
 

NTSB considering technology to avoid
accidents, close calls

September 25 2018, by David Koenig

  
 

  

This composite of file images released by the National Transportation Safety
Board (NTSB) shows Air Canada flight 759 (ACA 759) attempting to land at the
San Francisco International Airport in San Francisco on July 7, 2017. At top is a
map of the runway created from Harris Symphony OpsVue radar track data
analysis. At center is from a transmission to air traffic control from a United
Airlines airplane on the taxiway. The bottom image, taken from San Francisco
International Airport video and annotated by source, shows the Air Canada plane
flying just above a United Airlines flight waiting on the taxiway. Video captured
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the moment that an off-course Air Canada jet flew just a few dozen feet over the
tops of four other jetliners filled with passengers. On Tuesday, Sept. 25, 2018,
the National Transportation Safety Board will consider the probable cause of the
close call at the airport. (NTSB via AP, File)

Safety regulators are recommending the use of technology to help avoid
the kind of catastrophic collision that nearly occurred when an Air
Canada jetliner zoomed over four taxiing planes full of passengers,
coming within 10 to 20 feet of the first one.

"We could not have gotten literally or figuratively any closer to having a
major disaster," Bruce Landsberg, a member of the National
Transportation Safety Board, said at a hearing Tuesday to determine the
cause of the July 2017 incident in San Francisco and make safety
recommendations.

The Air Canada pilots were apparently confused because one of two
parallel runways was closed and dark before the late-night incident. The
crew was seconds from landing on a taxiway containing four other planes
that were loaded with passengers and waiting to take off.

NTSB staff is recommending adapting technology used to track ground
vehicles so that it could warn pilots and air traffic controllers if a plane is
not aimed at the correct runway. They also recommend that Canada
adopt new regulations to combat pilot fatigue on late-night flights.

The board was expected to vote on the recommendations and determine
probable cause of the incident before adjourning the hearing in
Washington, D.C.

The Air Canada crew was cleared to land on 28R, to the right of 28L.
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According to a preliminary NTSB report , the pilots thought the lighted
runway was 28L—not theirs—and they aimed their jet to land to the
right of that, on a parallel taxiway where the other planes were waiting to
take off.

  
 

  

In this Oct. 24, 2017 file photo, an Air Canada plane prepares to land on a
runway at San Francisco International Airport in San Francisco. Video captured
the moment that an off-course Air Canada jet flew just a few dozen feet over the
tops of four other jetliners filled with passengers. On Tuesday, Sept. 25, 2018,
the National Transportation Safety Board will consider the probable cause of the
close call at the airport. Plane pictured is not the plane the NTSB will review.
(AP Photo/Jeff Chiu, File)

According to the NTSB, the pilots told investigators that they didn't see
planes on the taxiway, but that something did not look right.
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A United Airlines pilot in one of the planes warned air traffic controllers
about the onrushing Air Canada jet, and pilots on a Philippine Airlines
jet switched on their landing lights in an apparent warning maneuver.

The Air Canada pilots abandoned the landing and pulled their plane up.
An NTSB staff member said Tuesday that they calculated the plane flew
10 feet to 20 feet above the first of the four waiting jetliners, then
circled and returned for a safe landing.

  
 

  

In this Oct. 24, 2107 file photo, the air traffic control tower is in sight as a plane
takes off from San Francisco International Airport in San Francisco. Video
captured the moment that an off-course Air Canada jet flew just a few dozen
feet over the tops of four other jetliners filled with passengers. On Tuesday,
Sept. 25, 2018, the National Transportation Safety Board will consider the
probable cause of the close call at the airport. (AP Photo/Jeff Chiu, File)

Both pilots of the Airbus A320, which was arriving from Toronto, were
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experienced. The captain, who was flying the plane, had more than
20,000 hours of flying time, and the co-pilot had about 10,000 hours.

In May, federal officials blamed pilot error for three other close calls in
the previous 16 months at the San Francisco airport. Pilots say that the
airport, with parallel runways close to each other, requires special
attention during landings.

The Air Canada incident led the Federal Aviation Administration to
issue new rules for the airport covering nighttime landings when one of
the runways is closed and better late-night control-tower staffing.

  
 

  

In this July 11, 2017, file photo, vehicles wait outside the international terminal
at San Francisco International Airport in San Francisco. Video captured the
moment that an off-course Air Canada jet flew just a few dozen feet over the
tops of four other jetliners filled with passengers. On Tuesday, Sept. 25, 2018,
the National Transportation Safety Board will consider the probable cause of the
close call at the airport. (AP Photo/Marcio Jose Sanchez, File)
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