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On December 28, 1978, United Air Lines Flight 173, a DC-8-61 aircraft, crashed 
as a result of fuel exhaustion near the  Portland International Airport, Portland, Oregon, 
after holding in the vicinity of the airport for approximately 1 hour while the flightcrew 
attempted to resolve landing gear problems. Of the 181 passengers and 8 crewmembers 
aboard, 8 pasengers and 2 crewmembers were killed, and 2 1  passengers and 2 
crewmembers were injured seriously. 

On October 20, 1979, a Pan American Airways Boeing 747 declared an inflight 
emergency because of a low fuel  state. The investigation revealed an error in the 
aircraft's fuel quantity gages which indicated more fuel than the fuel tanks actually 
contained. Although the erroi- was within t h e  manufacturer's allowable tolerances, i t  
contributed to the crew's failure to declare an emergency fuel situation earlier in the 
flight. 

The Safety Board is concerned that the pilot-in-command of the DC-8-61 aircraft 
did not have guidance information for a minimum allowable amount of fuel with which 
to begin the approach/landing. The Safety Board believes that minimum fuel quantities 
below which landing should not be delayed should be specified for all aircraft that are 
operated under 14 CFR 1 2 1  and 14 CFR 135. Moreover, the Board believes that 
allowances for fuel quantity measuring system tolerances should be considered in 
making a minimum approachhanding fuel determination. 

The Safety Board has learned informally that United Air Lines, recognizing a need 
for the  foregoing guidance, has worked wi th  the Boeing Company and McDonnell 
Douglas Corporation to incorporate into its aircraft flight manuals fuel limitations and 
specifications, including the minimum fuel quantity required for an approach and go- 
around. 

The National Transportation Safety Board fully supports this United Air Lines 
effort in the interest of aviation safety. The Safety Board believes that the operational 
deficiencies asociated with a lack of guidance on fuel minimums and fuel quantity 
measurement system tolerances can be eliminated by an industrgwide implementation 
of procedures similar to the United Air Lines program. 
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