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FLYING LESSONS for  
January 6, 2022 

 

FLYING LESSONS uses recent mishap reports to consider what might have contributed to accidents, so you can make 
better decisions if you face similar circumstances.  In almost all cases design characteristics of a specific airplane have 
little direct bearing on the possible causes of aircraft accidents—but knowing how your airplane’s systems respond can 
make the difference in your success as the scenario unfolds. So apply these FLYING LESSONS to the specific airplane 
you fly.  Verify all technical information before applying it to your aircraft or operation, with manufacturers’ data and 
recommendations taking precedence.  You are pilot in command, and are ultimately responsible for the decisions 
you make.      

FLYING LESSONS is an independent product of MASTERY FLIGHT TRAINING, INC. www.mastery-flight-training.com  

Pursue Mastery of Flight™ 

This week’s LESSONS: 
Institutional Complacency 
The tragic crash of a Lear 35 air ambulance has received substantial airtime and 
commentary this week. The two-pilot crew and two medical professional passengers perished 
when the airplane impacted terrain during an attempted night visual landing at Gillespie Airport 
(KSEE) near San Diego, California. The crash suggests several LESSONS we all can use, 
even VFR-only pilots. 

The crew was flying the short trip home from John Wayne/Orange County Airport (KSNA) at 
Santa Ana, California after having completed a medical flight to the Los Angeles-area airport. It 
was early evening, after dark; weather for the arrival was 
Marginal VFR, reportedly 2000 scattered, 2600 overcast, 
visibility five miles in light rain. The flight deck crew 
received clearance for the RNAV (GPS) approach to 
KSEE with apparent plans to break out of the clouds 
high enough to cancel their instrument clearance and 
make a visual landing on Runway 27R.   

Online chatter is that the Part 135 on-demand 
charter company’s Operations Specifications requires at 
least 5000 feet of runway for its crews in the Lear. Many 
Part 135 air carriers allow their crews to operate under 
less restrictive Part 91 (private) rules when conducting 
“positioning flights” that do not fall under Part 135 
because no passengers or cargo is being carried for 
hire, in which case this may not have applied. I’ve not 
heard if this was the case, but if it was this “relaxation” of 
regulatory requirements might have added to “get-home-
itis” and other pressures that the crew may have let 
affect its ADM (aeronautical decision making).  

There may have been other reasons the crew 
planned to land on Runway 27R instead of straight in on 
Runway 17 from the approach. It’s common for insurance policies for corporate jets to require at 
least 5000 feet runway length. Regardless, because of terrain to the east and northeast of the 
airport, the crew chose the RNAV 17 to get out of the clouds, then make a visual pattern to 
Runway 27R. With the weather information available before takeoff, it looked like an easy arrival.  
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And that’s what the crew did. Several miles north of the airport 
they “canceled IFR” with the controller and were directed by the 
tower to overfly the airport and enter left traffic for their landing 
runway. The Flightaware track of the fatal flight shows how it 
followed the planned path but, at the Learjet’s roughly 140 knots 
approach speed, the turn radius was so great that the jet was 
headed for nearby Rattlesnake Mountain.  

However, the weather had deteriorated while the jet was enroute. About 20 minutes before 
impact, as the crew would have been setting up for the approach, visibility had dropped to three 
miles in drizzle (BR, which is on the threshold of “fog”). The first METAR reported after the crash 
indicates at some point conditions lowered to 1100 scattered, 2000 overcast in three miles’ 
visibility. Remember this was at night, and over a densely populated areas where picking out 
rectangles of runway lights among the urban building and street lights would be difficult in the 
rain. Meanwhile, just to the east unlit rising terrain would be nearly impossible to see in the dark. 

Notably, initial information is that the airplane overflew the airport north-to-south at 350 feet 
above airport elevation (about 750 MSL, nearly 700 feet below circling minimums and 1100 feet 
below jet patten altitude) before beginning a wide turn that seems to have been intended to be a 
left pattern. Early reports are consistent with a stall in an attempt to turn to avoid terrain. 

Aviation New Talk’s Max Trescott and JetWhine’s Rob Mark (both FLYING LESSONS 
readers) reviewed the details of this crash in depth in Episode 214 of Max’s podcast series. Their 
55-mintues discussion delves much deeper than I will here, analyzing what’s known to date with 
appropriately noting repeatedly that there is much that is not yet known. I recommend you listen 
to this podcast and, for that matter, that you subscribe and listen to ANT (as I do).    
See: 
https://aviationnewstalk.com  
https://www.jetwhine.com  
https://aviationnewstalk.com/podcast/214-san-diego-learjet-crash-interview-with-rob-mark/  

As is the case with all FLYING LESSONS, I want to take a step back (or in this case, up) to 
see a bigger picture. What might we learn from this event that we can apply to all our flights? 

