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Date: September  30,  1992 
In reply refer to: A-92-100 and -101 

Honorable Donald B. Rice 
Secretary, Department of the Air Force 
The Pentagon 
Washington, D.C. 20330-1000 

The National Transportation Safety Board has investigated several 
aircraft accidents involving considerable delays in search and rescue (SAR) 
response. The accidents cited in this letter occurred between April 6, 1989, 
and May 10 ,  1990. Although none of these accidents involved a victim whose 
life could have been saved by a more expeditious SAR, the Board is aware of 
other accidents in which the occupants of the aircraft may have survived the 
initial crash but were not alive when rescuers finally arrived on the scene. 
The Board believes that the problems identified in the cited accidents should 
be corrected to enhance the potential for lifesaving and expeditious location 
of wreckage in future SAR operations. Copies of recommendation letters sent 
to the Federal Aviation Administration and the U.S. Coast Guard regarding 
this issue are enclosed to ensure a more comprehensive understanding of the 
problem. 

On May 10, 1990, N6481N, a Cessna ZION 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, with mode C for altitude reporting. 
Under these circumstances, the path of the airplane would have been 
relatively easy to discern because of 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 identi'Ty the 
mode C altitude of the code 1200 transponder returns. Therefore, each 1200 
track had to be scrutinized because of 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. As an 
aircraft in radar contact descends, it normally "goes out of" radar contact 
before reaching the surface). Early in the search, aircraft had flown over 

(Aircraft routinely go "into" and "out of" radar contact. 
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t h e  p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  l a s t  recorded radar  h i t  o f  one o f  these t racks  but  d i d  
n o t  see t h e  wreckage because o f  t h e  t h i c k  f o r e s t .  No ground search was 
conducted i n  t h i s  area u n t i l  7 days a f t e r  t h e  acc ident ,  when t h e  a i rp lane  was 
found l e s s  than 1 m i l e  from t h a t  l a s t  radar  h i t .  

The Sa fe ty  Board s t a f f  at tended a c r i t i q u e  o f  t h i s  acc ident 's  SAR 
opera t i ons  and concluded t h a t  the 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  suppl ied by Sco t t  AFRCC. The CAP had responded 
main ly  t o  r e p o r t s  about the  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 rborne  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  the  l a s t  rada r  h i t  o f  each o f  the  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 Sa fe ty  Board be l i eves  t h a t  t h e  
va r ious  ground t racks  o f  the  code 1200 t a r g e t s  represented "hard" fac tua l  
data.  The l a s t  radar  h i t  o f  each o f  these ground t r a c k s  should have been 
considered very  important in format ion.  Thus, t h e  wreckage might have been 
found w i t h i n  2 o r  3 days, instead o f  7 days a f t e r  t h e  acc ident .  

The Sa fe ty  Board bel ieves t h a t  Sco t t  AFRCC personnel ,  a f t e r  consu l ta t i on  
w i t h  t h e  U. S. Coast Guard, should i nc lude  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  i n fo rma t ion  i n  t h e  
Na t iona l  Search and Rescue Manual: an exp lanat ion  t h a t  var ious  ground t racks  
may e x i s t  f o r  an a i r c r a f t  t ha t  was no t  squawking a d i s c r e t e  transponder code; 
t h a t  t h e  Rescue Coordinat ion Center may supply t h e  l o c a t i o n  o f  t h e  end o f  
severa l  ground t racks ;  and tha t  the  acc ident  a i r c r a f t  may be l oca ted  near t h e  
end o f  one o f  t h e  t racks;  t h a t  the  area near t h e  end o f  the  ground t racks  
should be thorough ly  searched. 

On A p r i l  6, 1989, a Beech C35, N9502C, c o l l i d e d  w i t h  r i s i n g  t e r r a i n  
about 16 n a u t i c a l  m i l es  (nmi) northwest o f  the  Greenbr ier  Va l l ey  A i r p o r t  i n  
Lewisburg, West V i r g i n i a .  The p i l o t  and f o u r  passengers rece ived f a t a l  
i n j u r i e s .  The a i rp lane  had departed Wood County A i r p o r t  i n  Parkersburg, West 
V i r g i n i a ,  and was no t  found u n t i l  A p r i l  16 by a l o c a l  res iden t ,  who was n o t  
assoc ia ted  w i t h  t h e  search mission. 

