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 FLYING LESSONS for  

April 14, 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: 
There are lots of LESSONS from this excerpt from a final, Probable Cause report from the 
National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB), with emphasis added: 

Before departing [Aspen, Colorado] on the instrument flight rules cross-country flight, the pilot [of a 
turbocharged Cirrus SR22T] cleaned melting snow off the airplane and visually inspected the airframe flight 
control surfaces for snow and ice contamination, which included checking the pitot tube for contamination 
and proper function of the pitot heat.  

The pilot reported that, just after takeoff, the indicated airspeed decreased from normal climb speed to 
less than 20 knots. Immediately thereafter, the primary flight display showed red X’s in place of the 
airspeed indication, and the backup airspeed indicator became unreliable.  

The airspeed indicator became functional again for a short time before airspeed indications were lost 
after the airplane entered instrument meteorological conditions [900 overcast, visibility 10 miles]. As the 
airplane was approaching rising terrain, the pilot chose to activate the airframe parachute system 
(CAPS), and the airplane descended under the CAPS canopy to the mountainous terrain.  

Recorded data indicated that the pitot heat remained on throughout the flight. The data corroborated 
the pilot’s reported loss of airspeed indications after takeoff but showed that airspeed indications 
returned about 1 minute later for the remainder of the flight, until the CAPS activation. The flight 
director was activated during the takeoff and climb before the autopilot was activated. The data indicated that 
the autopilot was turned off then turned back on until the CAPS was deployed.  

An internally mounted alternate static pressure source provided backup static pressure if the primary static 
source should become blocked. Whether the alternate static source was opened during the accident 
flight could not be determined. Given the available information, the static system most likely had 
trapped water that caused the unreliable display information.  

The National Transportation Safety Board determines the probable cause(s) of this accident to be: Water 
trapped in the static system, which resulted in incorrect airspeed display information and the pilot’s forced 
landing.  

See: https://mastery-flight-training.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Report_CEN20LA069_100879_4_13_2022-8_35_09-PM.pdf  

When I was a new instructor I was flying with a pre-solo student in a Cessna 152 on a 
warm summer morning. On downwind we suddenly flew through a cloud of large insects. They 
splattered on the windscreen, and a big one couldn’t outfly the pitot tube, plugging it up. I 
challenge anyone do to that intentionally, to maneuver an airplane to spike an airborne bug into 
the pitot tube. The whims of random chance are much more dependable than intentionally 
applied expertise in this case. 

With the hole in the front of the pitot tube completely blocked but the vents on its back side 
still open, the airspeed indication dropped from lack of pressure until it read below the minimum 
marked airspeed. Indicated airspeed information was lost. Of course we landed without incident 
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and concluded the LESSON until our mechanic disconnected the pitot line and blew the bug out 
from behind with some shop air.  

It occurred to me, however, that my student could have just as easily experienced this lack 
of airspeed indication on his first solo flight. Would he have landed safely alone? From that time 
on I emphasized even more the relationship between power, visual pitch sight picture, flap 
position and airspeed. I taught, and then required my students to demonstrate, takeoff, climb, and 
the entire traffic pattern to landing with the airspeed indicator covered before I would endorse 
them for first solo.  

I still do this sometimes when providing transition training to experienced pilots when they are 
new to Beech Bonanzas, Debonairs and Barons. It’s a good measure of a pilot who has 
progressed beyond rote learning of “the numbers” and is progressing to the application or even 
correlation levels of learning. 

Modern primary flight displays (MFDs) and other AHRS (attitude/heading reference 
system)-driven devices are sensitive not only to pitot pressures, but also to input from the static 
system. As the NTSB suspects in the case of the SR22, moisture in the static ports can be 
enough to “red X” the airspeed indication. This should be “fixable” by activating the alternate 
static air source to reintroduce static pressure to the system. This is the modern equivalent of the 
old-school “breaking the glass of the vertical speed indicator” to recover from a blocked static 
port. 

I’m not sure I wouldn’t have done exactly the same as the pilot of this Cirrus upon entering 
clouds climbing out of Aspen with no reliable airspeed indication. I’m not going to fault the 
experienced pilot (798 total time, 619 make and model, 51 hours last 90 days) for making that 
decision.  

I think, however, this report reminds us that: 

• Airspeed is the result of the combination of pitch, power and configuration. The lack of an 
airspeed indicator (ASI) does not mean the laws of aerodynamics have changed. The 
airplane flies fine without an ASI…cover the device to remove the distraction and losing 
the ASI is probably the easiest “flavor” of partial panel flight. 

• Even with an electronic flight display, pitot/static instruments (airspeed, altitude and 
vertical speed) are still driven by the pitot/static system, and subject to old-school 
pitot/static blockages. 

• If your airplane has an alternate static air source, get familiar with where it is, how to 
activate it, what instrument errors exist when operating on alternate air, and when to use 
it. 

