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PREVENTING. 
VFR helicopter pilots invariably Loss ofVisual Reference 

say that they will do everything they 
1998 Nail Report, pub­ world, the loss of external visual can to prevent losing their external 

lished by the Aircraft references is synonymous with sud­ visual references. That frequently 
Owners and Pilots denly being in the clouds when you takes the form of aborting a flight, 
Association's Air Safety don't want, and haven't planned, to getting progressively lower and 

Foundation indicates that 1997 was be. slower, or landing when the weather 
an excellent year for General Being in cruise and punching gets too bad. 
Aviation in the United States. into the clouds is the most common Staying out of the clouds, and 

The number of accidents and report of loss of external visual ref­ seeing the necessary visual refer­
fatalities reached a record low. erences because it is the most com­ ences, is quite effective in prevent­

Unfortunately, as has been the mon of this type of occurrence. ing spatial disorientation. 
case for some time now, the 1998 Many helicopter pilots can associate Training, experience and knowl­
Nail Report indicates that "The with struggling to remain visual and edge are the primary means of pre­
majority of accidents ... were the 

"t 
he 

then getting trapped in the venting Spatial Disorientation. 
result of pilot-related causes." clouds/fog/rain/snow/smoke. Several points that should be 

Furthermore, the Nail Report Losing external visual references considered in preventing spatial dis­
indicates that 82.6% of fatal acci­ often is the first step toward spatial orientation:
 
dents were VFR into IMC, and that disorientation, loss of aircraft con­
 • Never fly without a visual horizon 
"Most scud running crashes proba­trol, and high speed impact with the reference.
 
bly don't happen the first time out. ground or obstacles.
 • Delay control inputs until visual 
The pilot may be emboldened by The loss of external visual refer­ confirmation of sensations. 
early successes and might get away ences, and an accompanying spatial • Avoid staring at one light at night. 
with it for months and even years. disorientation, can be frightening • Avoid unnecessary and rapid head 
But in 1997, over 80 percent of and anxiety provoking; but they movements during turns and when 
these accidents involved fatalities ­need not result in loss of control flying on instruments.
 
the highest fatality rate of any type and a crash.
 
mishap. "
 

Obviously, losing external visual
 
reference of the horizon is a serious,
 
deadly situation.
 

In the last issue of the Human
 
AD we asked you to describe your
 
procedures for dealing with an in­

flight loss of external visual refer­

ences. Replies to this question can
 
be seen in the Your Answers article
 
in this issue.
 

If these replies are indicative of
 
the general helicopter operational
 



Visual Reference... pg. 1 cont'd. 

o	 Avoid flying IMC and YMC at the 
same time. 

As effective and prudent as it is 
to avoid losing external visual refer­
ences; it is equally wise to have a 
plan to overcome spatial disorienta­
tion in the event of Inadvertent 
IMC. 

OVERCOMING 
Many YFR helicopter pilots are 

adamant that they will never allow 
themselves to become Inadvertent 
IMC. This is certainly an excellent 
plan. The trite old saying is true ­
"An ounce of prevention is worth a 
pound of cure." 

However, if indeed you do find 
yourself in an unplanned and 
unwanted Inadvertent IMC situation 
you must be able to overcome 
Spatial Disorientation should it 
occur. Your life depends on it. 

Several points that should be 
considered in Overcoming Spatial 
Disorientation: 
o	 Get on the instruments. Believe
 

the instruments.
 
o	 Develop a sound instrument
 

scan/check.
 
o	 Fly straight-and-Ievel until you are 

oriented. 
o	 Transfer control of the aircraft if
 

there is another pilot.
 
o	 Develop Inadvertent IMC
 

Procedures.
 

OTHER STUFF 
Loss of external visual refer­

ences, however, can occur in several 
other situations. 

Taking off, hovering, or landing 
over snow, sand, or water can 
develop a rotor-wash- induced 
cloud. This cloud may last for only 
a few seconds, but that may be 
enough time for an unprepared pilot 
to lose control. 

SNOW 
The helicopter flew into recircu­

lating snow ( a snowball) as it 
approached the ground. The pilot 
lost visual reference and control of 
the 350. The main rotor blades hit 
the ground and the machine came to 
rest on its side. All five people on 
board suffered minor injuries and 
the Astar was heavily damaged. 

SAND 
The crew of the AH-l lost con­

trol of the helicopter when they 
became enveloped in the sand that 
was blown up around the aircraft by 
its own rotor wash. The aircraft was 
airborne for only a few seconds 
before rolling over on its side. The 
crew was unharmed, but the aircraft 
sustained substantial damage. 

There is yet another situation 
where a pilot may lose effective 
external visual references. 

