenced passenger flights 
after a single trial flight to St Helena on 18 April 2016 proved too problematic due to the 
issues with the turbulence on the approach.  A further operator was then selected, which 
was also based in South Africa, and operated the Embraer ERJ-190.  Prior to passenger 
operations commencing, the aircraft manufacturer conducted trial flights to the island in  
December 2016 to assess the aircraft’s suitability and the most effective means of operating 
flights under the prevailing conditions.  These trials were reported to be successful and 
passenger flights commenced in October 2017 under the new operator, initially on a weekly 
basis.  

The regular commercial flights to St Helena originated in Johannesburg and routed via 
Walvis Bay International Airport in Namibia, where aircraft refuelled before heading out over 
the Atlantic.  Most flights then returned from St Helena to Johannesburg the same day, but 
without requiring a refuelling stop in Walvis Bay en route.  Once a month, after landing in 
St Helena, the aircraft would continue to Ascension Island where it would stay overnight.  It 
would then return to St Helena the next day, before continuing to Johannesburg.

During the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, the flights from South Africa were suspended, with 
links to St Helena replaced by flights from the UK.  The UK operator chartered to provide 
these flights used both A318 and B757 aircraft.  Flights originated in the UK and flew via a 
refuelling stop in either Ascension Island or Accra, Ghana.  The flights carried sufficient fuel 
to divert from St Helena to Ascension.  At the end of the pandemic, commercial services 
re-started from South Africa in March 2022 with the previous operator and the UK charter 
flights ceased. 

Extended Diversion Time Operations (EDTO)

The operator involved in the flights on 17 June and 10 September 2023 applied EDTO 
operations to all its revenue flights conducted in twin-engine aircraft over a route that 
contained a point further than one hour flying time from an adequate alternate airport, at the 
approved one-engine inoperative (OEI) cruise speed (under standard conditions in still air).  
Under EDTO, enhanced standards were applied, which included specific requirements for 
maintenance, crew composition, airfield status and weather conditions, described in section 
10.16 of their Operations Manual.  Due to the isolated nature of St Helena, flights to the 
island originating in Walvis Bay were conducted under EDTO and, as an ‘isolated airport’, 
no diversion airport was necessary.  Despite this, the operator reported that there were, 
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however, numerous occasions where aircraft were still able to carry sufficient fuel to divert 
to Ascension Island as the closest available airport and only realistic alternative.  The return 
flights from St Helena to South Africa were also conducted under EDTO restrictions.  

Weather minima for the flights included the same crosswind limits for landing as other  
non-EDTO flights.  These conditions, however, needed to be forecast to exist from the 
earliest planned arrival time to an hour beyond the latest planned arrival time. 

The Operations Manual described a ‘Critical Point’ en route for EDTO flights, beyond which 
the aircraft only had sufficient fuel on board either to continue to the planned destination 
or to divert, but not both.  For flights to St Helena, this represented the point at which the 
decision needed to be made whether the conditions were suitable to land at St Helena, or 
to return to Walvis Bay.

Further details relating directly to St Helena were listed in Operations Manual Volume 3, 
Section 6.31.  These included a warning to expect severe turbulence on approach.  It stated 
that the route was only to be operated by selected crew, which was reported elsewhere as 
meaning a crew of two experienced captains who had undergone related training.  Under a 
subsection titled ‘Alternates’ it stated that no diversion was required, although ‘Ascension’ 
was listed, together with a warning of limited operational times.  This section also stated 
an island holding fuel reserve of two hours was to be carried (described under the EDTO 
section as at normal cruise consumption).  

Wind effects

The elevation of the airport and its proximity to the sea caused air to rise up over the 
neighbouring cliffs.  Gullies also caused the wind to accelerate in areas, with the joint effect 
resulting in large variations in wind speed along the length of the runway.  In addition,  
two rock outcrops called the King and Queen Rocks, extending about 200 ft above the 
airfield to the north-east of the runway, generated a large turbulent wake.  In the prevailing 
east to south-east winds, this could lead to significant wind shear and clear air turbulence 
across the final approach to, and touchdown zone of, Runway 19.  

The UK Met Office had a weather station on St Helena which provided weather information 
to the airport.  They provided the following general overview of the wind conditions at  
St Helena.  

‘The prevailing wind at St Helena is between east and south for 98% of the time.  
Across central and southern parts of the runway, the low-level wind remains 
typically from the southeast but is subject to varying degrees of acceleration.  
The northern part of the runway is often, and the final approach path almost 
always, in the lee of King and Queen Rocks, resulting in terrain-induced wind 
shear and highly variable surface winds.’
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The weather station used three anemometers to record wind information: one next to each 
threshold and one next to the runway, slightly beyond the mid-point of Runway 19.  There 
was also a Doppler LiDAR2 installed next to the Runway 19 touchdown zone.  Together, 
these had allowed a comprehensive collection of wind data to be accumulated since  
August 2016.  Comparing forecast versus observed winds had provided the ability to deduce 
typical wind patterns in different flow regimes.   

Met Office studies have shown the following wind effects on the runway:

	● Runway 19 threshold: very variable in direction, often more than 180° in 
a ten-minute period.  Mean wind speeds similar to those on Runway 01 
threshold, although much more variable, with gusts often likely at twice the 
mean wind speed.

	● Runway mid-point: similar in direction to the Runway 01 threshold wind, 
with little directional variation.  Windspeed is often twice the 925 hPa wind3, 
due to topographical funnelling.

	● Runway 01 threshold: relatively steady in both direction with speed 
generally less than the 925 hPa wind. 

Weather reporting

Weather reporting at St Helena Airport was provided by ATC controllers who were trained 
as Met Observers and who were supported by a Met Office forecaster.  Weather information 
was published on the St Helena Airport website page.  The weather section on the website 
was protected from general access by a password, available from the airport authorities 
for relevant users.  The airport reported they could also provide weather reports by other 
means, such as WhatsApp, to specific users.  Wider dissemination of aviation related 
weather reports for St Helena would need to be done through the Luanda-based part of 
the Aeronautical Fixed Telecommunication Network (AFTN)4.  Without this, transmission 
of weather data was prevented from being incorporated into more widespread information 
systems such as Lido, as used by the operator.  It also prevented automatic transmission 
of the latest weather updates by ACARS, meaning the operator had to relay weather 
information to their aircraft via their operations centre.

