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Readers are advised that the Australian Transport Safety Bureau investigates for the sole purpose of
enhancing transport safety. Consequently, Bureau reports are confined to matters of safety significance and
may be misleading if used for any other purposes.

Investigations commenced on or before 30 June 2003, including the publication of reports as a result of those
investigations, are authorised by the Executive Director of the Bureau in accordance with Part 2A of the Air
Navigation Act 1920.

Investigations commenced after 1 July 2003, including the publication of reports as a result of those
investigations, are authorised by the Executive Director of the Bureau in accordance with the Transport
Safety Investigation Act 2003 (TSI Act). Reports released under the TSI Act are not admissible as evidence
in any civil or criminal proceedings.

NOTE:  All air safety occurrences reported to the ATSB are categorised and recorded.  For a detailed
explanation on Category definitions please refer to the ATSB website at www.atsb.gov.au.
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Occurrence Number: 199800983 Occurrence Type: Incident
Location: 185km WSW Canberra, Aerodrome
State: NSW Inv Category: 4
Date: Sunday 22 March 1998
Time: 2105 hours Time Zone ESuT
Highest Injury Level: None

Aircraft
Manufacturer:

Boeing Co

Aircraft Model: 737-377
Aircraft Registration: VH-CZN Serial

Number:
24303

Type of Operation: Air Transport   Domestic High Capacity Passenger
Scheduled

Damage to Aircraft: Nil
Departure Point: Melbourne  Vic.
Departure Time: 2018 ESuT
Destination: Brisbane  Qld

Aircraft
Manufacturer:

Airbus

Aircraft Model: A320-211
Aircraft Registration: VH-HYB Serial

Number:
023

Type of Operation: Air Transport   Domestic High Capacity Passenger
Scheduled

Damage to Aircraft: Nil
Departure Point: Adelaide  SA
Departure Time:
Destination: Canberra  ACT

Approved for Release: Friday, August 7, 1998

The Boeing 737 (B737) was maintaining flight level (FL) 350 and the Melbourne Central controller had completed
all the required tasks involving that aircraft. Although the aircraft had not yet reached the point at which it would
normally be handed off to the next sector (Sector 4), the controller decided to proceed with an early hand-off which
was accepted by the Sector 4 controller.

The Airbus A320 was maintaining FL370 on a track which crossed that of the B737. The appropriate vertical
separation standard of 2,000 ft was being maintained.
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As the tracks of the aircraft converged, the crew of the A320 was given descent to FL350 by the Melbourne Central
controller, who momentarily forgot about the B737. As soon as the crew of the A320 reported leaving FL370, the
controller realised that he could not guarantee the required horizontal separation standard of 5 NM and immediately
instructed them to return to FL370.

The A320 had descended to FL368 before the crew were able to arrest the descent and commence climb back to
FL370 and re-establish a vertical separation standard.

The investigation revealed that the aircraft were at the same flight level, with a horizontal separation of 4.7 NM,
resulting in a breakdown of separation standards.

The practice of early hand-off is being reviewed by Airservices Australia as it can lead to a reduced level of
awareness by controllers.
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