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National Transportation Safety Board

Washington, D.C. 20594
Safety Recommendation
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Pate: August 11, 1989
In reply refer to: A-89-91

Honorable James B. Busey
Administrator

Federal Aviation Administration
Washington, D.C. 20591

On October 4, 1988, about 09%2 Pacific daylight time, a Beechcraft
B-99A, N803BA, registered to the Beech Aircraft Corporation, Inc.,, and operated by
San Juan Airlines, Inc., sustained substantial damage when the airplane struck
trees during flight. The scheduled passenger flight, flight 204, was conducted
under Title 14 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) Part 135. A visual flight rules
(VFR) flight plan was in effect, but instrument meteorological conditions
prevailed. No injuries were sustained.l/

The flight departed the airport at Bellingham, Washington, about 0945. The
surface weather observation taken at 0950 was sky partially obscured (due to
fog), ceiling 700 feet overcast, visibility 1 1/4 miles, {emperature 560
F.; dew point 549 F.; winds from 0902 at 3 knots, and altimeter 30.00 inches
Hg. The ceiling was reported as ragged. Flight 204 departed the Bellingham
control zone after requesting and receiving a special VFR clearance.2/ The flight
was scheduled to land at Friday Harbor, Washington, but because of poor weather
conditions there, the pilot decided to fly to East Sound Airport on Orcas Island,
Washington. The weather at East Sound was reported as ceiling 600-800 feet
broken, 1,000 feet overcast with 3 miles visibility. The airplane was south of
the intended course to the airport and struck trees in flight. Both pilots stated
that after striking the trees, the airplane rolled into a steep left bank, and
pitched down, and control of the airplane was almost Jlost. The flight crew
returned the airplane to Bellingham, where a safe landing was made.

The National Transportation Safety Board has investigated 1iwo other
accidents of scheduled commuter air carriers that crashed while operating under
VFR in marginal VFR weather conditions. On August 17, 1983, a Piper PA-31-350
operated by Las Vegas Airlines collided with mountainous terrain after departing

1/For more detailed information, read Field Accident Brief No. 1572 (attached).

2/A special VFR clearance allows a pilot to operate on VFR in a control zone if

ground visibility is at least 1 statute mile and he/she keeps the airplane clear
of clouds.
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on a scheduled flight from Las Vegas, Nevada. The pilot became uncertain of his
position while attempting to remain VFR. The pilot and nine passengers were
killed.3/

On December 17, 1984, a Piper PA-23-250 operated by Susquehanna Airlines,
Inc., struck trees less than 1 mile from the airport at Bainbridge, New York.
The flight was on a VFR flight plan from Binghampton, New York; however, heavy fog
began to form before its arrival in Bainbridge. Both pilots and two passengers
were killed.4/

The VFR/IFR restrictions and weather Timitations for all Part 135 air
carriers are contained in 14 CFR Part 135, Subpart D. Section 135.205{a) states:

No person may operate an airpliane under VFR in uncontrolled
airspace when the ceiling is less than 1,000 feet unless
flight visibility is at least 2 miles.

Section 135.203(a)(1) restricts Part 135 operators from altitudes below 500 feet
above the surface, except when necessary for takeoff or landing. A flight is thus
allowed to operate as low as 500 feet above the surface in uncontrolled airspace
if the flight visibility is at least 2 miles. Operations in controlled airspace
require at least 3 miles visibility, unless a special VFR clearance is requested
and received.

The Safety Board is concerned about the safety of Part 135 passenger flights
operating at the reduced VFR weather minimums permitted by 14 CFR 135.205(a). The
requlation originated in 1964. Since then, the air carrier industry has changed
considerably, particularly Part 135 operations. For example, many uncontrolled
airports now have published instrument approach procedures, which preclude the
need to conduct the flight under VFR during marginal weather. Also, the Part 135
air carrier fleet now includes larger, predominantly turbine-powered aircraft with
navigational sophistication comparable to air carriers operating under 14 CFR Part
121. Therefore, the Safety Board believes that the operation of these
faster, turbine-powered aircraft in Tless-than-basic VFR weather minimums in
uncontrolled airspace should not be permitted unless an air carrier can provide
sufficient justification for such operation.

The Safety Board is sensitive to the needs of Part 135 air taxi operators
who, because of unique operating environments, may require the Tlower weather
minimums provided by 14 CFR 135.205(a). However, the Safety Board believes that
the majority of Part 135 passenger-carrying flights today should operate on
instrument flight rules (IFR} flight plans when weather conditions approach basic
VFR weather minimums and should not be permitted to operate under VFR when the
weather conditions are less than the basic VFR minimums; therefore, we believe
that the operations specifications of these operators should reflect this
restriction. If a Part 135 air carrier (fixed-wing) has a unique operating

3/For more detailed information, read Field Accident Brief No. 3308 (attached).
4/For more detailed information, read Field Accident Brief No. 2645 (attached).



environment that requires the ability to operate under VFR 1in uncontroiled
airspace in less-than-basic VFR weather conditions, the Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA) should also provide for such authority in the operations
specifications of that operator.

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

Restrict 14 CFR Part 135 air carrier {fixed-wing} passenger
flights from operating in uncontrolled airspace under visual
flight rules (VFR) in less than the basic VFR weather minimums
of a 1,000-foot ceiling and 3 miles visibility. (Class II,
Priority Action)(A-89-91)

KOLSTAD, Acting Chairman, BURNETT and DICKINSON, Members, concurred in this

recommendation. LAUBER, Member, did not participate. NALL, Member, did not
concur.

. Tt e

By: James L. Kolstad
Acting Chairman
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