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Separation issue involving Robinson 
R44, VH-EYD, and Cessna 152, VH-
MRC 
What happened 
On 25 August 2016, a Robinson R44 helicopter, registered VH-EYD (EYD), departed from 
Bankstown Airport on a training flight to Camden Airport, New South Wales. On board were a 
student pilot and a flight instructor. After completing exercises in the Camden area, the helicopter 
returned towards Bankstown.  

According to air traffic control (ATC) audio data, at about 1607 Eastern Standard Time (EST), the 
instructor of EYD contacted the Bankstown aerodrome controller (ADC), advising that they were at 
inbound reporting point 2RN at 1,000 ft (Figure 1). The ADC instructed EYD to track via, and 
report at, ‘Choppers South’ reporting point at 500 ft. EYD then tracked via Choppers South at 500 
ft, but the instructor omitted to advise ADC when they were overhead that point. 

Figure 1: Extract of Sydney Visual Terminal Chart 

 

Source: Airservices Australia – annotated by ATSB 

At about 1610, the solo student pilot of a Cessna 152 aircraft, registered VH-MRC (MRC), who 
was conducting circuit training at Bankstown Airport, contacted the ADC and stated that MRC was 
on the downwind circuit leg, and requested clearance to depart the control zone on the upwind 
circuit leg. The ADC instructed the pilot of MRC to ‘go around from base, maintain 1,000 ft and 
depart on upwind’. 

The pilot of MRC asked the ADC to repeat the instruction and then read back ‘MRC going around 
from base and depart at 1,000 ft’. The pilot of MRC then continued their approach, descending on 
the base leg and final approach to about 300 ft above the runway before commencing a go-
around. At about 1613, passing about 500 ft on climb, the pilot of MRC advised the ADC that they 
were going around and departing at 1,000 ft upwind.  
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The ADC reported that they sighted MRC about mid-way along the runway, lower than the 
assigned altitude of 1,000 ft, and also sighted EYD about 200 m away at about the same altitude 
(Figure 2). The ADC immediately issued a safety alert1 to the pilot of MRC advising of a helicopter 
(EYD) to their left crossing midfield at 500 ft. The ADC then issued a safety alert to EYD advising 
of the Cessna (MRC) in the go-around.  

The instructor of EYD had already sighted MRC and commenced a right turn to increase 
separation. On receiving the safety alert, the pilot of EYD continued the right turn to pass behind 
MRC. EYD landed at the western helipad without further incident. MRC departed to the training 
area, before returning to land at Bankstown Airport, also without further incident.  

Figure 2: Indicative aircraft tracks 

 

Source: Airservices Australia – annotated by ATSB 

Aerodrome control and radio frequencies 
There were two Tower frequencies and two ADC positions at Bankstown, with ADC1 having 
responsibility for arrivals and departures on runways 29 right/11 left and 29/11 centre; ADC2 was 
responsible for the training circuit with runway 29 left/11 right.  

The two Tower frequencies at Bankstown were combined at the time of the incident, and one 
controller occupied the ADC position. When combined, pilots of aircraft operating on either the 
circuit Tower frequency or the arrivals and departures Tower frequency would have been able to 
hear transmissions on the other frequency. Although the pilots of MRC and EYD had different 
radio frequencies selected, they were combined such that the transmissions made on both 
frequencies could be heard on either frequency.  

                                                      
1  ATC will issue a Safety Alert to aircraft, in all classes of airspace, when they become aware that an aircraft is in a 

situation that is considered to place it in unsafe proximity to: terrain; obstruction; active restricted or prohibited area; or 
other aircraft.  
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Pilot comments 
Pilot of MRC  
The pilot of MRC was a student with 41 hours of aeronautical experience, six of which were solo. 
They provided the following comments:  

• They had not departed from the circuit runway to the training area previously and were not 
sure how to do so or what to expect from ATC. 

• Their understanding of a go-around was to descend as if on a normal approach to the runway, 
discontinue the approach on final at about 300 ft, apply full power and commence a climb, and 
diverge to the left of the runway. 

• They misunderstood the ADC’s instruction, but were unsure why the controller had not noticed 
the aircraft descending on base and final before it commenced the go-around. 

• They were not aware of the Choppers South arrival procedure until after the incident. 
• If the instruction had been sequenced differently, with the direction to maintain 1,000 ft first, it 

would have made the ADC’s expectations clearer. 

Controller comments 
The ADC commented that if the pilot of MRC had maintained 1,000 ft there would not have been a 
separation issue. Having issued the instruction to maintain 1,000 ft, the ADC turned their focus to 
monitoring other aircraft and communicating with the pilots of other aircraft in the control zone.   

The controllers have a liaison role with local flying schools, which involves visiting them and 
talking to the students, and they also invite students to the tower during quiet periods. This liaison 
fosters a safer working relationship between pilots and air traffic control.  

Go-around 
Aeronautical Information Package (AIP) En Route (ENR) 1.1 – 16.4 stated: 

At Class D aerodromes with parallel runways where contra-rotating circuit operations are in 
progress, if ATC instructs, or a pilot initiates a go around, the pilot must: 

a. commence climb to circuit altitude 

b. position the aircraft on the active side and parallel to the nominated duty runway, while 
maintaining separation from other aircraft and 

c. follow ATC instructions or re-enter the circuit from upwind. 