It is understood that attempts to be included under the Luanda-based AFTN had proved 
problematic and it was unlikely to be achieved in the foreseeable future.  Aircraft operating 
to St Helena were therefore reliant on third parties accessing the weather via the internet 
and relaying it to them by another means.  

Footnote
2	 Doppler LiDAR (light detection and ranging) is a remote‑sensing technology that uses laser light and the 

Doppler effect to measure wind speed, direction, and motion. 
3	 925hPa wind refers to the wind at a specific pressure level in the atmosphere, approximately 780 m above 

mean sea level.
4	 A global network of fixed telecommunication links used for the exchange of aeronautical messages, such as 

flight plans, NOTAMs and weather reports. 
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Reference to windshear and turbulence in TAFs has been adopted at some UK military 
airfields prone to adverse wind conditions, namely Gibraltar and Mount Pleasant in the 
Falkland Islands.  There is, however, no equivalent mechanism under existing guidance for 
inclusion of turbulence groups in forecasts at civilian airfields.  Windshear and turbulence 
forecasts were not therefore included in the St Helena published TAFs, although detailed 
weather reports were provided by the Met Office via the airport website.  
The Met Office forecaster at the airport also provided ATC with live information on the nature 
and height of any flow reversal (windshear) expected for aircraft when they were on their 
approach to land at the airport.  At the time of the flights, this relied on communications 
between the Met station, where the LiDAR terminal was based, and the air traffic controllers 
in the tower. 

An improved LiDAR system was due to be installed in 2026 which included an additional 
LiDAR terminal in the ATC tower.  Separate wind speed gauges have also been installed for 
each anemometer in the tower to allow them to be monitored simultaneously, replacing the 
single gauge that previously existed which had to be switched to check each anemometer 
in turn.

Weather forecasts for 17 June and 10 September 2023 

Met Office weather forecasts for both 17 June and 10 September 2023 are included in 
Appendices 1 and 2.  The planned landing time for the aircraft on both days was 1325 hrs.
     
The forecast for 17 June was issued at 0430 hrs that day.  The TAF predicted a steady wind 
of 18 kt from 160° with gusts up to 32 kt at the aircraft’s planned arrival time.  The detailed 
wind forecast gave a Runway 19 threshold wind speed of about 21 kt, gusting up to 36 kt for 
the same time period.  A later updated TAF received by ACARS at 1132 hrs gave a forecast 
wind speed of 20 kt from 160°, gusting to 34 kt.  The forecast predicted a 30-39% chance 
of severe turbulence.

The forecast for 10 September was issued at 0725 hrs that day.  The maximum steady 
forecast wind on the TAF was 30 kt from 160°, gusting up to 48 kt, but with the possibility of 
the wind speed temporarily reaching 38 kt with gusts up to 60 kt.  The detailed wind forecast 
gave a Runway 19 threshold speed of 28-35 kt gusting 42-50 kt with a 30-39% chance of  
38 kt gusting 58 kt.  The forecast predicted an over 50% chance of severe turbulence.

Wind reports 

The Met Office provided recordings of the actual wind conditions at St Helena Airport for 
both 17 June and 10 September 2023.  On 17 June, at the aircraft’s planned arrival time of 
1325 hrs, the 10-minute average wind speed at the mid-point reached 40 kt.  The general 
wind direction was around 180° true at the Runway 19 mid-point and 180°/160V220 for the 
Runway 19 threshold.
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Figure 1 

St Helena Airport Wind Recordings - 17 June 2023

On 10 September, the 10-minute average wind speed at the Runway 19 mid-point was 
consistently 40 kt and above, and at the threshold around 30 kt.  The wind direction gave a 
general head wind along Runway 19.  
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Figure 2
St Helena Airport Wind Recordings - 10 September 2023

Wind limits

The operator’s landing crosswind limit for a dry runway was 38 kt and for a wet runway  
31 kt, with neither limit required to take account of gust speeds.

The operator published Briefing Notice EMJ HLE 001 on 28 February 2025 introducing a  
55 kt runway mid-point maximum wind limit for dispatch.  They reported that, from experience, 
wind speeds at the mid-point up to 55 kt generally resulted in manageable flying conditions 
during the approach, but that windshear increased significantly above this speed.  

Aircraft information

Autothrottle system

The E190 autothrottle system employs a series of motors and mechanical clutch mechanisms 
which, when engaged, drive the throttle levers to a position corresponding to the calculated 
engine N1 setting required to achieve a selected airspeed or vertical profile.  The system 
can drive the throttle levers between the flight idle and go-around detents and allows for 
pilot inputs to override the autothrottle within this range without disengaging it.  When the 
pilot releases the throttle levers, the autothrottle system will automatically return the throttle 
levers back to the commanded throttle setting to achieve the selected airspeed.
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Manually moving the throttle levers with the autothrottle engaged results in an ovrd (override) 
indication appearing on the Flight Mode Annunciator (FMA) on each pilot’s Primary Flight 
Display (PFD), in place of the currently active autothrottle mode.  The autothrottle override 
annunciation is recorded to the FDR and Quick Access Recorder (QAR) once per second 
as being either ‘active’ or ‘inactive.’

With the autothrottle engaged, the activation of a windshear warning results in the autothrottle 
system automatically positioning the throttle levers to the TO/GA position, to assist the 
crew in executing a go-around and windshear escape manoeuvre.  The crew, however, 
are still required to manually advance the throttle levers beyond the go-around thrust to the  
max detent (see next section).

Aircraft braking

The aircraft has an autobrake system with four different levels of braking available: low, med, 
high and rto (for takeoff only).  For landing, the required autobrake setting is determined 
by reference to the relevant performance data for the particular runway being used.  Where 
performance is limited, autobrake alone may be insufficient, requiring the manual application 
of full braking on touchdown.  When this is required, the manufacturer recommended that 
autobrake high is still selected, to allow the aircraft to commence maximum automatic 
braking on touchdown prior to the application of full manual braking.  

Windshear cautions and warnings

The manufacturer advised that windshear caution and windshear warning alerts were 
generated by the EGPWS, taking account of aircraft configuration, radio altitude and wind 
conditions.  The alert appeared on both pilots’ PFDs, with a windshear caution being 
displayed in orange and a windshear warning being displayed in red.  In the event of a 
windshear warning, by pressing the TO/GA button or advancing the throttle levers to the  
TO/GA position, the vertical flight director mode entered a ‘windshear escape’ mode.

