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Collision with a pole involving an
Air Tractor AT-502B, VH-PTF

What happened

On 4 December 2015, the pilot of an Air Tractor AT-502B aircraft, registered VH-PTF, was
conducting aerial spraying operations from Dalby Airport, Queensland.

The pilot had commenced duty for the day at about 0500 Eastern Standard Time (EST). At about
1200, the pilot took a short meal break. During the break, the pilot was provided with a map of the
next area to be sprayed, which included a number of gas wells. Each gas well was on a gravel
pad, with an antenna that posed a potential hazard to low-flying aircraft. The pilot was advised that
there were no other known hazards, such as powerlines, in the area.

The aircraft was fuelled and 1,600 L of liquid chemical loaded into the aircraft hopper. The aircraft
departed at about 1210, and tracked towards the field to be sprayed, which was about 13 NM to
the south-west. The pilot then overflew the area to inspect the field, first at about 100 ft above
ground level (AGL), then at about 50 ft AGL. The pilot noted the wells on the gravel pads, and
verified that there were no powerlines in the treatment area. The pilot also saw a solar panel a
short distance from a well, located in the crop and not on a separate pad (Figure 1). The pilot did
not see an antenna at the site of the solar panel at that time.

Figure 1: Field showing well on gravel pad and solar panel

Inset - enlargement

Direction of spray run

Gravel pad and gas well

Field to be sprayed | | Google-earth

Source: Google earth — annotated by ATSB

The pilot elected to use the solar panel as a reference point and established a plan for the
spraying. The aircraft then climbed and tracked a short distance away, and the pilot set up the
GPS in readiness to commence the spray run.

The pilot commenced the first spray run, tracking towards the solar panel. As the aircraft came
within about 20-30 m of the panel, the pilot noticed a pole behind the panel, protruding about 3 m
above the crop, with an antenna on it. The pilot immediately conducted a climb to avoid the pole
and antenna, but the aircraft struck the pole (Figure 2).
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The pilot’s primary concern was to check that the aircraft was still controllable. The pilot conducted
a climb to a safe height and checked the flight controls and all controls responded normally. The
pilot could not see any damage to the aircraft or any fuel venting from the tanks. The pilot then
checked the engine instruments and all indications were normal. There was a slight vibration,
which the pilot assessed as possible damage to a panel on the airframe, or a blade of the spray
pump used to disperse the load. The pilot therefore switched the pump off, but the vibration
continued.®

Figure 2: Bore with solar panels and pole (after collision)

Source: Aircraft operator

At that stage, the pilot decided that it was not necessary to dump the chemical load. The pilot
decided to land as soon as practicable and assess the damage to the aircraft. They elected to
return to Dalby, where there were emergency services available. The pilot broadcast on the UHF
radio advising the company that the aircraft had struck a pole, was still flying normally, and would
be returning to the airport. However, as the aircraft was relatively heavy, the pilot elected to spray
about 500-600 L of the chemical, at a higher flow rate than normal, to reduce the load prior to
returning to land.

During the return flight, the aircraft still had a minor vibration. The pilot overflew the runway at
Dalby to check the wind direction and speed before joining the circuit. The pilot conducted the
approach about 5 kt faster than normal, due to the weight of the aircraft and the unknown effect of

1 The aircraft was fitted with a wind-driven spray pump. Occasionally a blade can separate and cause vibration. If the

pilot switches the pump off and the vibration ceases, they have isolated the source of vibration,
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the damage caused by the collision with the pole. The aircraft landed safely at about 1240, and
the pilot was uninjured. The aircraft sustained damage to the left wing and the propeller (Figure 3).

Pilot comments
The pilot provided the following comments:

e Most of the gas wells had an antenna on a pole, similar to the one the aircraft struck, however
they were of a considerable height and on a gravel pad. The pilot had assumed that the gas
company equipment was located on gravel pads.

e The galvanisation on the pole had no shine and it blended into the background of the crop. A
line of trees beyond the crop also made the pole difficult to see. It would have stood out more
clearly against a blue background of sky.

e The solar panels were located on a ground water quality bore, with the (pole and) antenna for
satellite transmission.

¢ Pilots from the same company had previously conducted spraying operations in that field, but
the pole had not been in place then.

Figure 3: Damage to propeller (left) and wing damage (right)
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Source: Aircraft operator

Safety message

This incident highlights the importance of communication in identifying risks for low-level flying
operations. Additionally, unknown hazards can be very difficult to see. The use of clearly visible
markings may help pilots identify hazards during a field inspection. Pilots can then make a plan to
avoid them during spraying operations.

The ATSB report Wirestrikes involving known wires: A manageable aerial agriculture hazard,
cautioned pilots to conduct an aerial reconnaissance to confirm the location of wires and other
hazards. Having a plan and a procedure to minimise the risk of collision with hazards is a valuable
mitigation strategy. Further risk management strategies for agricultural operations are detailed in
the Aerial Application Pilots Manual.



http://www.atsb.gov.au/publications/2011/avoidable-2-ar-2011-028.aspx
http://www.aerialag.com.au/Home.aspx

General detalls

Occurrence details

Date and time: 4 December 2015 — 1240 EST
Occurrence category: Accident
Primary occurrence type: Controlled flight into terrain
Location: 24 km SW of Dalby (ALA), Queensland
Latitude: 27°16.43'S Longitude: 151° 04.13' E

Aircraft details

Manufacturer and model: Air Tractor Inc. AT-502B
Registration: VH-PTF

Serial number: 502B-0404

Type of operation: Aerial work — Aerial agriculture

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 operations
involving the travelling public.

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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