
National Transportation Safety Board 
Washington, D. C .  20594 
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Honorable T. Allan McArtor 
Administrator 
Federal Aviation Administration 
Washington, D.C. 20591 

At 0950 on July 12,1987, a float-equipped Cessna 180A, N5027E, collided with 
water immediately after takeoff from Long Lake, New Brighton, Minnesota, while 
on a personal flight. Visual meteorological conditions prevailed a t  the time of the 
accident; no flight plan had been filed, The airplane was destroyed, and the pilot and 
four passengers were fatally injured. Only one of the five occupants suffered trauma; 
the others were not injured. Drowning was the official cause of death of all five 
airplane occupants.' Although the circumstances of the accident indicate that none 
of the occupants were able to escape from the airplane, the postaccident inspection 
revealed that no personal flotation devices (PFD) or any other flotation equipment 
was aboard the airplane. Consequently, had any of the occupants of the airplane 
been able t o  escape, their ability to  survive in the lake would have been 
compromised. 

As a result of this accident, the National Transportation Safety Board was 
prompted to examine its accident files to determine if there were other accidents 
where survivors could have been saved by using personal flotation devices. The 
Safety Board's records showed that between 1983 and 1986,15 survivable accidents 
involved water contact. Thirteen of the 15 airplanes involved sank immediately and 
the other 2 remained afloat. Of the 30 occupants aboard these 15 airplanes, 10 were 
killed, 7 were seriously injured, 10 had minor injuries, and 12 had no injuries. Of the 
10 that died, 8 were involved in crashes where other occupants survived. Also, of 
these 10 fatalities, 5 drowned. The Safety Board believes that personal flotation 
devices may have allowed some of those 10 persons to survive until they were either 
rescued or were able to make their way to shore. 

Several examples from the Safety Board's investigations illustrate the point. In 
one accident: witnesses saw the airplane crash and within several minutes saw two 
occupants climb onto the floating wreckage. The witnesses began building a log raft 
to rescue the occupants, but before they could complete it, the occupants had drifted 

JFor more detailed information, read Field Accident Brief File No. 1700 (attached). 
zFor more detailed information, read Field Accident Brief File No, 2854 (attached). 
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out of sight in fog and rain. A search was made, but the occupants were never found 
and were presumed to have drowned. In a second Safety Board investigation: the 
airplane struck a sand bar while taxiing and turned over and sank after 1 112 hours. 
The pilot stated that he had everyone remove their chest and hip waders and that he 
tied the openings closed after the waders were filled with air. He and his three 
passengers attempted to swim to shore. Two individuals were lost and are presumed 
drowned. The waders were the only flotation devices available to them. The pilot 
stated there was no emergency flotation gear on board the airplane. 

The exact number of amphibians and floatplanes in the United States is difficult 
to determine because some airplanes can be operated as floatplanes and then as 
land-based planes simply by removing the floats and adding wheels. Also, the 
Federal Aviation Administration does not cite a floatplane category when compiling 
and reporting statistics on aircraft type, operations, etc. However, the Seaplane 
Pilots Association estimates that between 7,500 and 8,500 floatplanes operate in the 
United States. The estimate breaks down to about 3,000 floatplanes in the State of 
Alaska; a total of 2,000 floatplanes in the States of Minnesota, Washingtbn, and 
Oregon; and the remainder divided among other States. 

The Safety Board believes that amphibians and floatplanes inherently are 
exposed to a greater risk t o  water mishaps than are land-based aircraft. 
Consequently, pilots and passengers of these aircraft should be required to carry 
flotation equipment, and the pilot-in-command of such aircraft should be required to 
brief all passengers on the location and operation of the flotation equipment before 
each flight. Federal Aviation Regulations do not require flotation devices on aircraft 
that operate under 14 CFR Part 91 except on aircraft operated for hire and on large 
turbine-powered multiengine airplanes on extended overwater operations, that is, 
more than 50 miles from shore. 

Therefore, the National Transportation Safety Board recommends that the 
Federal Aviation Administration: 

Amend 14 CFR Part 91 to  require that all aircraft operated on water be 
equipped with approved flotation gear readily available to each 
occupant. (Class II, Priority Action) (A-88-113) 

Amend 14 CFR Part 91 to require that the pilot-in-command (PIC) brief 
all passengers on the location of flotation gear if the PIC intends to 
make a water takeoff or landing. (Class II, Priority Action) (A-88-114) 

KOLSTAD, Acting Chairman, and BURNETT, LAUBER, NALL, and 
DICICINSON, Members, concurred W s e  recommendations. 

James L. Kolstad 
Acting Chairman 

3For detailed information, read Field Accident Brief File No. 1633 (attached) 
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