Response to windshear cautions and warnings

In the event of a windshear caution activation, the manufacturer’s Standard Operating 
Procedures Manual (SOPM) permitted pilot discretion as to whether to continue the approach 
or go-around, based on the known conditions.  However, whenever a windshear warning 
occurred, the SOPM required that the approach must be discontinued and the ‘windshear 
go-around’ procedure followed.

No specific modelling had been conducted by the aircraft manufacturer to determine whether 
the warning system was valid for the specific wind conditions encountered at St Helena due 
to the local terrain.  Irrespective of this, the manufacturer’s Standard Operating Procedures 
(SOPs) stated that all windshear warnings must be treated as genuine and a go-around 
manoeuvre flown. 
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The operator’s Operating Manual, OM-1 Section 10, 10.13.26.5 paragraph (h), however, 
stated:

‘During the approach, a go around shall be executed in the event of negative 
windshear.  However, in conditions of turbulence associated with strong winds 
and not thunderstorm or frontal activity, a warning may be treated as cautionary 
provided that this warning has been anticipated, briefed for in the approach 
briefing threat and error and appropriate allowance made.’ 

Windshear go-around procedure

Following a windshear warning, if engaged, the autothrottle advanced the throttle levers 
to the TO/GA position.  The windshear go-around procedure required that the handling pilot 
then manually advanced the throttle levers to the max detent, which is past the go-around 
power throttle lever detent.  This results in the autothrottle system disengaging and giving 
maximum available power.  After escaping windshear, the handling pilot reduces the throttle 
levers to the go-around detent, at which point the autothrottle can be re-engaged by using 
a switch on the mode control panel. 

Recorded information

By the time the AAIB was made aware of concerns about the flights on both 17 June and  
10 September 2023, the relevant CVR and FDR information had been overwritten.  However, 
flight data was available from the QAR via the operator’s Flight Data Monitoring (FDM) 
program, which allowed analysis of the data from these flights. 

Wind speed and direction, calculated by the Flight Management System (FMS) using 
data from several aircraft sensors, were also recorded by the QAR.  The FMS continually 
sampled this data, processing it through filtering algorithms, to generate wind calculations.  
This created a slight lag between changes in actual wind conditions, and those recorded on 
the QAR and displayed on the cockpit instrumentation.

The FMS Target Speed was recorded which corresponded with the selected approach 
speed, VAPP, during the approach.  The selected autobrake setting, and the footbrake forces 
and deflections, were also recorded.  These are discussed further in the aircraft performance 
section of this report.

17 June 2023

QAR data from the 17 June flight indicated that three landing attempts were made at  
St Helena.  The recorded wind speed and direction calculated by the FMS were consistent 
with those forecast in the TAF, indicating a wind direction from around 140°, and speed 
between 20 - 24 kt.  For all three approaches, autobrake low setting was selected.

During the first two approaches, which were separated by about seven minutes, recorded 
data indicated a reduction in FMS-calculated wind speed by about 20 kt when the aircraft was 
between 100-200 ft aal.  At the same time, the wind direction changed from a crosswind from 
the left to a crosswind from the right with a slight headwind component.  This corresponded 
with a recorded airspeed reduction of about 5 kt.  
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Recorded data indicated that during the first approach there were no windshear warnings.  
The crew manually overrode the autothrottle system at about 200 ft aal, both reducing 
and increasing thrust, with the ovrd indication remaining active until the aircraft was 
approximately over the threshold.  The go-around thrust mode was then selected as 
the aircraft descended above the touchdown zone to a radio height of 28 ft agl and then 
climbed away.  Following the activation of the go-around mode, the autothrottle system was 
disconnected and remained so for the rest of the flight.

During the second approach, despite only similar changes in the wind speed and direction 
as detected during the first approach, a windshear warning was triggered at about  
160 ft aal.  Recordings showed that, with the autothrottle already disengaged, the throttle 
levers were moved to the full power position, before being moved to the idle position about  
two seconds later.  The commander stated that he did this in order to control the increase in 
airspeed associated with the positive windshear encountered and avoid a flap overspeed.  
Before the engines had reached idle N1, the throttle levers were then moved to a position 
corresponding to an N1 of about 70%.  The windshear warning cleared about 10 seconds 
after it appeared, as the aircraft descended through 60 ft aal.  About 12 seconds later, the 
data showed the go-around mode was selected at a radio height of 8 ft agl, with the aircraft 
approximately 800 ft beyond the touchdown aiming point marker, as it began a go-around.

During the third approach, as the aircraft descended through approximately 150 ft aal, a 
change in FMS-calculated wind strength and direction was again recorded.  The wind speed 
was reduced by approximately 10 kt and changed from having a headwind component 
to a slight tailwind, before reversing back to a headwind again.  No windshear warning 
was recorded during this approach.  The aircraft touched down at 1329:41 hrs, within the 
touchdown zone just past the aiming point marker.  The fuel quantity remaining onboard at 
touchdown was 5,600 kg, sufficient to divert to Ascension Island.

10 September 2023

The flight on 10 September was the monthly flight from Ascenion Island to St Helena, 
operated using another Embraer 190AR, registration ZS-YAJ, during which five landing 
attempts were made.  The crew reported that the wind at the runway mid-point kept  
re-energising the aircraft, making it difficult to land safely within the touchdown zone.  The 
first four approaches were flown directly one after the other and all resulted in the aircraft 
having to go-around.  Following the fourth go-around, the aircraft then entered a hold for 
about 25 minutes before successfully landing at the fifth attempt. 

Different autobrake settings were selected for the landing attempts.  The first approach 
used autobrake low, approaches two, three, and five used autobrake med and approach 
four used autobrake high.  

