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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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The Bureau did not conduct an on scene investigation of this occurrence. The information presented below was
obtained from information supplied to the Bureau.

Occurrence Number: 199400871 Occurrence Type: Accident
Location: 15km ESE Point Nepean
State: VIC Inv Category: 4
Date: Saturday 09 April 1994
Time: 1915 hours Time Zone EST
Highest Injury Level: Minor
Injuries:

Fatal Serious Minor None Total
Crew 0 0 0 1 1
Ground 0 0 0 0 0
Passenger 0 0 1 2 3
Total        0        0        1        3        4

Aircraft Manufacturer: Bell Helicopter Co
Aircraft Model: 206L-3
Aircraft Registration: VH-LIA Serial Number: 51384
Type of Operation: Miscellaneous   Search and Rescue
Damage to Aircraft: Destroyed
Departure Point: Sorrento VIC
Departure Time: 1905 EST
Destination: Sorrento VIC

Crew Details:

Role Class of Licence
Hours on

Type Hours Total
Pilot-In-Command Private 700.0 5200

Approved for Release: Sunday, June 19, 1994

The helicopter was engaged in a search and rescue (SAR) training exercise over the sea at night, in visual
meteorological conditions.  The task was to drop two small improvised marker buoys from the helicopter in flight
and for the pilot to record the latitude and longitude of the buoys by using the global positioning system (GPS) fitted
to the helicopter.  Small boats were tasked to search for the buoys.
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As planned, the helicopter crewman dropped the two marker buoys through the left rear passenger window while the
pilot flew at 100 feet radar altitude above the sea with about 15 knots forward airspeed.  As soon as the buoys were
released the pilot directed his attention to the GPS to obtain a fix.  Then, just as the pilot raised the collective lever
to climb, with the helicopter moving forward at about 15 knots, its landing skids, fitted with emergency popout
floats, contacted the water and the helicopter nosed into the sea.  The four persons on board, none of whom was
wearing a life vest, were rescued within 20 minutes.  There was no life raft in the helicopter.  The helicopter was
swamped before the pilot had a chance to inflate the emergency floats.

The radar altimeter had been set for its warning light to illuminate at or below 100 feet above terrain or water.  The
pilot confirmed the operational serviceability of the radar altimeter (RADALT) enroute to the buoy drop site which
was two kilometres out to sea.  During the buoy drop and the position fix, the helicopter was facing towards land
where the pilot could see lights.  While fixing the GPS position of the buoys, the pilot was unaware that the
helicopter was descending.

The following factors were considered relevant to the development of the accident:

1.   The pilot channelised his attention to the GPS while flying at a low height at night.

2.   The pilot was not aware that the RADALT warning light had illuminated.

3.   The visual cues available to the pilot were insufficient to enable him to monitor the height of the helicopter
above the water.
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