The Manual of Air Traffic Services defined a go-around as a ‘procedure in which the pilot 
discontinues the approach immediately and rejoins for another circuit, or proceeds as directed by 
ATC’. 

The ADC commented that when they issued the instruction to go around, they expected the pilot 
of MRC to terminate their approach and maintain 1,000 ft while continuing to fly the circuit 
geographically.  

En Route Supplement Australia 
The ERSA entry for Bankstown included the following under the heading Class D: 

‘CAUTION: HELICOPTERS OVERFLY RUNWAYS MIDFIELD AT 500FT.’ 

Operator comments 
The operator of MRC provided the following comments: 

• Helicopter pilots inbound via Choppers South should be aware that crossing a training circuit 
runway is inherently risky as a go around can occur at any time and is obviously more likely to 
occur with low time student pilots who are more likely to not have their approach to land 
stabilised. 
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• It is also very likely that during their initial solo circuit training students will be more likely to be 
focussing on the preceding traffic they are following and will be less likely to see crossing 
helicopter traffic in their peripheral vision. 

• Bankstown is a very busy training environment, which can have sudden increases in traffic 
volume. ATC needs to be aware of this as it is very difficult for student pilots to monitor traffic 
and radio calls and make broadcasts when conjoined frequencies are in operation, and there is 
a heavy traffic load. 

• It is, and it always will be, company policy to safely fly the aeroplane first, navigate to the 
southern side of the runway and then communicate their intentions/actions. 

Safety action 
Whether or not the ATSB identifies safety issues in the course of an investigation, relevant 
organisations may proactively initiate safety action in order to reduce their safety risk. The ATSB 
has been advised of the following proactive safety action in response to this occurrence. 

Operator of VH-MRC 
As a result of this occurrence, the operator of MRC has advised the ATSB that they are taking the 
following safety actions: 

Amended operations manual 
The operator of MRC is proposing to amend their operations manual to read: 

Unlicensed solo pilots are not permitted to request circuits on arrival or when inbound to 
Bankstown. Unlicensed solo pilots may only depart the training circuit after they have 
demonstrated proficiency in the procedure to an instructor and a note has been made in the 
training record to that effect 

Safety message 
The Civil Aviation Safety Authority booklet, Class D airspace, advises pilots that when operating in 
Class D airspace, they must sight and maintain separation from other aircraft. Pilots and ATC 
have a dual responsibility to maintain situational awareness of other traffic. 

http://www.casa.gov.au/scripts/nc.dll?WCMS:STANDARD::pc=PC_93379
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General details 
Occurrence details 

Date and time: 25 August 2016 – 1612 EST 

Occurrence category: Incident 

Primary occurrence type: Aircraft separation – Issues  

Location: Bankstown Airport, New South Wales 

 Latitude:  33° 55.47' S Longitude:  150° 59.30' E 

Helicopter details  
Manufacturer and model: Robinson Helicopter Company R44 

Registration: VH-EYD 

Serial number: 2288 

Type of operation: Flying training – dual 

Persons on board: Crew – 2 Passengers – 0 

Injuries: Crew – 0 Passengers – 0 

Aircraft damage: Nil 

Aircraft details  
Manufacturer and model: Cessna Aircraft Company 152 

Registration: VH-MRC 

Serial number: 15279612 

Type of operation: Flying training – solo  

Persons on board: Crew – 1 Passengers – 0 

Injuries: Crew – 0 Passengers – 0 

Aircraft damage: Nil 
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About the ATSB 
The Australian Transport Safety Bureau (ATSB) is an independent Commonwealth Government 
statutory agency. The ATSB is governed by a Commission and is entirely separate from transport 
regulators, policy makers and service providers. The ATSB's function is to improve safety and 
public confidence in the aviation, marine and rail modes of transport through excellence in: 
independent investigation of transport accidents and other safety occurrences; safety data 
recording, analysis and research; and fostering safety awareness, knowledge and action. 

The ATSB is responsible for investigating accidents and other transport safety matters involving 
civil aviation, marine and rail operations in Australia that fall within Commonwealth jurisdiction, as 
well as participating in overseas investigations involving Australian registered aircraft and ships. A 
primary concern is the safety of commercial transport, with particular regard to operations 
involving the travelling public.  

The ATSB performs its functions in accordance with the provisions of the Transport Safety 
Investigation Act 2003 and Regulations and, where applicable, relevant international agreements. 

The object of a safety investigation is to identify and reduce safety-related risk. ATSB 
investigations determine and communicate the safety factors related to the transport safety matter 
being investigated. 

It is not a function of the ATSB to apportion blame or determine liability. At the same time, an 
investigation report must include factual material of sufficient weight to support the analysis and 
findings. At all times the ATSB endeavours to balance the use of material that could imply adverse 
comment with the need to properly explain what happened, and why, in a fair and unbiased 
manner. 

About this report 
Decisions regarding whether to conduct an investigation, and the scope of an investigation, are 
based on many factors, including the level of safety benefit likely to be obtained from an 
investigation. For this occurrence, a limited-scope, fact-gathering investigation was conducted in 
order to produce a short summary report, and allow for greater industry awareness of potential 
safety issues and possible safety actions. 
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