Recorded data indicated that a windshear warning activated during the first, third and 
fourth landing attempts at between 185-280 ft aal.  The recorded wind speed and direction 
calculated by the FMS indicated winds from about 140°, varying between 26 - 35 kt, 
consistent with those forecast in the relevant TAF.  The data indicated that the wind speed 
was relatively steady until the point at which windshear was encountered.
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On the first approach, the windshear warning appeared at about 185 ft aal.  The data 
showed the autothrottle entered the go-around mode with the throttle levers moving to the 
go-around power position, before they were overridden and quickly moved back to about 
the mid-range position.  Both the windshear warning and go-around mode remained active, 
with the autothrottle being manually overridden as the aircraft deviating several times from 
the 3° glidepath in a sine wave pattern.  Falls below the glidepath corresponded with the 
throttle levers being pushed forward and climbs above the glidepath corresponded with the 
throttle levers being pulled back.  The windshear warning ceased at about 50 ft aal, about 
12 seconds after it started.  A go-around was then commanded about 9 seconds later, when 
the aircraft was at a height of about 5 ft over the runway, beyond the end of the touchdown 
markers.  

On the third approach, the autothrottle advanced the throttle levers to the TO/GA position 
in response to a windshear warning, which occurred at about 230 ft aal, and were then 
manually retarded to the idle position about four seconds later.  The autothrottle remained 
engaged with the go-around mode also remaining active.  The windshear warning stopped 
at about 20 ft aal, about 15 seconds after it started.  Recorded data indicated that the 
autothrottle was being overridden until a go-around was commenced from a radio height of 
about 1 ft aal, with the aircraft nearly halfway down the runway.

On the fourth approach, a windshear warning was triggered at about 280 ft aal and remained 
active for about 10 seconds.  This led to further multiple overriding of the go-around auto 
thrust mode, as in the previous approaches.  The autothrottle was disengaged at about  
140 ft aal, just as the windshear warning ceased, and the approach was continued.  About 
6 seconds later, a go round was initiated from a radio height of about 40 ft aal, just beyond 
the runway threshold. 

On the successful landing attempt, FMS position data indicated that the touchdown occurred 
between the last two touchdown zone markers, corresponding to about a third of the way 
along the length of the runway.  The aircraft touched down at 1419 hrs with 6,200 kgs of fuel 
onboard, having departed Ascension Island with about 12,200 kg.  Flight paperwork noted 
a diversion fuel requirement of 4,700 kg back to Ascension. 

Aircraft performance

Approach speed calculations

The speed required to be flown during the final approach (VAPP) was calculated by adding a 
safety increment to the appropriate reference speed (VREF) for the runway in use.  This was 
intended to ensure that turbulence or gusts would not result in the aircraft flying below VREF 
at any point on the approach.  It was limited to a maximum increment of 20 kt to protect 
against over speeding the flaps and was calculated by adding half the steady headwind 
component plus any gust factor to the reference speed.  One of the pilots commented that 
the speed increment chosen for these flights was based on experience for the prevailing 
conditions.
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Tables 1 and 2 summarise the VREF speeds based on recorded aircraft gross weights, and 
the calculated VAPP based on forecast wind data for each approach on the flights on 17 June 
and 10 September.  The actual recorded airspeed at the 1,000 ft aal and 500 ft aal gates, 
as well as the airspeed above the threshold, are also shown.

Approach VREF (kt) Expected 
VAPP (kt)

FMS Target 
VAPP (kt)

Indicated Air Speed (kt)
1,000 ft 500 ft 50 ft

1 119 139 129 128 130 132
2 119 139 129 137 130 154
3 118 138 129 135 132 138

Table 1
Reference, target and actual airspeeds for the approaches on 17 June 2023

Approach VREF (kt) Expected 
VAPP (kt)

FMS Target 
VAPP (kt)

Indicated Air Speed (kt)
1,000 ft 500 ft 50 ft

1 125 145 135 134 137 149
2 125 145 135 155* 150 141
3 125 145 135 155* 151 154
4 122 142 142 149 146 168
5 122 142 132 136 145 139

(*) This corresponded with the top of descent onto approach

Table 2
Reference, target and actual airspeeds for the approaches on 10 September 2023

Landing distance calculations & braking performance

An assessment was made of the landing distance required for a series of braking regimes, 
using the recorded aircraft weight, airfield information and weather conditions at the time 
of the approaches.  This revealed that in order to land with the required 15% safety margin 
in the 1,550 m landing distance available on Runway 19, an autobrake setting of high was 
required for each of the approaches made.  

For the landing on 17 June, autobrake low was set and five seconds after touchdown 
manual braking was applied using about 20% of the available brake pressure.  The aircraft 
slowed to about 10 kt by the end of the runway where it turned in the runway turning circle 
through 180° to taxi back to the runway exit.     

For the landing on 10 September, autobrake med was set and about 17 seconds after 
touchdown manual braking was applied using about 20% available brake pressure.  Again, 
the aircraft slowed to about 10 kt by the end of the runway where it turned in the runway 
turning circle through 180° to taxi back to the runway exit.    
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Manufacturer’s flight trial 

The manufacturer’s flight trial to St Helena in 2016 was conducted in December, a month 
when wind conditions are generally more favourable.  These flights included instructional 
flights with the operator.  

The flights conducted did not encounter any windshear warnings, however, the manufacturer 
advised that, on crossing the turbulence zone, emphasis should be given to aircraft energy 
management.  This included the use of the auto throttle override function whenever 
needed to promptly tackle aircraft energy variations.  In addition, the manufacturer’s SOPs 
emphasised that all windshear warnings should be complied with and a full windshear  
go-around manoeuvre flown.  

They also advised that due to the nature of the approach, they would expect the aircraft to 
be fully stable by 1,000 ft aal or a missed approach flown.

Stabilised approach criteria

The operator’s Flight Crew Operating Manual (FCOM), Section 3.28.1, contained the 
operator’s stabilised approach criteria as follows:

‘A go-around is mandatory if the approach is not stable by 500 ft AFE but should 
be stable by 1,000 ft AFE in IMC.  A stable approach is a contributing factor to 
a successful flare and touchdown.  Unstable approaches may result in difficult 
landings with unexpected sink rates, side loads or bounce backs.  An approach 
is considered stabilised when all of the following criteria are met:

a)	 The airplane is on the correct horizontal and vertical flightpath.

b)	 Only small changes in heading and pitch are required to maintain this 
flightpath.

c)	 The airplane speed is between Vref and Vapp + 10 kts.

d)	 Thrust setting is stabilised above idle and appropriate for configuration, 
target speed and constant rate of descent.

e)	 The airplane is in the desired landing configuration.

f)	 Sink rate less than:

	● 1000 fpm on a 3° slope
	● 1100 fpm on a 3.1° to 3.5° slope
	● 1200 fpm on a 3.6° to 4° slope
	● 1300 fpm on a 4.1° to 4.5° slope

g)	 Checklists have been completed.

h)	 Instrument Approaches: deviations within half scale deflection of the 
GS/GP and LOC/LNAV/CDI.
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i)	 Visual Approaches: within 10° of the runway centreline track and on the 
glide path.’