When reports of this crash I received about a dozen emails from friends and readers almost 
universally proclaiming some version of “this is why circling approaches should be banned.” I 
replied that this was not a circling approach, it was a visual traffic pattern gone bad. Still, as Max 

Trescott states several times in his podcast, it was flown as if 
it was a circling approach, even if under the guise of a visual 
traffic pattern.  

If the crew had briefed and flown this as a circling 
approach it would have descended no lower than 1440 
MSL, 1100 feet above ground level and maintained that 
height until in a position to make a normal landing…basically, 
flying the piston airplane traffic pattern. Instead, the Learjet 
appears to have descended to as low as about 700 MSL or 
350 feet above the airport…possibly to avoid the scattered 
clouds right at the 1440 MSL/1100 AGL circling minimum. 

Had the crew done what it said it was going to do and 
flew a visual pattern, it would have descended no lower than 
1840 feet, the prescribed 1500 AGL jet traffic pattern. This 
would have been between the time the scattered layer 
lowered from about 2200 to 1400 MSL. Further, to fly a 
visual pattern—as opposed to a circling instrument approach 
while still on an IFR clearance—the clouds would have to 
been at least 500 feet higher than that, or around 2340 MSL. 
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Note that the VFR cloud separation requirement is from any clouds, scattered or even 
“few,” not just from a cloud ceiling. 

It’s possible if the scattered clouds were right at 2000 feet (AGL) as reported (and the visibility 
remained above three miles) that the Learjet crew could have barely flown its visual pattern at the 
normal height and still met the VFR requirements.   

By canceling their IFR clearance the crew also chose to eliminate the option of making a 
missed approach if it could not maintain visual pattern height and cloud clearance requirements. 
Well, the crew could follow the standard recommendation for an inadvertent visual penetration 
into instrument conditions: climb, communicate (with ATC), confess (that you’re illegally in the 
clouds) and comply (with ATC instructions). In other words, canceling IFR meant committing 
to declaring an emergency if anything went wrong with their visual approach. 

A closer look at the chart reveals that circling to 27R is not authorized (NA) at night. It’s 
been speculated (online) that the crew canceled IFR specifically to “get around” this prohibition. A 
local source who wishes to remain anonymous wrote me that the operator in question—and other 
based pilots and common transients—routinely cancel their clearance and make this circle below 
pattern altitude as a work-around to the IFR restrictions to this otherwise convenient airport. The 
controllers, that source said, look the other way.  

And that reveals what I call an institutional complacency…a procedure done so often that 
is becomes standard operating procedure (SOP) and even encouraged despite the risks. The 
institution, more correctly the local flying culture of pilots, companies and even air traffic control, 
grows to ignore the hazards and actually supports and rewards “hero pilots” who violate the rules.  

More academically this is known as the normalization of deviance. In aviation this 
definition is usually applied to individuals or small groups, but it can describe an entire culture. 
See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Normalization_of_deviance  

More colloquially this is described as an accident waiting to happen. We all know pilots 
(and operations) which can be described as such…and usually are, after the seemingly inevitable 
accident occurs.   

Here are some LESSONS I see from this event that we can all use: 

Altitude awareness  
The rate of Controlled Flight into Terrain (CFIT) accidents has decreased with the widespread 
adoption of cockpit moving map technology, whether panel-mount or on a portable device. 
Knowing your current location very precisely eliminates much chance of “getting lost” around 
terrain. Synthetic vision and terrain warnings relative to aircraft altitude have made it even easier 
to avoid terrain (or conversely, harder to not know you’re about to hit the ground).  

When CFIT happens (and it still does) it’s more frequently the result of an intentional act—a 
VFR pilot descending lower and lower under worsening conditions before hitting the ground, a 
pilot choosing an altitude too low for terrain…or an instrument pilot descending below minimums.  

This LESSON is to select a minimum altitude for every phase of flight and divert before you 
are enticed (or forced) to descend below that altitude. This includes traffic pattern altitude, and 
must include cloud clearance requirements if flying under visual flight rules. 

Seek alternatives 
Look for alternatives that can meet your goals with a greater margin of safety. For example, 
assuming the Lear crew maintained the proper pattern height it would have required a steep 
angle of descent to overfly Runway 17, turn left and fly the tight pattern required to avoid 
Rattlesnake Mountain and land on 27R. What if instead the crew visually acquired the airport and, 
once nearly overhead, turned right 90 degrees onto an upwind to Runway 27R, then flew a 
normal upwind, crosswind and downwind leg. This would provide more time to get set up for a 
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close-in, base-to-final turn. Even offsetting the southbound overflight to the west edge of the 
airport, instead of east of Runway 17 as showing in the ground track record, would have given 
more space and time for a visual pattern. You might find minor changes make a big difference in 
risk on the flights you make as well. 

