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Safety From Others

One of the best benefits about associating with other pilots is that you can learn from them. If you spend enough time and share experiences you can learn from others’ oversights without having to risk your safety or aircraft. Have you ever noticed that there are always pilots around who are willing to share their experiences. (Though sometimes they think it’s bragging and we see it as a lesson—something to avoid.)
When I run across ideas, incidents and situations that were scary for someone else, or could have been, I make some notes so I can remember the scenario. Maybe I will be able to pass it on to other pilots, who can also avoid potential hazards. I have assembled a handful of just such situations I accumulated from pros and amateurs alike and I would like to pass them on to you as tips. Many involve minor changes or observations of common practices; I hope you find them valuable.
1. Close/secure doors and hatches

Airplanes have several pieces and parts that can be left open: everything from canopies to storage doors, inspection plates, oil and hydraulic compartment doors, nose compartments, fuel doors, etc. All need to be opened to check something or for entry or storing things. And it is tempting to “get back to it” after completing a walkaround or some other preflight duties. Unfortunately, that how they get left open. Even if you are gone for a second, close everything.
An open door may not cause an accident but at the least it is unprofessional and it may cause foreign object damage (FOD) to the engine or airframe. Anytime you are checking fluids, fueling, loading equipment or baggage, finish the job before doing something else. If you are interrupted close and secure the door and start over when the interruption is dealt with.

Some airplanes need pilot attention for fueling; fuel personnel are not always familiar with every aircraft. I suggest always being at the airplane even of you don’t fuel it yourself. Make sure all caps and doors are secure. Having other pilots or passengers assist with fueling can be helpful, but for safety reasons I follow this rule: Whoever is flying is responsible for double checking all the fuel caps, regardless who handled the fueling.

Appendages and connections to the airplane, such as towbars, ground power units, even chocks and tiedowns, need to be checked twice to make sure they are secure from the airplane when you are ready to fly. (How many times have you seen someone try to taxi with chocks in or tiedowns connected?)

2. Monitor fuel on the clock
Fuel gauges are very convenient, and most, with the exception of a few light aircraft, are very accurate. But are you willing to bet your safety on them? I’m not. Engines tend to consume similar amounts of fuel for a specific period of time, so I use the clock as a secondary fuel gauge. Always note your start and takeoff times so you can monitor your fuel consumption. If you have auxiliary fuel tanks monitor the times you have them operational. I have noticed that I can predict within a minute or two when tanks need to be switched. When I see contrary indications on gauges, I favor the time the airplane has flown on a given tank or set of tanks as the more accurate indication. Actually, I take the most pessimistic of the two. That way I have a conservative approach to fuel management, minimizing any risk of fuel starvation or exhaustion.
It is not necessary to wait until a tanks or set of tanks are due to be empty to check fuel quantity, rate of consumption and proper feeding of tanks. Periodic checks are a good habit. For example, every fifteen minutes recheck proper quantity indications and whether tanks are feeding like they should. 

3. Never rush
It always seems to happen that more things go wrong when you are in a hurry. The later you are the more pressure seems to be on you for preflighting, fueling and briefing passengers as quickly as possible. If you want to dramatically increase your chances for an incident or accident give in to that pressure to go faster, rushing to get things done so you can get into the air. When I feel that internal pressure to go faster, I intentionally slow down, follow all the checklists, double check the airplane and, if there are any passengers, explain to them that for safety reasons we can’t rush or skip any steps before flying. We have all seen pilots jump into an airplane and emulate a Le Mans car race, where the drivers jump into the cars and speed away. Rethink any fast getaways.

A good policy is to tell people meeting you at a destination airport is to stay home until you arrive. Tell them, “I will call you when I land, so you won’t have to wait.” Better that you wait than be intimidated into rushing to try to arrive when you were scheduled. 
4. Be fanatic about check lists

 People I occasionally fly with are often surprised that I religiously go through each checklist methodically. I suppose they assume experienced pilots have all the procedures memorized, which is probably the case. Nevertheless, professionals know that routinely completing checklists prevent omissions. No matter how much experience a person has using the checklist will prevent oversights.