The data indicated that all three approaches on the 17 June flight met the stabilised approach 
criteria at the 500 ft aal gate.

On the 10 September, the first, fourth and final approaches met the stabilised approach 
criteria at the 500 ft aal gate.  The second and third approaches did not meet the criteria as 
the aircraft was configured with flaps 5 (20°) at 500 ft, with full flap then being selected later 
in the approach.  On the second approach, the speed criterion at the 500 ft gate was also 
not met as the aircraft was faster than VAPP + 10 kt by 11 kt. 

The fourth approach had flaps 5 (20°) set at 500 ft, but as this remained for the remainder 
of the approach, this was considered to be the final landing flap setting intended.

Wideawake Airfield, Ascension Island

Ascension Island, forming part of the UK Overseas Territory of St Helena, Ascension, and 
Tristan da Cunha, has a single airport, jointly operated by the UK and US military.  The 
operation of the airport relies on an agreement between the UK and US governments, 
originally drawn up in 1956 and which has been periodically updated.  This included 
an ‘exchange of notes’ which came into force on 6 June 2016 ‘Concerning the Use of 
Wideawake Airfield on Ascension Island by Civil Aircraft (Air Links and Alternate Aerodrome 
Agreement)’, pre-empting the commencement of commercial flights to and from St Helena.  
This was followed by a revised agreement which came into force on 9 June 2023.  Article I 
of the agreement stated the following:

‘Civil Use of Wideawake Airfield 

1.	 In accordance with the provisions of this Agreement and its Annex, which 
shall constitute an integral part of this Agreement, Wideawake Airfield shall 
be open for use by civil aircraft engaged in the following air services: 

a.	 Scheduled and non-scheduled domestic commercial air services between 
Ascension and St.  Helena, as defined in paragraph 2; and 

b.	 Scheduled international and non-scheduled international air services 
departing from or destined for St.  Helena, if it is either impossible 
or inadvisable for the aircraft in question to proceed to or land at the 
aerodrome of intended landing and the operator of the aircraft has in 
advance selected Wideawake Airfield as an alternate aerodrome for the 
purposes of flight operations.

2.	 “Commercial air services” means air services provided by a carrier that 
transports passengers, cargo, or mail for remuneration or hire and offers its 
services to the general public.’
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Other parts of the agreement covered the provision of various facilities at the airfield.  
This included the US authorities being responsible for ATC, air navigation services and 
firefighting.  The UK authorities were responsible for meteorological, airfield ground 
handling and passenger handling facilities and services, as well as any supplementary 
firefighting and crash and rescue cover that may be required by civil aircraft using the 
airfield.  Some services at the airport were contracted out to civilian companies, including 
ATC and firefighting, as well as certain airfield ground handling functions.  Due to the low 
frequency of flights, elements of the operation were not continuously open, but could be 
staffed at about an hour’s notice.  The UK Royal Air Force (RAF) Operations Centre for the 
airfield was, however, open 24 hours a day.  

The agreement limited the number of civil movements each week to four, which included 
any takeoff or landing.  Aircraft nominating the airfield as a diversion did not count towards 
this total, unless they actually diverted there.  The number of movements was also open to 
periodic review, should it be needed.

Despite the existence of the agreement, the RAF Operations Centre would not accept any 
civilian flights covered by the agreement nominating Wideawake Airfield as a diversion, 
although they stated they would accept such flights, where possible, in an emergency.  The 
reason they stated was the limited ground handling resources available to service flights, 
especially should more than one flight arrive at any one time.  In particular, they pointed 
to a lack of available accommodation for passengers should an aircraft be required to stay 
overnight.    

Communications by the RAF with the AAIB showed a lack of willingness to engage in 
discussion on the issue by the relevant authorities, or to nominate those taking responsibility 
for it.  Rather, responsibility was suggested to lie with the operator or the South African CAA.  
The RAF stated that they had discussed their position with the operator who were willing to 
accept it.

Protracted enquiries by the AAIB finally identified that responsibility for the operation of 
RAF Ascension Island Base fell to the Cyber and Specialist Operations Command (CSOC) 
within the Ministry of Defence.  They stated that they considered the base was operating 
within the position set out under the Wideawake Agreement 2023.  They further stated that, 
as a military airfield, its civil use was subject to specific conditions.  These included the 
requirement for advance notification, confirmation of capacity, and assurance that support 
to civilian aircraft can be provided without adversely affecting defence operations.  These 
provisions governed both routine use and any request by civilian operators to nominate 
the airfield as a diversion option.  These comments contradicted previous responses by 
the RAF that under no circumstances was the airfield to be nominated by the operator as 
a diversion.  The lack of implementation of the provisions for allowing civilian diversions 
to Wideawake Airfield at an operational level was explained to be due to a lack of ground 
handling resources and available accommodation for passengers on Ascension Island.  
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St Helena Airport diversion procedures

St Helena Airport described having a good working relationship with the RAF Operations 
Centre on Wideawake Airfield, but neither organisation had SOPs or agreements in place 
for arranging diversions of aircraft from St Helena.  The St Helena Airport’s Manual of Air 
Traffic Services (MATS) contained a chapter on aircraft diversion procedures as follows:

‘CHAPTER 3. AIRCRAFT DIVERSION PROCEDURES 

3.1. On receipt of information that an aircraft is diverting into St Helena, Air 
Traffic Control will inform the Aerodrome Manager, who will inform all relevant 
agencies at the Airport. 

3.2. Aircraft diversions from St Helena will be as determined by the pilot and 
handled by Air Traffic Control. 

3.3. In the event of deteriorating weather conditions at FHSH for inbound flight 
that has passed the Point of No Return (PNR) or Equal Time Point (ETP), the 
Aerodrome Manager shall be notified. The Aerodrome Manager shall take the 
following actions: Establish communication with Ascension to initiate the Airlink 
diversion plan. 

