178 Seconds (part 2)
Managing the deadliest risk in aviation.

This is a continuation of a subject we began to explore in last month’s newsletter: 

 (“The deadly consequence of flight into instrument meteorological conditions by pilots unskilled in instrument flight”.) 

“An AOPA-funded study conducted in 1954 by Jesse W. Stonecipher, then chief flight instructor at the University of Illinois, Urbana, indicated that the average life expectancy of a non-instrument rated pilot in IMC was 178 seconds from the onset to loss of control due to spatial disorientation. Of the 20 subjects tested, 19 entered graveyard spirals and the 20th stalled his aircraft. None of them lasted over eight minutes and all had the same skills training. There’s no reason to believe those figures have changed in the past half century.”   

        (Quoted from: Business & Commercial Aviation Magazine, March 2008, page 63 

         “--- Illusions: Spatial Disorientation and Loss of Control”  by Dick McKinney.)
Indeed, according to the 2007 NALL REPORT on Accident Trends and Factors for 2006, published by the AOPA Air Safety Foundation, continued VFR flight into IMC (instrument meteorological conditions) remains the major cause of fatal weather accidents in single-engine aircraft. While statistics show an overall improvement in general aviation safety over the years, the NALL REPORT concludes “the long-term trend for weather related accidents is increasing.” 
As a volunteer FAASTeam representative, I have conducted hundreds of Wings Safety Seminars on the subject of flight into IMC and the challenges it presents to aviators of all experience levels. And the pilots in attendance always ask the same questions regarding the tragic final flight of John F. Kennedy, Jr. on July 16, 1999. It seems so many people just do not understand how this accident could have happened. After all is not the "official" solution (to simply) rely on the instruments and act accordingly?  (Many have asked) “Why did he not just look at the attitude indicator and roll the wings level?” “All he had to do was engage his autopilot.” others have opined. Some have even suggested some type of conspiracy theory (against Kennedy).   Careful! If we write this accident (off) as nothing more than pure stupidity(,) and assuming that we ()are not stupid, we run the risk of failing to learn the lessons provided by this terrible event. 
To truly understand how this could have happened and (to)adequately prepare ourselves for such an event (happening to us), we may have to imagine ourselves in that position. If you have already lost control of an aircraft during limited visibility and (have)been lucky enough to survive the encounter, you have already been there, done that, and will most likely not allow it to happen again().  But if every unusual attitude and recovery has been in a training environment you have yet to experience the horror of (JFK’s) flight on July 16th so many years ago. 
So what can we do to ensure that we avoid the fate of so many pilots before us and finally begin to reduce the number of weather related(incidents)? (How do we prepare ourselves to cope with similar incidents?) Perhaps an experiment with flight into IMC type conditions should be attempted -but (we caution, this should only be done) with a (currently)qualified instrument instructor in the right seat. This could be done in visual conditions (reported visibilities during JFK’s flight were no less than 10 miles – good VFR) at night over a large unpopulated area such as wilderness or water. No such area near by? Fly with an IFR current instructor and obtain an IFR clearance into actual IMC. The CFI does not have to create an unusual attitude; you will do it yourself within 8 minutes, at the most, of losing the natural horizon. It will then become abundantly clear to you that the conventional wisdom for such an event is easier said than done. There is no better way to demonstrate the importance of life sustaining instrument flight training!
There still remains much more to be said on this important subject so we will again continue (its) discussion in our next newsletter. In the meantime, life saving skills can be developed and nourished with a reasonable investment in time and money by scheduling simulator training with qualified instrument instructors. Refer to the scheduling notes below for a list of quality flight schools through out California offering such training. Please email us the names and locations of quality flight simulation in your area so we can add them to the list.
Our thanks go out to everyone who has contributed to this effort.
Happy Holidays Everybody.
and remember, a safe flight is no accident!
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