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National Transportation Safety Board
Aviation Accident Final Report

Location: HILO, HI Accident Number: LAX97LA157

Date & Time: 04/12/1997, 2204 HST Registration: N242CA

Aircraft: de Havilland DHC-6-300 Aircraft Damage: Destroyed

Defining Event: Injuries: 1 Minor

Flight Conducted Under: Part 91: General Aviation - Ferry

Analysis 

On a ferry flight from Oakland, California, to Honolulu, Hawaii, the pilot declared a low fuel 
emergency and diverted toward Hilo, Hawaii. Approximately 2.5 hours later, the aircraft was 
ditched in the Pacific ocean. The pilot evacuated the aircraft before it sank and was rescued by 
the U.S. Coast Guard. He stated that, under flight planned conditions, the aircraft departed 
Oakland with sufficient fuel onboard to reach the intended destination with a 2-hour fuel 
reserve.  However, the winds at flight altitude, which were reported as light and variable at the 
preflight weather briefing, developed into a significant headwind during the flight. At a point 7 
hours and 10 minutes into the flight, the pilot determined that his fuel remaining was 8 hours 
and 40 minutes, with 7 hours and 40 minutes remaining to destination. Three hours later, the 
pilot determined that his 2-hour reserve was gone. He declared an emergency and diverted 
toward the closest airport, which was Hilo. Prior to fuel system exhaustion, the pilot elected to 
ditch the aircraft with power. 

Probable Cause and Findings

The National Transportation Safety Board determines the probable cause(s) of this accident to be:
the pilot's inadequate en route fuel consumption calculations, which led to his failure to 
recognize a deteriorating fuel duration versus time-to-go situation in a more timely way. 
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Findings

Occurrence #1: MISCELLANEOUS/OTHER
Phase of Operation: CRUISE

Findings
1. (F) WEATHER CONDITION - UNFAVORABLE WIND
2. (C) FUEL CONSUMPTION CALCULATIONS - INADEQUATE - PILOT IN COMMAND
3. FLUID,FUEL - LOW LEVEL
----------

Occurrence #2: DITCHING
Phase of Operation: EMERGENCY LANDING
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Factual Information

 On April 12, 1997, at 2204 hours Hawaiian standard time, the pilot of a DeHavilland DHC-6-
300, N242CA, ditched the aircraft in the Pacific ocean approximately 63 nautical miles 
northeast of Hilo, Hawaii, after declaring a low fuel emergency on a ferry flight.  The pilot 
evacuated the aircraft before it sank and was rescued by the U.S. Coast Guard.  He was 
transported to a local hospital where he was treated for minor injuries.  The aircraft departed 
Oakland, California, at 1050 hours Pacific daylight time on an instrument flight plan to 
Honolulu, Hawaii.  Visual meteorological conditions prevailed at the time of the accident.

The aircraft was equipped with four ferry fuel tanks in addition to the normal forward and aft 
internal aircraft tanks.  The ferry tanks had a total capacity of 900 U.S. gallons and the normal 
fuel system had a capacity of 366 gallons.  All four ferry tanks could be individually selected to 
gravity feed into either the forward or aft aircraft tank but were not instrumented for total fuel 
capacity.  The pilot stated that all fuel tanks were filled to capacity prior to departure.  Brent's 
International, Inc., in Hayward, California, installed the ferry tank system which was inspected 
by the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) in Oakland, California.  A special airworthiness 
certificate for the ferry flight was then issued on April 10, 1997. 

After installation of the ferry tank system, the pilot flew the aircraft from Hayward to Oakland.  
While en route, each ferry tank was individually selected and fuel flow into the main aircraft 
tanks was verified.  An additional test flight to check the ferry tank system for function and 
leaks was performed on April 11, 1997.  The pilot stated that the system performed in a nominal 
manner.

According to the FAA ferry permit for this flight, the maximum authorized takeoff gross weight 
was 16,250 pounds (130 percent CTOW).  The maximum quantity of fuel authorized for the 
ferry tank system was not to exceed 900 U.S. gallons, and the allowable center of gravity 
envelope was from 203.84 inches to 216.32 inches aft of the standard datum plane.  In 
addition, the aircraft maximum operating speed (Vmo) was limited to 136 knots indicated 
airspeed and structural load factors of +2.5g and -1.0g were not to be exceeded.

A temporary weight & balance form was prepared by the company that installed the ferry tank 
system which indicated that, fully loaded with pilot, baggage, and full fuel onboard, the aircraft 
weighed 15,866 pounds with a center of gravity location at 208.65 inches aft of the standard 
datum plane.  This placed the aircraft at 126.93 percent of its normally certified maximum 
takeoff weight.

The pilot estimated that the no wind en route flight time for the ferry flight was 16.0 hours 
which, by his calculations, left a 2.0 hour fuel reserve at long range cruise power settings.  The 
proposed route of flight from Oakland to Honolulu was approximately 2,250 nautical miles 
with en route flight altitude winds forecast to be light and variable.