• Don’t forget the value of groundspeed indications on GPS. You can fly without an ASI, 
but a groundspeed readout can be helpful. Except in strong winds it is close to airspeed 
close to the ground where it counts the most. Note the GPS-derived “six pack” instrument 
depiction on GPS and electronic flight bag (EFB) displays include what looks like an 
airspeed indicator, but it is actually displaying GPS ground speed.  

I challenge you to take along a qualified pilot or flight instructor and take off, fly the pattern 
and land with all your panel’s airspeed indicators covered. You probably first learned to fly with 
only glances at the ASI; get back to a “feel” for the airplane that permits you to get close to 
desired airspeed without having to look at the ASI. 

I invite you to read the full report and send in your ideas about other LESSONS it suggests, 
including these details and more: 

• The pilot decided to return to the airport, and as he maneuvered the airplane, the airspeed indicator became 
operational again. After confirming the airplane’s speed, the pilot began to retract the flaps, activated his 
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flight plan on the avionics, and engaged the autopilot. Shortly thereafter, the airplane entered instrument 
meteorological conditions, the airspeed indicator once again failed, and the autopilot disengaged.  

• Realizing that he was approaching rising terrain without airspeed indication or visual reference to the ground, 
the pilot decided to activate the Cirrus Airframe Parachute System (CAPS).  

• Upon activation of the CAPS, the passenger immediately notified air traffic control via the airplane radio and 
requested assistance. After more than 5 hours, a rescue crew arrived on foot.  

See: https://mastery-flight-training.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Report_CEN20LA069_100879_4_13_2022-8_35_09-PM.pdf  

Comments? Suggestions? Questions? Let us know at mastery.flight.training@cox.net.  

See https://pilotworkshop.com 

 

Debrief: Readers write about recent FLYING LESSONS: 

Reader Jack Spitler writes about recent LESSONS on predeparture flight controls checks: 
For what it's worth, airline crews do control checks as well and for the same reasons. In addition to clearing 
the yoke, water bottles may find their way under rudder pedals and are largely incompressible.  

Maintenance crews do the heavy lifting to preflight the aircraft, which is why you see only a "walkaround" by 
a crew member through the window at the gate.  

Aircraft certificated under the "new" Part 25 since the '80s have onboard telemetry including a page showing 
airframe configuration. That page shows flap position as well as rudder, aileron and spoiler deflection in real 
time with control movement and is observed during control checks as part of the upper portion of the Before 
Takeoff checklist after selection of takeoff flap setting. If any part of the telemetry is deferred due to 
malfunction of sensors, the mechanic managing the pushback procedure will visually confirm flap and 
control surface position checks with the cockpit prior to unplugging and clearing the aircraft for taxi. 

Thanks for your insights into how the “big airplanes” do flight controls checks, Jack. 
See https://mastery-flight-training.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/2022.0407-FLYING-LESSONS.pdf  

Frequent Debriefer Jeff Edwards, who I mentioned in last week’s report, adds more about 
reaching the unreachables: 

Great piece as usual. Thank you for your compliments. As we have discussed many times before-- the issue, 
IMHO, is many "unreachable" people (in this case pilots) are either ignorant of the regulations, standards, 
best practices, etc. or they willfully choose to ignore them and much of it is the latter. One only has to 
peruse Facebook and its many aviation sites to see such examples of pilots who have survived their attempt to 
improve the gene pool. The videos some have posted, including the gent who jumped out of an 
apparently good airplane a few months back; two guys who are going to jump from one aircraft into another 
[next week]; or the endless videos of pilots water skiing on lakes, rivers, etc. makes one wonder the 
following: 1) Is the FAA even paying attention to any of this? and 2) Where are the good pilots who are 
sitting silent on these matters? 

It is not enough that we discuss the nonsense here... in this forum of excellent aviators. We, as a group of 
safe, responsible pilots have to speak up and push back when we observe this kind of behavior otherwise 
it becomes the norm -- and it is fast becoming the norm as seen on social media. One pilot speaking out 
against the nonsense is not enough to change this tilt towards the rogues because the sensible pilot gets 
shamed and cancelled on social media (ask me how I know) ... but dozens speaking out can carry the day.  
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When I was a DPE [Designated Pilot Examiner] and gave checkrides and  issued pilot certificates on the 
FAA's behalf, I (jokingly) urged the FAA to give me the authority to take the certificates away as well.  

Peer pressure is a powerful force…pushing both ways in the struggle to influence the general 
aviation safety culture. Thanks as always, Jeff. 
More to say? Let us learn from you, at mastery.flight.training@cox.net.  

 

 
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 
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.   

 
Check out the latest list of my Publications, Presentations and Webinars for 2022 

See https://mastery-flight-training.com/publications-presentations-and-webinars/  

 
 

Pursue Mastery of Flight. 
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