[the] (sic) Aerodrome Manager shall notify the following authorities: 

	● Ascension Island Government (AIG) Administrator 
	● Governor 
	● Chief Secretary 
	● Airlink OCC/Relevant operator

FHSH ATC shall keep the flight crew advised of frequent weather conditions. 
Once a decision to divert has been made a diversion message shall be sent on 
AFTN and coordination made with FNLU Oceanic.’

The MATS, however, contained no detailed instructions for ATC staff at St Helena regarding 
points of contact at Wideawake Airfield, or means of communication.  This was of particular 
importance as the RAF Operations Centre reported having only a very limited communication 
infrastructure with unreliable landlines and internet connections.  Whilst key services such 
as ATC were not continually available at Wideawake Airfield, the flying time to get there from 
St Helena was sufficient for these services to be brought into operation before an aircraft’s 
arrival.  

St Helena runway touchdown zone markings

The standard ICAO touchdown markings consist of a series of paired stripes, one either side 
of the centreline, spaced at intervals down the runway at set distances.  At St Helena, the 
first set of stripes began 150 m from the threshold, with three further sets of stripes spaced 
at 150 m intervals (Appendix 3).  This was the same for both runway directions and, due 
to the relatively short length of the runway, meant that the final set of stripes when landing 
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in either direction was only approximately 300 m away from the adjacent set of stripes for 
the opposite runway.  This could potentially lead to a pilot misinterpreting how far down the 
runway the aircraft was when touching down.  

The aerodrome chart contained in the Aeronautical Information Publication (AIP) for  
St Helena Airport noted this potential problem and marked a hot spot on the runway, referred 
to as HS1.  This covered the area between the final touchdown markings for both runway 
directions with the following caution:

‘HS1 Caution: short distance between final touchdown zone markings for 
runway 01 and 19 can lead to miscalculation of remaining distance available to 
landing aircraft.’ 

ICAO defines an aerodrome hot spot as:

‘a location on an airport movement area with a history or potential risk of 
collisions or runway incursion, and where heightened attention by pilots/drivers 
is necessary.’5

The term is, however, sometimes used to highlight potential areas of concern which might 
otherwise be missed.  In this case, the potential for confusion should have also appeared 
under the remarks section in FHSH AD Section 2.9 but was absent. 

Aircraft operator’s comments

The operator stated that it was not possible to establish if there would be windshear or 
not based on the forecast winds.  Whilst these might forecast the possibility of windshear 
over a period of time, this was not sufficiently precise to allow for accurate planning as 
the conditions changed constantly.  This was complicated by the threshold, mid-point and 
upwind threshold winds all being different, in both direction and speed.  The operator stated 
the crosswind was not generally a limiting factor.  

The operator believed this made limiting the number of go-arounds flown before holding off 
for an improvement in the wind conditions of little value.  Rather, it was considered that, due 
to the constantly changing nature of the wind, it was better to repeatedly fly approaches until 
the conditions on a particular approach allowed a successful landing.  This, they stated, 
was different to a scenario where the cloud base or visibility was limiting where it was more 
straightforward to determine whether they were within limits or not prior to commencing an 
approach.  They considered that at St Helena, limiting the number of approaches that could 
be flown would force the crew to enter the hold, limiting opportunities to land whilst burning 
fuel.  

Pilots were required to go-around if the approach was unstable.  The operator also 
encouraged them to go-around if they were otherwise unsure it was safe to continue.  They 
specifically selected experienced crew for the route which was always flown by two captains 
because of the difficult conditions.  

Footnote
5	 ICAO Annex 4 – Aeronautical Charts, 11th Edition, July 2009, page 1-5.
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Both the flight on 17 June and 10 September were flown by the same flight crew, with one 
pilot acting as commander on 17 June and the other on 10 September.  As required, they 
were both experienced captains and there were no comments raised by the operator during 
conversations with the AAIB giving rise to any concerns on their performance, which was 
monitored by the operator’s FDM program.

When asked by the AAIB, the operator made the following recommendations to improve the 
safety of flights to St Helena.

	● Installation of distance marker boards on Runway 19. 

	● The provision of forecast and actual weather conditions for St Helena so 
that they could be broadcast automatically by aviation information providers, 
such as Lido, through ACARS.  They stated this ‘could potentially improve 
safety significantly if it was possible to obtain the FHSH weather via ACARS 
as we would immediately receive updates when a new TAF or METAR is 
published.  Lido would then also receive weather updates and immediately 
alert the flight follower of any adverse conditions.’

	● Ensuring the passing of information by ATC during the final stages of the 
approach regarding the nature and expected height of any flow reversal 
(windshear) became a standard procedure. 

	● Ensuring the availability of Wideawake Airfield on Ascension Island as a 
planned diversion airport.  This would be of importance where there had 
been a deterioration in the weather below that forecast, after passing the 
critical point.  It could be based on a 90-minute callout basis due to the flight 
time between St Helena and Ascension.  This statement contradicts that by 
the RAF that the operator was content with the current arrangement.

AAIB Analysis

The construction of the airport at St Helena presented a major engineering challenge 
imposed by the terrain, environmental conditions and isolated nature of the island, with 
similarly challenging operational issues experienced once the airport was complete.  The 
airport has become the main transport link for St Helena and it is important that those using 
it can do so with confidence.  

The AAIB investigation was instigated by concerns about specific flights which, on enquiry, 
were not considered to meet the ICAO definition of a serious incident.  The initial enquiries 
did, however, raise sufficient questions about the general situation to warrant continued 
investigation under the St Helena Civil Aviation (Investigation of Air Accidents and Incidents) 
Regulations, 2019.  In doing so, the investigation only considered the operation of the 
scheduled carrier currently using the airport and did not involve other aircraft flying there.  

The airport itself meets the necessary certification standards, but it is subject to significant 
environmental effects over which it has no control.  These effects were sufficiently severe 
to have led to the commissioning of the report in 2016 which indicated they could be 
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considerably reduced by making major topographical changes to the local area.  These 
would, however, have been at considerable environmental and financial cost.  In the 
absence of such work being undertaken, the management of the risks involved has instead 
largely relied on the suitability of the aircraft and operational standards implemented by 
those flying to the airport.  

The operator had adopted procedures to address the specific restrictions imposed.  These 
included flights only being operated by two experienced captains with relevant training to 
operate to St Helena.  This limited the number of pilots available to operate there and both 
the flight on 17 June and 10 September were operated by the same flight crew.  

