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Collision with terrain involving a 
Robinson R22, VH-APP 
What happened 
At about 0525 Western Standard Time on 11 February 2015, the pilot of a Robinson R22 
helicopter, registered VH-APP, departed from a camp site north of Kalbarri, Western Australia, 
with a passenger on board. The purpose of the flight was to conduct a reconnaissance of the area 
where goats were to be mustered that day. The role of the passenger was to point out landmarks 
relevant to the mustering operation. There was some confusion about the landmarks, but the pilot 
and passenger completed their reconnaissance then landed at another site (the goat yards) where 
the passenger disembarked. 

From the goat yards, the pilot was to return to the muster area to commence the mustering 
operation. The passenger was himself also involved in the mustering operation, and had a ground 
vehicle pre-positioned at the goat yards. 

When they landed at the goat yards, the passenger disembarked the helicopter under the 
supervision of the pilot, but the pilot still had some important points that he needed to clarify with 
the passenger. Rather than shut down the engine, the pilot elected to leave the helicopter running. 
After applying cyclic and collective control friction,1 he disembarked the helicopter to follow the 
passenger. Having caught up with the passenger about 30 m from the running helicopter, they 
then engaged in a conversation to clarify the points of concern to the pilot. 

The pilot was unable to recall the exact length of time, but sometime in excess of about 2 minutes 
later, just as the pilot and passenger had concluded their conversation, the pilot heard the 
helicopter engine RPM increase and almost simultaneously, noticed that the helicopter was lifting 
clear of the ground. The helicopter climbed to a height of about 3 to 4 m above the ground and 
yawed through about 80 degrees to the left. The helicopter travelled backwards for a distance of 
about 8 m, remaining laterally level, and sank back to the ground with a significantly nose-high 
attitude. The tail of the helicopter struck the ground first, followed by the rear end of the skids. The 
tail rotor blades separated from the helicopter as the tail struck the ground and the rear part of the 
left skid broke away during the impact. The helicopter settled upright but during the accident 
sequence, the main rotor blades struck the ground and stopped abruptly. When the pilot was 
satisfied that it was safe to approach the helicopter, he moved forward and shut the engine down. 
Although the helicopter remained upright, it was substantially damaged (Figure 1). The pilot and 
passenger were both uninjured. 

                                                      
1  The cyclic and collective are primary helicopter flight controls. The cyclic control is similar in some respects to an 

aircraft control column. Cyclic input tilts the main rotor disc varying the attitude of the helicopter and hence lateral 
direction. The collective control affects the pitch of the blades of the lifting rotor to control the vertical velocity of the 
helicopter. The collective control of the Robinson R22 incorporates a throttle mechanism designed to increase engine 
RPM automatically as collective is applied. Both the cyclic and collective controls are fitted with a friction mechanism. 
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Figure 1: Helicopter damage 

 

Source: Pilot 

Pilot comments 
The pilot believed that despite the application of control frictions, the vibration of the helicopter 
over the following couple of minutes (as he was engaged in conversation with the passenger) was 
enough to allow the collective to vibrate up with a commensurate application of engine power. He 
also commented that he was surprised at how quickly the accident happened. From the moment 
he heard the engine RPM begin to increase to the collision with terrain, was only a few seconds. 

The pilot noted that he was possibly distracted at the time of the accident. Although he was an 
experienced mustering pilot, he had not mustered goats for some time. He was anxious to 
commence mustering as soon as possible that morning, mindful that in hot conditions goats were 
often more difficult to muster than cattle. Added to the distraction of perceived time pressure, the 
pilot had limited sleep during the evening prior to the accident and was generally mindful that it 
was likely to be a challenging day ahead. The pilot considered that with the benefit of hindsight, 
these distractions may have combined to influence his judgement in managing the circumstances 
surrounding the accident. 

Robinson R22 Pilot’s Operating Handbook 
The Normal Procedures in the R22 Pilot’s Operating Handbook (POH) includes the caution: 
‘Never leave helicopter flight controls unattended while engine is running.’2 The POH also includes 
a number of important safety tips and notices. One Safety Notice with relevance to this accident is 
Safety Notice 17, which includes the following text: 

NEVER EXIT HELICOPTER WITH ENGINE RUNNING 

Several accidents have occurred when pilots momentarily left their helicopters unattended 
with the engine running and rotors turning. The collective can creep up, increasing both 
pitch and throttle, allowing the helicopter to lift off or roll out of control. 

Along with a range of important reference information about Robinson Helicopters, the R22 POH 
is available on the Robinson Helicopter Company website at www.robinsonhelicopter.com, under 
the Publications tab. 

Company Operations Manual 
The company Operations Manual permitted pilots to leave a company helicopter unattended with 
the engine running for a period not exceeding 5 minutes, under specific conditions. Those 
                                                      
2 The POHs for Robinson Helicopter Company R44 series and R66 helicopters include the same caution. 

http://www.robinsonhelicopter.com/
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conditions related primarily to the operational circumstances and the operating environment. The 
conditions also required the pilot to lock the controls and ensure that passengers and any other 
personnel in the vicinity of the helicopter were appropriately managed. The pilot believed that he 
was operating in accordance with those conditions at the time of the accident. 

Safety message 
Leaving any vehicle unattended with the engine running carries considerable risk. Even where 
appropriate approvals are in place, pilots are encouraged to exercise extreme caution when 
considering the circumstances, and not allow perceived time pressures or other external factors to 
affect their judgement. 

CASA Flight Safety Australia magazine Issue 91 (March/April 2013) includes an article titled Don’t 
Walk Away which discusses regulatory issues surrounding leaving a helicopter unattended with 
the engine running. Pilots and operators are encouraged to ensure that they are familiar with the 
relevant regulations and the conditions attached to any associated exemptions. Furthermore, 
operators are encouraged to seek advice from CASA where any doubt exists regarding 
application of the regulations or associated exemptions. The article also provides a summary of 
some accidents that resulted when pilots left helicopters unattended with the engine running. A 
copy of the March/April 2013 edition of the CASA Flight Safety Australia magazine is available on 
the CASA website. 

General details 
Occurrence details 

Date and time: 11 February 2015 – 0615 WST 

Occurrence category: Accident 

Primary occurrence type: Collision with terrain 

Location: 54 km NNW of Kalbarri, Western Australia 

 Latitude:  27° 14.17’ S Longitude:  114° 04.27’ E 

Aircraft details 
Manufacturer and model: Robinson Helicopter Co R22 

Registration: VH-APP 

Serial number: 1070 

Type of operation: Aerial work 

Persons on board: Crew – Nil* Passengers – Nil 

Injuries: Crew – Nil Passengers – Nil 

Damage: Substantial 

* The helicopter lifted off with nobody on board after the pilot and passenger had disembarked. 

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. 

  

https://www.casa.gov.au/standard-page/flight-safety-australia-march-april-2013-edition-0?WCMS%3ASTANDARD%3A%3Apc=PC_101296
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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. 

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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