In his written report to the Safety Board, the pilot said that after 7 hours and 10 minutes of 
flight time, the estimated time to fuel depletion was found to be 8 hours and 40 minutes, with a 
time to go to destination of 7 hours and 40 minutes.  Three hours later, the pilot determined 
that he was fuel critical due to unforecast headwinds.  He declared a low fuel emergency and 
changed his intended destination to Hilo, Hawaii.  He also requested Coast Guard assistance at 
that time.  Approximately 4 hours later, the pilot elected to ditch under power rather than 
remain airborne until fuel depletion.
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The pilot stated in his report of accident that there was no apparent malfunction of the aircraft 
or ferry tank fuel systems, and that he believed that unforecast headwinds were the primary 
cause of fuel depletion prior to reaching a suitable landing site.

Pilot Information

Certificate: Airline Transport; Flight Engineer Age: 63, Male

Airplane Rating(s): Multi-engine Land; Single-engine 
Land

Seat Occupied: Left

Other Aircraft Rating(s): None Restraint Used: Seatbelt, Shoulder 
harness

Instrument Rating(s): Airplane Second Pilot Present: No

Instructor Rating(s): None Toxicology Performed: No

Medical Certification: Class 2 Valid Medical--w/ 
waivers/lim.

Last FAA Medical Exam: 12/09/1996

Occupational Pilot: Last Flight Review or Equivalent:

Flight Time: 25000 hours (Total, all aircraft), 1000 hours (Total, this make and model), 12000 hours (Pilot In 
Command, all aircraft), 65 hours (Last 90 days, all aircraft), 15 hours (Last 30 days, all 
aircraft), 11 hours (Last 24 hours, all aircraft)

Aircraft and Owner/Operator Information

Aircraft Make: de Havilland Registration: N242CA

Model/Series: DHC-6-300 DHC-6-300 Aircraft Category: Airplane

Year of Manufacture: Amateur Built: No

Airworthiness Certificate: Special Flight Serial Number: 342

Landing Gear Type: Tricycle Seats: 2

Date/Type of Last Inspection: 04/08/1997, 100 Hour Certified Max Gross Wt.: 12500 lbs

Time Since Last Inspection: 2 Hours Engines: 2 Turbo Prop

Airframe Total Time: 9873 Hours Engine Manufacturer: P&W

ELT: Installed Engine Model/Series: PT6A-27

Registered Owner: LOPS PARTNERSHIP Rated Power: 680 hp

Operator: LOPS PARTNERSHIP Operating Certificate(s) 
Held:

None
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Meteorological Information and Flight Plan

Conditions at Accident Site: Visual Conditions Condition of Light: Night/Dark

Observation Facility, Elevation: ITO, 38 ft msl Distance from Accident Site: 63 Nautical Miles

Observation Time: 2150 HST Direction from Accident Site: 65°

Lowest Cloud Condition: Scattered / 2800 ft agl Visibility 10 Miles

Lowest Ceiling: Overcast / 26000 ft agl Visibility (RVR): 0 ft

Wind Speed/Gusts: 8 knots / Turbulence Type 
Forecast/Actual:

 / 

Wind Direction: 260° Turbulence Severity 
Forecast/Actual:

 / 

Altimeter Setting: 30 inches Hg Temperature/Dew Point: 21°C / 19°C

Precipitation and Obscuration:

Departure Point: OAKLAND, CA (OAK) Type of Flight Plan Filed: IFR

Destination: HONOLULU, HI (HNL) Type of Clearance: IFR

Departure Time: 1050 PDT Type of Airspace: Class E

Wreckage and Impact Information

Crew Injuries: 1 Minor Aircraft Damage: Destroyed

Passenger Injuries: N/A Aircraft Fire: None

Ground Injuries: N/A Aircraft Explosion: None

Total Injuries: 1 Minor Latitude, Longitude:  

Administrative Information

Investigator In Charge (IIC): WELDON     T ARMSTRONG Report Date: 05/21/1998

Additional Participating Persons: DON   HAMILTON; HONOLULU, HI

Publish Date:

Investigation Docket: NTSB accident and incident dockets serve as permanent archival information for the NTSB’s 
investigations. Dockets released prior to June 1, 2009 are publicly available from the NTSB’s 
Record Management Division at pubinq@ntsb.gov, or at 800-877-6799. Dockets released after 
this date are available at http://dms.ntsb.gov/pubdms/. 

mailto:pubinq@ntsb.gov
http://dms.ntsb.gov/pubdms/
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The National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB), established in 1967, is an independent federal agency mandated 
by Congress through the Independent Safety Board Act of 1974 to investigate transportation accidents, determine 
the probable causes of the accidents, issue safety recommendations, study transportation safety issues, and evaluate 
the safety effectiveness of government agencies involved in transportation. The NTSB makes public its actions and 
decisions through accident reports, safety studies, special investigation reports, safety recommendations, and 
statistical reviews. 

The Independent Safety Board Act, as codified at 49 U.S.C. Section 1154(b), precludes the admission into evidence 
or use of any part of an NTSB report related to an incident or accident in a civil action for damages resulting from a 
matter mentioned in the report. A factual report that may be admissible under 49 U.S.C. § 1154(b) is available here.
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