The Sa fe ty  Board reviewed data from t h e  Ind ianapo l i s  ARTCC and 
e s t a b l i s h e d  t h a t  t h e  l a s t  recorded radar  " h i t "  on t h e  a i r p l a n e  was loca ted  
810 f e e t  nor thwest  o f  the  actual  acc ident  s i t e .  I f  a s t r a i g h t  l i n e  were 
drawn between t h e  departure po in t ,  Wood County A i r p o r t ,  and t h e  d e s t i n a t i o n  
Greenbr ie r  Va l l ey  A i r p o r t ,  the l i n e  would extend from t h e  northwest t o  t h  
southeast f o r  about 90 nmi. Assuming t h a t  t h e  f l i g h t  went i n  a s t r a i g h t  l i n e  
f rom depar tu re  t o  des t ina t ion ,  most o f  t h e  f l i g h t  a long t h i s  l i n e  would have 
been w i t h i n  a i rspace under the  j u r i s d i c t i o n  o f  t h e  Ind ianapo l i s  ARTCC. 
However, about 24 mi les  northwest o f  t h e  Greenbr ier  Va l l ey  A i r p o r t ,  t h e  
a i r p l a n e  would have entered i n t o  a i rspace under the  j u r i s d i c t i o n  o f  t h  
Washington ARTCC. The l a s t  p o r t i o n  o f  t h e  f l i g h t  would a l s o  have com 
10 m i l e s  o f  t h e  Cleveland ARTCC airspace. 

The Sa fe ty  Board discovered t h a t  Scot t  AFRCC had contacted t 
Washington ARTCC f o r  radar  t r a c k i n g  da ta  bu t  had n o t  contacted t 
I n d i a n a p o l i s  ARTCC. Scot t  AFRCC personnel cou ld  n o t  p rov ide  an answer f 
why i t s  request  f o r  radar  data had been d i r e c t e d  o n l y  t o  t h e  Washington ART 
and n o t  t o  t h e  Ind ianapo l i s  ARTCC. The a c t i n g  area manager a t  t h e  Washingt 
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ARTCC stated that, based on his review of observed data, he advised the AFRCC 
that nothing conclusive was in the tracks of the observed data. En route low 
altitude charts clearly depict the ARTCC boundaries. AFRCC personnel should 
have realized that radar tracking information for both Indianapolis ARTCC and 
C1 eve1 and ARTCC was needed. 

The Safety Board is aware that Scott AFRCC uses a computer program which 
provides the user with a listing of all radar sites within recording range of 
a selected point. The site listings identify the controlling facility, along 
with true bearing and distance from that facility to the point selected. The 
Safety Board believes that this type of program is best suited for locating 
radar facilities from a known accident site. If the accident site is not 
known, but there is a suspected path of an aircraft believed to have been in 
an accident, the entire path should be analyzed for ARTCCs that may have 
recorded radar information. The Safety Board believes that Scott AFRCC 
personnel should consult aviation navigation charts as their primary tool 
when selecting ARTCCs for the purpose of requesting recorded radar 
information. 

Therefore, the National Transportation Safety Board recommends that the 
U . S .  Air Force Rescue Coordination Center: 

Develop operating procedures that direct personnel to consult 
aviation navigation charts that depict Air Route Traffic Control 
Center (ARTCC) boundaries when selecting ARTCCs for the purpose of 
requesting recorded radar information to ensure that all facilities 
that may have relevant information have been contacted. (Class 11, 
Priority Action) (A-92-100) 

Collaborate with representatives of the U. S .  Coast Guard in 
revising the National Search and Rescue Manual to explain that 
various possible radar ground tracks may exist when searching for 
an aircraft that is not on a discrete transponder code; that the 
Rescue Coordination Center may supply the location of each of these 
tracks to local search and rescue personnel; that the accident 
aircraft may be located near the end of one of the tracks; and that 
the area near the end of the ground tracks should be thoroughly 
searched. (Class 11, Priority Action) (A-92-101) 
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Chairman VOGT, Vice Chairman COUGHLIN, and Members LAUBER, HART, and 
HAMMERSCHMIDT concurred in these recommendations. 

, 
Y 

By: Carl W .  Vogt 
Chairman 
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