I usually share with passengers the fact that I also recite the checklist items even if I am flying alone. It seems somewhat fanatical—but it works. If you perform all the checks required by the flight manual when they are supposed to be performed, using a printed checklist (not from memory) you gain a safety edge. The accident records are filled with accidents resulting from everything from fuel starvation, gear up and a host of situations, all preventable by use of a checklist.
5. Assume the most pessimistic weather
When the weather briefer describes a potentially hazardous situation, that does not yet exist but is forecast to appear, don’t take the sucker bet and assume the weather won’t be as bad as forecast. The fact is many times I have seen the weather turn out much better than forecast. And I have seen a few times when the reverse is true. Despite the fact that the weather is often better than forecast, the safe way to go is to assume the worst and plan for that set of circumstances.  Hoping to get to your destination or complete a local flight, assuming the weather will be better than forecast is definitely risky. We have all read about pilots who proceeded into weather outside the capability of their airplane or their piloting skills—with disastrous results. If the weather looks bad, don’t take off.
6. Flying based on economics 
Large and small airlines have tried it; private pilots and commercial pilots have too. It never works. Don’t think you can pull it off. What I am talking about is basing flight decisions on economics. Don’t confuse using good fuel management procedures and minimizing fuel consumption with basing flight decisions on economics. Those are simply good techniques to—safely—save money.
Jet warbirds tend to consume large amounts of expensive fuel. Considering the cost of operating the airplane as a basis for how you operate your airplane can be a threat to safety. Let me explain by giving you some examples. Deciding to load a $100 less fuel for a flight because “we may not need it; why spend the extra money?” may be a treacherous decision. Another example: not going around  (when safety dictates you should) because you know another pattern will cost you $75 in fuel. Flying only once every three months because “fuel prices are up” can also be economically short-sighted. Allowing proficiency to drop to dangerous levels to save money seems to defeat the purpose for having the airplane. Plus you may be risking your life to save a few dollars. If you truly cannot afford to operate the airplane, sell it. Fly with other pilots or wait until you can afford to fly and take it up again then. Otherwise, be willing to fly safely, and worry about the cost after the flight is safely completed.
7. Update your information
Once a decision is made to fly your duty to keep up with the current weather and landing field information does not end. Check with Flight Service while enroute for the weather at your destination, check for NOTAMs and any other relevant information on weather and field facilities. Use ATIS, AWOS, ASOS and manned facilities for the latest information. The earlier you know of any worsening weather conditions or field information, the better decision you will be able to make. For example, knowing you have to divert before you get to your destination will provide more options to safely terminate the flight.
Even before flying it’s a good idea to avoid relying exclusively on the government’s airport facilities directory. I try to call the FBOs and service facilities at airports to confirm the availability of fuel and other services I need for the airplane.

8. Fly the airplane
There can be many distractions in the cockpit that divert the pilot’s attention away from flying the airplane. Complacency or inattention can cause the risk of an accident to increase. “Fly the airplane” means giving your attention to the airplane and what it is doing. Don’t let passengers distract you from your obligations as pilot in command.
The same rule applies in emergencies. How many times have we heard about a pilot with a minor emergency who had the original problem solved only to forget something critical? Being concerned about how little fuel is aboard and then landing gear-up is a good example of this common breach of safety.
Airplanes fly with impaired engines, bad gyros, open doors, failed navigation or communication systems, and many more maladies. No sense in being so concerned/distracted about a situation that is not critical that you turn it into a critical one.
Fly the airplane, first and foremost, then you will have the greatest chance of overcoming any other problems.

9. Carry backup equipment
There are lots of stories about pilots who have lost electrical power, lights, generators, batteries, communication radios and about anything else on an airplane that can fail. Check them before you go, of course, and provide backups. Begin with lights; always carry a flashlight—even on daytime flights. Schedules change; what if you to divert or end up in the middle of nowhere? Lights are lifesavers in some situations. Actually, it is a good idea to carry more than one, and bring some batteries, and extra batteries, too. (Funny how they get weak sitting in the plane for a year.)
Today there are all sorts of portable communication and navigation gear available. I like to carry a handheld radio and a portable GPS unit. I have used both a few times in the past several years and was glad I had them with me. It’s very comforting to grab a handheld radio and talk with tower when something happens to a communication radio.
Depending upon how much room you have in your airplane and the areas and distances that you fly, you may want to assemble a survival kit too. Emergency water is nice to have if you fly over the desert or a blanket if you fly in the northern part of the country in the winter.
10. Eliminate doubt
Flying requires a constant series of judgments. We are continually assessing events, gauges, flight characteristics, sounds, etc., to make the best flight decisions. So long as these assessments provide consistent conclusions with what we have experienced in the past, the flight progresses smoothly. It’s when new, different or disturbing events appear that we must make more challenging decisions. During some phases of flight, the decisions must be both split-second and accurate if we are to continue to fly safely.

When potentially hazardous situations occur, we have to make our most difficult decisions: what are we going to do now? Engine roughness or failure, smoke in the cockpit, unexplained deviations from normal on the gauges—all of these indications demand good decisions. Should we continue? What should we look for? Where should we go?

Whenever I face these types of decisions, I eliminate all doubt as to the proper course of action. If any uncertainty remains as to the future safety of the flight, the decision is clear: land the airplane. Get it on the ground—now! Any suitable field is fine. I want no doubt remaining as to the safety of the flight. After landing, that’s when we can discuss what to do about the malfunction, noise, indication or whatever. 
It’s always surprising how easy it is to make decisions on the ground. And if it is nothing serious, no problem. We have so much more flexibility on the ground than trying to diagnose and fix things in the air. Land, then figure it out.

These tips are a few of the ones I have attempted to adopt in my flying. They may help you too.

Fly safe.
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