From discussions held, there appeared a general acceptance that what might not be 
permitted elsewhere may be justified at St Helena, due to the conditions encountered and the 
experience of the crews flying there.  This included the fact that encounters with windshear 
warnings on approach did not always lead to a full go-around, but only the application 
of sufficient power to clear the windshear encounter before continuing the approach and 
attempting to land.  Whilst the operator’s Operations Manual allowed an approach to be 
continued where positive windshear associated with turbulence was encountered, this 
contradicted the manufacturer’s SOPM.  Whilst the manufacturer accepted that no specific 
modelling had been conducted to determine whether the warning system was valid for 
the specific terrain-induced wind conditions encountered at St Helena, they stated that all 
windshear warnings must still be treated as genuine and a go-around manoeuvre flown. 
It was also noted that some of the approaches on 10 September 2023, did not meet the 
stability criteria yet were continued.

In addition, the approach speeds set for the two flights were lower than expected, based 
on the forecast and FMS recorded wind conditions, which may have reduced the margin 
intended to prevent the airspeed dropping below the reference speed during approach.  In 
reality, none of the airspeeds recorded in Tables 1 and 2 fell below the reference speed.  
Despite the pilot’s comment that the speed increments were chosen based on experience 
of the prevailing conditions, the speeds flown still exceeded those chosen for the approach, 
and it was evident that the prevailing conditions made controlling the airspeed difficult. 

Incorrect autobrake settings were used for both flights, although the combination of autobrake 
followed by manual braking gave sufficient braking performance to allow the aircraft to slow 
sufficiently on both landings in the distance available.  However, by not using the correct 
autobrake setting or equivalent manual braking immediately on touchdown, this eroded the 
safety margins allowed for in the landing performance calculations.  This compromised the 
aircraft’s ability to stop safely in the distance available should any of the braking systems 
have failed after landing, with the potential for severe consequences6. 

The operator ran an FDM programme which should have highlighted all of these points.  This 
would have allowed the operator to take remedial action should they have felt it necessary, 
however, there were no indications that this had happened.
Footnote
6	 Norwegian Safety Investigation Authority report into an accident to BAE146-200 registration OY-CRG at 

Stord Airport Norway on 10 October 2006.
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The manufacturer gained experience of operating the aircraft type to Saint Helena during 
their flight trial to the island in December 2016.  Whilst they did not encounter some of 
the more extreme wind conditions prevalent on the island, they reported that reactions to 
warnings when flying there should be treated no differently to flights elsewhere.  In view of 
the findings of this investigation and the continued challenges presented by the airport, it is 
considered a review of the current operating procedures would be worthwhile between the 
operator and manufacturer.  This should include a review of the windshear warning system 
modelling, to ensure its outputs to flight crews are appropriate for the operator’s SOPs 
currently in place.

As such, the following safety recommendation is made.

Safety Recommendation 2026-007:

It is recommended that Embraer reviews operations, based on their flight trial 
in 2016 and the accumulated operational experience of Embraer E-Jets to St 
Helena Airport, including modelling of windshear conditions at the airport, in 
order to ensure appropriate guidance is available to operators of E-Jets using 
St Helena Airport, and to enable appropriate monitoring by an operator’s Flight 
Data Monitoring programme.

The points raised by the operator with the AAIB which they considered would enhance 
the safety of their operations to St Helena were passed on to the relevant authorities for 
consideration. 

St Helena Airport has now agreed with ASSI on the provision and installation of runway 
distance marker boards, which were installed in December 2025.  The airport authorities 
have stated that the AIP will be appropriately amended in September 2026 and the 
opportunity used to revise the remarks section to include details of the potentially confusing 
touchdown markings. 

As this is still to be done, the AAIB makes the following safety recommendation:

Safety Recommendation 2026-008:

It is recommended that St Helena Airport Limited updates FHSH AD Section 2.9 
of the airport’s Aeronautical Information Publication, to include a warning of the 
potential for pilots to mis-interpret their position on the runway due to the short 
distance between reciprocal Touchdown Zone markings.

Attempts to get wider dissemination of aviation-related weather reports for St Helena 
through the Luanda-based part of the AFTN have been unsuccessful.  Such information 
sharing would be advantageous to those operating to St Helena and it is hoped that efforts 
to achieve this continue, despite an imminent solution seeming unlikely.  Equally, whilst 
the inclusion of turbulence and windshear information in TAFs would also be of value, as a 
civilian airfield, there is not an accepted mechanism for doing so and the Met Office currently 
provides detailed reports on the wind conditions through other means.  At a more local 
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level, the planned installation of better weather monitoring equipment will enable enhanced 
weather information being passed to aircraft on the approach to St Helena.   

Due to its isolation, for planning purposes St Helena was treated as an island destination 
where a diversion airfield was not a requirement.  There were, however, numerous occasions 
where aircraft were still able to carry sufficient fuel to divert to Ascension Island as the closest 
available airport and only realistic alternative.  As a military airfield, its use by civilian aircraft 
was restricted, a fact further complicated by the joint use of the airfield by both the UK and 
US.  These points were clearly reflected in the changes implemented to the longstanding 
Wideawake Agreement on the introduction of civilian flights to St Helena.  The provisions 
made in the agreement for these flights and the possibility of diverting to Ascension Island 
were pragmatic and straightforward.  The failure of their implementation at an operational 
level seemed to be based on issues for which solutions could be reasonably found. 

The ground handling facilities already exist and it seems that there would be only a small 
chance of a diversion’s arrival coinciding with that of another flight requiring handling.  
Passengers having to remain onboard for a prolonged period of time due to a lack of 
handling facilities or alternative accommodation, whilst not ideal, also seems far preferable 
to jeopardising their safety by denying the aircraft the ability to divert in good time in the first 
place.