It is entirely possible to be flying 
in clear, unrestricted visibility, but 
over a surface that lacks sufficient 
features to determine speed, direc­
tion of flight, or altitude. 

WATER 
Calm wind conditions produced 

a glassy water surface. Witnesses 
stated that the helicopter appeared 
to maintain a constant heading and 
rate of descent until it contacted the 
water, pitched over on its back, and 
sank. Neither the aircraft nor the 
two occupants was recovered. 

Creating your own rotor-wash­

induced cloud, or losing effective 
external visual references, or flying 
into the clouds at altitude are sepa­
rate situations that require separate 
methods to prevent or overcome. 

For instance, your plan for han­
dling an Inadvertent IMC situation 
may not be appropriate for making 
an approach to a snow covered 
field, or to a smooth, glassy lake. 

What can you do to make an 
approach and landing before the 
snow/sand envelopes you? 

When you are in the snow/sand 
cloud what can you do? Do you 
know how to execute enough of an 
Instrument Takeoff to escape the 
cloud? Have you ever practiced 
one? 

Are you aware of the surface 
conditions that can deceive you 
about your speed, direction or alti­
tude? What other information do 
you have available to cross-check 
your speed, direction, or altitude? 
What can you do to place or create 
some visual aids for landing, hover­
ing, and takeoff? 

Losing external visual references 
is largely dependent on your flying 
environment. If your environment 
offers one or more of the ways we 
described for getting into trouble, 
then you must develop and have 
available the appropriate tools to 
prevent or overcome these prob­
lems. - E4-­



• to talk about it. Also, our mainte­
nance officer (who we all thought 
was nuts for requiring the systems There I Was... 

ere are accounls 
sUbmilled10 us by 
readers. 

Freezing Rain 
"In 1986 I was flying for the 

U.S. Army in Montana. We had 
been in Helena for over 2 weeks 
doing special ops work. I was 
assigned the task of inserting a 
team to an Air Base to the north, 
and then returning to Helena. 
Weather was checked and the flight 
would have clear skies and deep 
cold enroute, and scattered clouds 
with some light snow on the way 
home. Should be VFR all the way. 
The weather enroute was perfect, 
but on the way back to Helena 
clouds closed in and snow started 
getting real bad. We had a UH-60 
and all icing equipment was work­
ing. After trying to get to the near­
est airport or landing site, we con­
tacted Flight Service and filed an 
IFRflight plan home. Now this is 
where the best laid plans fall apart. 
Weather checks out to be good. No 
icing. Snow level should be below 
our flight path, and we looked at all 
the options. Called and received 
out IFR clearance and climbed to 
altitude. Clear at flight level and 
smooth air. Cold as all get-out and 
our crew in the back was freezing, 
but it looked like the flight home 
would be a safe one. As you know 
Murphy will strike at any time. 
About 25 miles short of Helena 
clouds closed in, all anti-ice was on 
and working - rotor, pitot heat, tail 
rotor system. And then we ran 
smack into freezing rain. Not pre­
dicted, nor reported by anyone. 
Aircraft started to collect ice as we 
tried to figure out what to do. Tried 
climbing up. No help. Going lower 
in the mountains was out of the 

question. Weather was bad. No 
other route to go but on, and try to 
get there as fast as possible. 
Systems were working great but vis­
ibility was limited through the win­
dows. Power was starting to climb, 
so we knew the ice was building up 
on the aircraft. 

To make a long story short, we 
made an IFR approach and landing. 
Tower told us to stay on the runway 
because we were throwing ice all 
over the place. I thought my heart 
would stop, and then my crew chief 

slapped me on the shoulder with a 
piece of ice that must have been 2 

inches around and JlI2feet long. 

That came off the homing antenna. I 
don't know what we could have 
done different, except land when the 
snow was mentioned, but I don't 
think we could have explained that, 
when another helo made it home 
before the unexplained freezing rain 
started. If it had been any other 
helo except the UH-60 with anti­
icing systems, I would not be here 

to work) made us check them all the 
time and then spent untold hours 
.fixing them. We would have lost a 
ship and the crew. Needless to say, 
he earned my respect and I will 
always remember him for being the 
pain in the rear that saved us. " 

Sinking fetranger 
"I was flying a crew of claim 

stakers in northwestern British 
Columbia during November. The 
weather during that time of year 
can be pretty crummy with marginal 

VFR, clouds, rain and snow. The 
temperature was just below zero 
Celsius and there was a couple of 
feet of snow on the ground. My job 
was to drop off the men in the bush, 
let them walk a mile or two hacking 
a line through the forest then pick 
them up at a predesignated spot ­
usually a swamp, meadow or lake 
shore. 

The day was proceeding very 
well with the inclement weather 
holding off to about 3 miles (visibil­
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