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The National Transportation Safety Board has investigated several 
aircraft accidents involving considerable delays in search and rescue 
(SAR) response. The Safety Board believes that the problems identified 
as a result of these investigations should be corrected to prevent 
unnecessary loss of life in future SAR operations. This letter is 
directed to the U.S.  Coast Guard because it has the coordinating 
responsibility for the incorporation of changes to the National Search 
and Rescue Manual. Copies of recommendation letters sent to the Federal 
Aviation Administration and the U.S. Air Force regarding this issue are 
enclosed to ensure a more comprehensive understanding of the problem. 

On May 10, 1990, N6481N, a Cessna 210N crashed at Shady Grove 
Corner, Virginia. SAR efforts did not locate the aircraft until 7 days 
after the accident. N6481N was squawking code 1200, the most 
frequently used visual flight rules (VFR) transponder code. Mode C was 
being used for altitude reporting. Considering these circumstances, one 
would expect that the path of the aircraft would have been relatively 
easy to discern via the various radar tracking capabilities near 
Washington, D.C. However, on the night of the accident, the Washington 
Air Route Traffic Control Center (ARTCC) was using a particular recorded 
radar data reduction computer program that could not readily identify 
the mode C altitude information o f  the code 1200 transponder returns. 
Therefore, each 1200 track had to be scrutinized because o f  the 
inability to eliminate aircraft tracks by altitude. 

Scott Air Force Base Rescue Coordination Center (AFRCC) had 
received information regarding radar data from Washington ARTCC. Scott 
AFRCC relayed this information to the Virginia Wing of the Civil Air 
Patrol (CAP) about 15 hours after the aircraft was reported missing. 
Scott AFRCC supplied the CAP with about five radar tracks, and the 
location of about the last five hits of each track. (Aircraft routinely 
go "into" and "out of" radar contact. As an aircraft in radar contact 
descends, it normally "goes out o f "  radar contact before reaching the 
surface). Early in the search, aircraft had flown over the position o f  
the last recorded radar hit of one o f  these tracks but did not see the 
wreckage because of the thick forest. No ground search was conducted in 
this area until 7 days after the accident when the airplane was found 
less than 1 mile from that last radar hit. 

5807A 



The Safe ty  Board s t a f f  at tended a c r i t i q u e  o f  t h e  acc ident ' s  SAR 
opera t ions  and concluded t h a t  t he  CAP had n o t  p laced enough credence i n  
t h e  f l i g h t  t r a c k  i n fo rma t ion  supp l ied  by S c o t t  AFB. The CAP had 
responded ma in l y  t o  r e p o r t s  about t h e  l o c a t i o n  o f  t h e  c rash  from t h e  
p u b l i c .  The CAP then conducted a i rbo rne  searches i n  those areas, and 
t h e  Appalachian Search and Rescue conducted ground searches. However, 
t h e  main search e f f o r t s  should have been centered  a t  t h e  l a s t  radar  h i t  
o f  each o f  t h e  f l i g h t  t racks ,  o r  a t  t h e  p r o j e c t e d  end o f  those t racks .  
The Safe ty  Board be l i eves  t h a t  t h e  va r ious  ground t r a c k s  o f  t h e  code 
1200 t a r g e t s  represented "hard" f a c t u a l  data.  The l a s t  r a d a r  h i t  of 
each o f  these ground t r a c k s  should have been considered ve ry  impor tan t  
i n fo rma t ion .  Had t h i s  technique been a p a r t  o f  t h e  Nat iona l  Search and 
Rescue Manual, t h e  Safety  Board be l i eves  t h a t  t h e  wreckage might  have 
been found sooner than 7 days a f t e r  t h e  acc ident .  

Therefore,  t h e  Nat iona l  Transpor ta t ion  Sa fe ty  Board recommends t h a t  
t h e  U. S. Coast Guard: 

( 

Co l l abo ra te  w i t h  rep resen ta t i ves  o f  t h e  S c o t t  A i r  Force Base 
Rescue Coord ina t ion  Center i n  r e v i s i n g  t h e  Na t iona l  Search and 
Rescue Manual t o  e x p l a i n  t h a t  var ious  ground t r a c k s  may e x i s t  
f o r  an a i r c r a f t  t h a t  i s  no t  on a d i s c r e t e  t ransponder code; 
t h a t  t h e  Rescue Coord ina t ion  Center may supply  the  l o c a t i o n  o f  
each o f  these t r a c k s  t o  search and rescue personnel; t h a t  
t h e r e  i s  a h i g h  p r o b a b i l i t y  t h e  acc ident  a i r c r a f t  may be 
l o c a t e d  near t h e  end o f  one o f  t h e  ground t racks ;  and t h a t  t h e  
area near t h e  end o f  t h e  ground t r a c k s  should be thorough ly  
searched. (Class 11, P r i o r i t y  Act ion)(A-92-99).  

Chairman V O G l ,  Vice Chairman COUGHLIN, and Members LAUBER, HART and 
HAMMERSCHMIDT concurred i n  t h i s  recommendation. 

By: b d  Car l  W .  Vogt 

Chairman 
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