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Wirestrike involving an Eagle DW1,
VH-FHP

What happened

On 27 July 2015, the pilot of an Eagle DW1 aircraft, registered VH-FHP, was conducting aerial
spraying operations on a property about 77 km southeast of Townsville, Queensland. The pilot
completed aerial spraying of two paddocks, and then loaded the aircraft with about 450 L of
chemical (about half capacity), and half a tank of fuel.

At about 0930 Eastern Standard Time (EST), the pilot took off to spray the third paddock for that
day. The pilot overflew the paddock and identified two sets of powerlines. The pilot formed a plan
to spray the paddock using a racetrack pattern and flying it in a clockwise direction. One set of
powerlines ran parallel to the spray direction, and the other ran across it at the western end. There
was a line of trees along the western powerline, which obscured vision of the power poles.

The pilot completed the first spray run towards the western powerline, overflew it, and then turned
to line up for the second spray run (Figure 1). A small area of about 30 m of trees had been
cleared for a pump installation and the clearing was in line with the start of the second spray run.
The pilot noted the powerline ahead, but then diverted their attention to the other powerline,
running parallel to the direction of flight, and about 5 m off the left wingtip. The pilot also looked
inside at the GPS to check the aircraft’s line for the spray run.

Figure 1: Paddock to be sprayed showing powerlines and wirestrike location
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Source: Google earth and the pilot of VH-FHP — annotated by the ATSB

The pilot commenced the descent into the paddock through the clearing in the trees and did not
see the powerline at that time. As the aircraft descended, the pilot looked up and suddenly sighted
the powerline. The pilot elected to push forwards on the controls to make the aircraft descend.
The aircraft then struck the powerline above the propeller on the wing struts.

After the aircraft struck the wires, it yawed violently to the left. The pilot used the right rudder to
turn the aircraft away from the other powerlines, and the force of the aircraft pulled the transformer
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off the power pole on the left. The aircraft then yawed to the right. The force broke the power pole
on the right and severed the powerline.

The aircraft decelerated rapidly and the wires pulled the aircraft towards the ground. The pilot
landed the aircraft with the wings level. The landing gear sheared off, the propeller struck the
ground and the aircraft ground-looped, coming to rest facing the opposite direction. The pilot
sustained minor injuries and the aircraft was destroyed (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Photo of VH-FHP at the accident site showing damage to the aircraft and wires
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Source: Aircraft operator

Pilot comments
The pilot provided the following comments:
e The pilot had sprayed that paddock once previously, and had used an anti-clockwise racetrack

pattern. On that occasion, as the power poles were on the eastern side of the trees, they were
more visible from that direction.

e The pilot elected to descend after sighting the powerline, to prevent the landing gear from
potentially catching on the wires and flipping the aircraft over.

e The aircraft had a wire cutter on the undercarriage and a wire deflector between the top of the
wing and the tail, but not on the struts where the wire struck.

e The powerlines were three phase.

Safety message

The pilot was aware of the powerline the aircraft collided with, but did not have it front-of-mind at
the start of the spray run. The pilot’s attention was diverted to other powerlines, parallel to the
direction of flight, and also inside the aircraft to the GPS. The pilot reported that stating aloud
‘powerlines ahead’, would have helped to maintain awareness of the wires.

The Aerial Agricultural Association of Australia suggests a way to keep focus is to ask yourself:

e Where is the wire now?
e What do | do about it?
e Where am | in the paddock?
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For further risk management strategies for agricultural operations, refer to the Aerial Application
Pilots Manual.

The ATSB research report Aerial application safety: 2014-2015 year in review, stated that aerial
application operations have a high accident rate relative to other aviation sectors. These
operations involve inherent risks. Those risks include low-level flying, high workloads and
obstacles such as powerlines. More than half of the total accidents and serious incidents over the
past 10 years were wirestrikes.

The report also stated that it is important to constantly monitor the environment, so the hazards
that were identified in pre-planning can be recognised and avoided. If a pilot is not specifically
looking for a hazard, it is unlikely they will notice it.

The ATSB investigated a similar accident, involving a Robinson R66 helicopter. A copy of that
report is available here: AO-2014-142.

General detalls

Occurrence details

Date and time: 27 July 2015 — 0930 EST
Occurrence category: Accident
Primary occurrence type: Wirestrike
Location: 150 km SE of Townsville, Queensland
Latitude: 20° 02.72'S Longitude: 147°55.52' E

Aircraft details

Manufacturer and model: Eagle Aircraft Australia DW-1

Registration: VH-FHP

Serial number: DW-1-0027-81

Type of operation: Aerial work

Persons on board: Crew—1 Passengers — Nil
Injuries: Crew — 1 Minor Passengers — Nil
Damage: Destroyed

About the ATSB

The Australian Transport Safety Bureau (ATSB) is an independent Commonwealth Government
statutory agency. The ATSB is governed by a Commission and is entirely separate from transport
regulators, policy makers and service providers. The ATSB's function is to improve safety and
public confidence in the aviation, marine and rail modes of transport through excellence in:
independent investigation of transport accidents and other safety occurrences; safety data
recording, analysis and research; and fostering safety awareness, knowledge and action.

The ATSB is responsible for investigating accidents and other transport safety matters involving
civil aviation, marine and rail operations in Australia that fall within Commonwealth jurisdiction, as
well as participating in overseas investigations involving Australian registered aircraft and ships. A
primary concern is the safety of commercial transport, with particular regard to fare-paying
passenger operations.

The ATSB performs its functions in accordance with the provisions of the Transport Safety
Investigation Act 2003 and Regulations and, where applicable, relevant international agreements.


http://www.aerialag.com.au/Home.aspx
http://www.aerialag.com.au/Home.aspx
http://www.atsb.gov.au/publications/2015/ar-2015-031.aspx
http://www.atsb.gov.au/publications/investigation_reports/2014/aair/ao-2014-142.aspx

The object of a safety investigation is to identify and reduce safety-related risk. ATSB
investigations determine and communicate the safety factors related to the transport safety matter
being investigated.

It is not a function of the ATSB to apportion blame or determine liability. At the same time, an
investigation report must include factual material of sufficient weight to support the analysis and
findings. At all times the ATSB endeavours to balance the use of material that could imply adverse
comment with the need to properly explain what happened, and why, in a fair and unbiased
manner.

About this report

Decisions regarding whether to conduct an investigation, and the scope of an investigation, are
based on many factors, including the level of safety benefit likely to be obtained from an
investigation. For this occurrence, a limited-scope, fact-gathering investigation was conducted in
order to produce a short summary report, and allow for greater industry awareness of potential
safety issues and possible safety actions.
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