Near collision between a Piper PA-25,
VH-MLS, and an AMS-flight DG-303,
VH-DGA

What happened VH-MLS

On 8 February 2014, at about 1500 Eastern Daylight-savings
Time, the pilot of an AMS-flight DG-303 glider, registered VH-
DGA (DGA), broadcast on the local gliding club radio
frequency that he would return to land at Bunyanl aeroplane
landing area (ALA), New South Wales, following a local flight
of about 90 minutes duration (Figure 2). The glider was about
5 NM east of the aerodrome and on descent from 10,000 ft
above mean sea level (AMSL).

About 10 minutes later, the pilot of a Piper PA-25, registered Source: Pilot
VH-MLS (MLS), broadcast a lining up and rolling call and took
off from runway 33 at Bunyan to launch a glider from overhead the aerodrome (Figure 1).

At about 1515, when at about 4,000 ft AMSL, in anticipation of the glider pilot releasing the tow
cable, the pilot of MSL turned to look behind the aircraft. He confirmed that the glider had released
successfully and, in accordance with standard operating procedures, he then commenced a
descending turn to the left.

The pilot of DGA sighted MLS release the glider and commence the turn. The two aircraft were at
about the same altitude and he then observed MLS with the wings level, he assumed the aircraft
would then track straight ahead. He commenced a right turn to increase separation between them,
and to track towards the joining point for a right downwind for runway 27. He reported that he
assumed the pilot of MLS had sighted DGA at that time, and that he did not see MLS again until it
was on downwind.

As the pilot of MLS rolled the aircraft's wings level from the turn, he saw DGA as a white flash
passing about 30 ft below him, and reported that he could see the rivets on the glider’s airbrakes.

About 25 seconds later, the pilot of DGA broadcast joining downwind for runway 27 and the pilot
of MLS responded that he had the glider visual. After landing, the pilot of MLS alerted the pilot of
DGA to the incident that had occurred.

1 The aerodrome was at an elevation of about 2,540 ft above mean sea level.
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Figure 1. Bunyan (ALA) and aircraft tracks

Approximate track of VH-MLS
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Approximate track of VH-DGA

Glider release
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Pilot of VH-MLS sights VH-DGA

Source: Google earth and pilot recollection
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Pilot comments: VH-MLS
The pilot of MLS provided the following comments:

o It was important for glider pilots to understand that the glider tow pilot has limited visibility and a
high concentration on the task.

Pilot comments: VH-DGA

The pilot of DGA provided the following comments:

o He did not broadcast an inbound call because he was conducting a local flight and was only
about 5 NM from the aerodrome with the aerodrome in sight.

¢ |If he had broadcast an inbound call, or communicated directly with the pilot of MLS when he
sighted the aircraft, it may have alerted the pilot of MLS to the position of the glider and
assisted in maintaining separation between the two aircraft.

e At the same time as he initiated the right turn, the pilot of MLS would probably have been
looking to his left prior to commencing a left turn. If he had perceived that MLS was continuing
to turn left, he would have maintained heading rather than turning right.

Gliding Australia, NSW Regional Manager Operations comments

The NSW Regional Manager Operations provided the following comments:

e Due to proximity to terrain and associated turbulence, Bunyan (ALA) did not have fixed,
prescribed circuit directions.

e Circuits may be flown in either direction, however the gliding club recommended that pilots of
the glider tow aircraft descend away from the circuit direction currently in use.
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Figure 2: VH-DGA

Source: Operator

Safety action

Whether or not the ATSB identifies safety issues in the course of an investigation, relevant
organisations may proactively initiate safety action in order to reduce their safety risk. The ATSB
has been advised of the following proactive safety action in response to this occurrence.

Gliding club

As a result of this occurrence, the gliding club has advised the ATSB that they are taking the
following safety actions:

Fitment of FLARMs

The gliding club is proposing the fitment of FLARMSs to all club aircraft. This is an electronic device
which selectively alerts pilots of potential collisions between aircraft. It is tailored for the specific
needs of small aircraft such as gliders.

Pilot communications briefing

All gliding club pilots will be reminded of the standard procedures with regard to radio
communications at a pilots’ briefing night.

Safety message

This incident highlights the importance of communication and the limitations of unalerted see-and-
avoid principles. Issues associated with unalerted see-and-avoid have been detailed in the
ATSB's research report Limitations of the See-and-Avoid Principle. The report highlights that
unalerted see-and-avoid relies entirely on the pilot’s ability to sight other aircraft. Broadcasting on
the CTAF is known as radio-alerted see-and-avoid, and assists by supporting a pilot’s visual
lookout for traffic. An alerted traffic search is more likely to be successful as knowing where to look
greatly increases the chances of sighting traffic. The report is available at
www.atsb.gov.au/publications/2009/see-and-avoid.aspx.

The ATSB SafetyWatch highlights the broad safety concerns that
come out of our investigation findings and from the occurrence data
reported to us by industry. One of the safety concerns is safety
around non-controlled aerodromes.
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The ATSB publication A pilot’s guide to staying safe in the vicinity of non-towered aerodromes,
outlines many of the common problems that occur at non-controlled aerodromes, and offers useful
strategies to keep you and other pilots safe. The report found that insufficient communication
between pilots and breakdowns in situational awareness were the most common contributors to
safety incidents in the vicinity of non-controlled aerodromes.

A copy of the report is available at: www.atsb.gov.au/safetywatch/safety-around-aeros.aspx.

General details

Occurrence details

Date and time: 8 February 2014 — 1515 EST

Occurrence category: Serious incident

Primary occurrence type: Near collision

Location: Bunyan (ALA), New South Wales

Latitude: 36° 08.18'S Longitude: 149° 08.55'E

Aircraft details

Manufacturer and model: | Piper Aircraft Corporation PA-25

Registration: VH-MLS

Serial number: 25-3809

Type of operation: Gliding — towing

Persons on board: Crew -1 Passengers — Nil

Injuries: Crew — Nil Passengers — Nil

Damage: Nil
Glider details

Manufacturer and model: | AMS-Flight D.O.O DG-303

Registration: VH-DGA

Serial number: 3E503 A37

Type of operation: Gliding — pleasure / travel

Persons on board: Crew -1 Passengers — Nil

Injuries: Crew — Nil Passengers — Nil

Damage: Nil
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