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‘The pilot’s lack of experience 

resulted in a diminished ability 

to accurately interpret the 

weather conditions on the day 

prior to departure’

The pilot’s ability to effectively 

identify other en-route traffic 

was adversely impacted by 

peripheral vision impediment 

in the form of a ‘VTC visor’ 



‘During the approach, the pilot 

experienced a high workload due to 

factors including an unexpectedly high 

traffic density in the area during single 

pilot operations, a general sense of not 

really knowing what they were doing, 

and then starting to really get in a flap 

about it. This led to the pilot 

inadvertently joining the circuit in parallel 

to a Saab 340, also on downwind at the 

time.’   

‘Whilst en-route to Mildura, 

increasing smoke haze 

partially obscured the horizon, 

increasing the risk of the pilot 

experiencing spatial 

disorientation in areas of 

reduced visibility.’   



PART 1: 
Common factors 

of flights into 

reduced visibility

PART 2: 
Investigation: 

what evidence we 

start with  

PART 3: 
Investigation: 

where we often 

end up 



The Australian Transport Safety Bureau is Australia’s 

national transport safety investigator. We don’t 

investigate to lay blame but to improve safety. 



ATSB investigation analysis model



Part 1: 
Common themes in ‘VFR into reduced visibility’ occurrences



Expectancy

Focus of attention: not 

on instruments, 

horizon

High workload and distraction

Spatial disorientation with 

reduced visual cues 

Salience of 

perceptual 

cues 

Instrument 

flying 

proficiency 

VFR into reduced 

visibility: common 

themes



Recognition 

and recovery 

considerations

Extracts from AO-2011-100



Part 2: 
Investigation: evidence used 









Part 3: 
Investigation: where we often end up 



AO-2011-100
• The pilot 

departed…with a 

high risk of 

encountering 

forecast cloud and 

dark night 

conditions…

• …the pilot probably 

experienced a loss 

of visual cues and 

became spatially 

disorientated… 

AO-2011-102
• The pilot probably 

became spatially 

disorientated…

• The flight was 

conducted in dark 

night conditions…

• The pilot was 

experiencing a high 

workload…

• The pilot had limited 

recent night flying 

experience…

AO-2016-006
• Continuation of the 

flight…was likely 

influenced by the 

inherent challenges of 

assessing low visibility 

conditions, particularly 

without instrument 

flying proficiency. 

• …the pilot likely 

experienced a loss of 

visual cues and 

became spatially 

disorientated



FLIGHT INTO REDUCED VISIBILITY, 

FOLLOWED BY SD REMAINS A SAFETY 

CONCERN

• Active investigations with similar themes 

(AO-2017-069, AO-2017-102) 

• 2006-201: 72 occurrences of VFR into 

IMC reported. 

• Two thirds are fatal 

WE OFTEN CAN’T EVIDENCE REASONS 

FOR DECISION TO FLY INTO REDUCED 

VISIBILITY…

• Particularly in fatal occurrences with 

limited recorded data

• You won’t see decision making in findings 

often

…BUT YOU CAN LOOK AT THE 

CONDITIONS IN WHICH THESE 

DECISIONS WERE MADE

• Training and guidance provided to crew 

• Whether instrument, UA proficiency is 

maintained 

• Regulatory framework and oversight

…AND ONGOING WORK INTO 

RECOGNITION AND RECOVERY
• Example – the Cirrus Blue ‘LVL’ button

• Cue-based weather training

• Advanced weather systems
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