The lack of willingness to discuss this matter in detail with the AAIB makes it unclear to what 
extent a solution to this problem had already been sought with the relevant parties.  None 
of the issues seem insurmountable with the appropriate engagement by those involved.  As 
such, it is considered they should not be used as a reason for denying the use of the airfield 
as a planned diversion by the RAF, or an acceptance of this position by the operator.    Whilst 
the RAF is responsible for the provision of ground handling facilities under the Wideawake 
Agreement 2023, it is understood that other parties also bear responsibility for resolving 
the issue, including any financial implications which may arise.  CSOC has indicated that 
they will liaise with the operator on practical arrangements for managing diversions which 
is hoped will address these specific barriers.  As this is yet to happen, the following safety 
recommendation is made:

Safety Recommendation 2026-009:

It is recommended that the UK Ministry of Defence Cyber and Specialist 
Operations Command, in conjunction with scheduled operators to St Helena, 
ensures there are adequate ground handling resources at Wideawake Airfield 
to allow its nomination as a diversion airfield, as required under the Wideawake 
Agreement 2023. 

Comment was also made by the RAF that flights to St Helena should simply not depart if the 
forecast wind conditions were outside the aircraft’s limits.  Experience dictates, however, 
that the wind conditions are sufficiently changeable that such a clear judgement on whether 
to depart or continue beyond the critical en route decision point is often difficult to make.  
The introduction of a 55 kt wind limit by the operator has now been made with the intention of 
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providing some form of quantification in this regard, but there appeared to be an acceptance 
that, on occasion, repeated approaches may still be necessary before encountering a 
sufficient break in conditions to allow a landing.  With no diversion available, this could 
potentially lead to landing in unfavourable conditions, simply because fuel reserves would 
dictate a landing was necessary.  Whilst aircraft on occasion did carry sufficient fuel to divert 
to Ascension Island, a crew’s decision not to do so may well have been influenced by the fact 
that the authorities at Wideawake Airfield would not accept being nominated as a planned 
diversion.  Although Wideawake Airfield stated they would accept genuine emergencies, 
this still created a mindset of it being a destination of last resort, rather than a planned 
alternative to use before the situation had deteriorated to such a degree that it had become 
an emergency.  Subsequent statements by CSOC that Wideawake Airfield complies with 
its statutory obligations conflict with other statements made by the airfield operators that is 
not available as a diversion.  It may reflect a consideration by CSOC that accepting flights 
experiencing an emergency is the same as accepting an aircraft choosing to divert for 
operational reasons in order to prevent an emergency situation arising.  The provisions laid 
out in the Wideawake Agreement are clear and their imposition should be equally clear to 
those affected.  In view of this, the following safety recommendation is made:
  

Safety Recommendation 2026-010:

It is recommended that the UK Ministry of Defence Cyber and Specialist 
Operations Command allows aircraft operators flying to St Helena to nominate 
Wideawake Airfield as a diversion airfield, in accordance with provisions outlined 
in the revised ‘Civil Use of Wideawake Airfield’ agreement of 2023.

Despite the stated good levels of co-operation between the airports at St Helena and 
Ascension, it would be prudent for both organisations to have written procedures in place to 
ensure any diversion from St Helena can be handled effectively.  Whilst St Helena airport’s 
MATS contained some information in this regard, it lacked sufficient detail.  For this reason, 
the following safety recommendation is made:

Safety Recommendation 2026-011:

It is recommended that St Helena Airport agrees with the UK Ministry of 
Defence Cyber and Specialist Operations Command, and records, procedures 
to effectively handle aircraft diverting to Wideawake Airfield from St Helena, to 
ensure diversions from St Helena are handled safely and expeditiously.

St Helena Airport presents a particularly challenging operating environment.  This 
investigation revealed an acceptance by many of the parties involved of the current 
situation, extending to comments by some in positions of authority indicating that there 
was not a full understanding of the potential safety issues and aviation protocols intended 
to mitigate these.  Although the investigation highlights a number of individual points, it is 
considered that together they highlight the need for a more in-depth study to assess existing 
risks and identify potential mitigations.  Given St Helena Airport has now been open for 
nearly ten years there should be sufficient data and operational experience to support this.  
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Such a study should include those with relevant experience, such as regulators, airline and 
airport operators, manufacturers and government departments.  Under its responsibility 
for managing the State Safety Programme for St Helena, in 2025 ASSI developed a risk 
analysis tool using the Bow Tie safety model for St Helena Airport.  ASSI, however, stated 
that it was not in a position to conduct a wider review of operations to the airport as it did 
not have the remit to engage with military airfields or overseas-based operators, considered 
necessary to make such a review effective.  In light of this, it is considered that the task of 
undertaking such a review is best achieved by Aviation Policy within the Department for 
Transport.  The following safety recommendation is therefore made:

Safety Recommendation 2026-012:

It is recommended that the Department for Transport oversees a review of 
operations at St Helena Airport, including relevant parties, to identify continuing 
risk factors and suitable mitigations. 

Safety actions taken

The following safety actions have been taken since the start of the investigation:

	● Installation by St Helena Airport of runway distance marker boards, to 
provide additional information to pilots on landing.

	● Routine recording by St Helena Airport of go around occurrences, including 
a summary of the weather conditions at the time, to better enable future 
operational decisions to be based on past conditions.

	● Introduction by the operator of a 55 kt runway mid-point maximum wind limit 
for dispatch to St Helena Airport, based on operational experience.

Conclusion

The events reported to the AAIB, whilst not meeting the ICAO thresholds of a Serious Incident 
or Accident, demonstrated that environmental factors present challenging conditions for 
the operation of the commercial air services on which St Helena relies.  The variable wind 
conditions and topography at the island’s new airport frequently result in windshear, making 
the final approach and touchdown on the runway challenging, often resulting in a go-around 
being required.

The investigation found that the operator had procedures in place to try and mitigate these 
issues and there appeared a general perception from several parties that the current 
operation was perfectly acceptable.  The evidence, however, was that risks remained.

Despite agreements indicating that, where aircraft carried sufficient fuel to divert, the 
operator could, and should, nominate Wideawake Airfield at Ascension Island as a diversion 
when flight planning, in practice it was prevented from doing so.  Whilst it was stated that 
flights would have been accepted in an emergency, this situation is considered likely to have 
contributed to pilots making multiple approaches to St Helena, rather than divert when the 
aircraft fuel state allowed and when faced with consistently unfavourable wind conditions. 
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A number of safety improvements have now been made and the additional safety 
recommendations raised by this report are intended to bring about further improvements to 
enhance the safety of operations to St Helena into the future. 
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Appendix 1:  Weather forecast for 17 June 2023
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Appendix 2: Weather forecast for 10 September 2023
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Appendix 3:  St Helena Aerodrome AIP Chart

Published: 16 July 2026. 


