
Navigation aid is faulty
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at risk
I Pilots who rely on ground-based navigation aids
could find themselves hopelessly lost as the signals
they receive are distorted. The authorities have
warned of this hazard. but have done little more.
MARK STANSFIELD
Weekend Argus Reporter

THE lives of aircraft pilots
and passengers are in dan-
ger because navigation bea-
cons installed bv civil avia-
tion authorities lre faulty, it
has been alleged.

The Department of Civil Avi-
a t i o n  w a r n e d  t h e  a v i a t i o n
w  o r i d  i n  A p r i i  t h a t  s o r n e
ground- t rased nav iga t ion-a id
beacons were transmitting sig-
nals that some receivers dis-
torted.

Pi iots locking on to these
beacons could find themselves
hopelessly lost. Their receivers
could misinterpret the signal
and send the pilot in the oppo-
site direction.

Serious bearing errors were
common, as were sluggish op-
eration of the aircraft's devi-
ation bar and sometimes prop-
er  d i rec t ion  rad ia ls  w i th  a
warning flag showing. Some of
these malfunctions were simul-
taneous.

These crucial  instruments
are used by smaller commet'-
cial airlines and private pilots
- particularly in bad weather.
Aviation experts say that about
90 percent of smaller aircraft
using South African airspace
are fitted with receivers that
could malfunction because of
the beacons, known as VOR's
(Very High Frequency Omni-di-
rection finders).

An earlier warning was is-
sued by the Department of Civ-
i l  Av ia t ion  in  October  las t
year.

Brit ish aviation authoril ies
warned their pilo+"s about sinri-
lar equipment failure 17 years
a g o ,  a n d  i t  i s  b e l i e v e d  d e -
stroyed the faulty systeni so

that it could not find its way
back into use via the second-
hand market.

The Department of Civil Avi-
at ion warned that VORs in-
stalled at Jan Smuts, Louis Bo-
tha and Swellendam (the air
corr idor to D F Malan) had
been found to be malfunction-
ing. These beacons are not used
by major airlines.

The department 's chief  d i -
reetor, Stuart l luckwell, said
certain aircraft receivers need-
ed to be adjusted to cope with
the mis-information fed into
them.

He denied that Britian had
stopped using the equipment
and said five such VORs were
still in operation there.

Weekend Argus ,  however ,
has a British civil aviation cir-
cular warning Br i t ish pi lots
that at least five VORs in Bri-
tian and three in Holland and
Belgian were malfunctioning in
the same way as those in South
Africa. The British civil avia-
t ion  warn ing  was issued in
April, 1975 - about 17 years
before the South African au-
thority issued its first warning.

Now South Afr ican pi lots
suspec t  tha t  smal l  a i rc ra f t
crashes - such as the Piper
Seneca found wrecked in the
Drakensberg seven months af-
ter it took off from Richard's
Bay in  "a t roc ious"  weather
with highly-experienced pilot
Keith Page at the controls -
cou ld  have been caused bv
faulty directional signals.

M r  P a g e ' s  a i r c r a f t  d i a p -
peared on October 19, 1990. It
was found in the Drakensberg
on Mav 2. 1991. The first warn-
ing abbut faulty VORs was is-
sued in October the same Year.
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