Of course none of this was possible under the reported weather conditions, a reminder to be 
ready to divert any time, even once you arrive over your planned destination. Seek alternatives. 

Give yourself an out 
At the point the crew canceled its instrument clearance and began what it called a VFR arrival 
(which is distinct from a visual approach made while still flying IFR), it placed itself in a position 
where the only alternative short of declaring an emergency and climbing back into the clouds was 
to Make. That. Landing. Psychologically that can prompt you to do whatever you have to do to 
try to make it in—even descend to as low as 350 feet above the ground in a 140-knot jet at night 
in the rain in an area of rising terrain even before beginning the visual traffic pattern.  

If you have only one alternative, to land, that alone should be enough to say “I’m going 
somewhere else.” I’m sure some reader is going to comment about one-way airports in 
mountainous canyons, and I know some pilots who accept that risk. But I bet they are looking at 
escape paths all the way to the point of no return on final approach. Give yourself an out all of the 
way to the ground if it’s possible (that’s why we practice go-arounds). Take that option and get 
out if you find you’re reaching a point where no other options is available to you.  

As Max and Rob were quick to point out, and as is an axiom of discussing recent mishaps in 
FLYING LESSONS Weekly, we are currently speculating without knowing all the facts. The final 
NTSB investigation will document all that will be known about this event, but that will take a year 
or more and even then may not have every single detail that contributed to this awful crash. Two 
pilots, to medical professional passengers, those persons’ families and friends, everyone who 
would have ever benefited from use of the aeromedical aircraft or its crew, and (if the company is 
negatively impacted by liability for the event) everyone who would have every benefited from the 
entire patient and critical organ transport it provides, all lose. We all lose…but we can also 
learn. 

We each are part of a safety culture. Unfortunately, sometimes that culture is bad. Is there 
anything you routinely do that is a work-around or “hero pilot” tactic, especially at your home 
airport where you’re most susceptible? Would other pilots look at what you’ve become 
comfortable doing, and call you an accident waiting to happen? 
Comments? Suggestions? Questions? Let us know at mastery.flight.training@cox.net.  

 

 

See https://pilotworkshop.com 
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See www.nafinet.org.  
 

Share safer skies. Forward FLYING LESSONS to a friend 

 
Please help cover the costs of providing FLYING LESSONS through the secure 

PayPal donations button at www.mastery-flight-training.com.  

Or send a check to Mastery Flight Training, Inc. to 247 Tiffany Street, Rose Hill, Kansas USA 67133. 
Thank you, generous supporters.   

More readers who donated an hour’s worth this week:   Ian O’Connell   David Kenny   Randall Phillips   Joseph Victor   Bryan Van 
Dyke   Kenneth Bacow   Rex Menke   Kim Caldwell   Britta Products, Inc.   David Ovad   Eric Westphal   Keith Richter   Joseph 
Victor   Thomas Fankhauser   Michael McRobert   Mark Clark 

 
Map out some fun 
Over on reader Gabriel Muller’s popular Smokehouse Pilots Club Facebook page, poster Charlie 
Dirk started a minor craze of posting a 
map of all the flying you did in 2021. 
Here’s mine, a modest year and a bit 
light on flight instruction delivered 
compared to my typical year: 

My 2021 totals 
138 total time, including 
53 hours dual given and 

10 hours dual received 
 
Mr. Dirk included easy-to-follow 
instructions for creating your own map 
using a free website: 

1. Using Notepad or a simple text editor, type a list of your flights for the year in this format: ORIGIN-
DESTINATION. [He] exported a list from Foreflight and edited from there. Example: 

KICT-KCOS 
KCOS-KHUT  
KHUT-KICT, etc. 

2. Go to www.gcmap.com.  

3. Click on the white button to the left of “Map Paths” in the Quick Usage Guide section. 

4. Find the “Maps Control” text block, delete the text that’s in the box and paste in your list. 

5. Click on the white button below the text box to generate your map. 

6. Make a screen shot and save your personal map. 

The program prompts you to correct any errors, giving you a choice of options if you’ve made a 
typographical error on an entry. Overall it was easy and quick; someday I’ll do this for my entire 
flying career. 

Have fun and make your own. Feel free to post it with a synopsis of your flight time on the 
Mastery Flight Training Facebook page. 
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See: 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/SmokehousePilots  
https://www.facebook.com/groups/231321520326248  

 
 

Check out the latest list of my Publications, Presentations and Webinars for 2022 
See http://www.mastery-flight-training.com/this_months_articles.html  

 
Pursue Mastery of Flight. 

Thomas P. Turner, M.S. Aviation Safety  
Flight Instructor Hall of Fame Inductee 
2021 Jack Eggspuehler Service Award winner 
2010 National FAA Safety Team Representative of the Year  
2008 FAA Central Region CFI of the Year 
Three-time Master CFI 
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