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Alcohol-RelAted AviAtion Accidents involving Pilots 
With PRevious Alcohol offenses

INTrOduCTION

The.Federal.Av�at�on.Adm�n�strat�on.(FAA).requ�res.
a�rmen.to.report.legal.act�ons.�nvolv�ng.ethanol.and/or.
other. drugs .. Legal. act�ons. of. concern. �nclude. dr�v�ng.
wh�le.�mpa�red.by.or.wh�le.under.the.�nfluence.of.alcohol.
or.other.drug(s) ..Cert�fied.p�lots.are.requ�red.to.report.
any. adm�n�strat�ve. act�on. result�ng. �n. den�al,. suspen-
s�on,.cancellat�on,.or.revocat�on.of.dr�v�ng.pr�v�leges.or.
mandatory.attendance.at.an.educat�onal.or.rehab�l�ta-
t�on.program .1.Furthermore,.a.Nat�onal.Dr�ver.Reg�ster.
(NDR).�nqu�ry.�s.per�od�cally.performed.to.ver�fy.that.
all.relevant.conv�ct�ons.are.�n.fact.reported.by.p�lots.to.
the.FAA ..A�rmen.are.also.asked.to.report.any.h�story.of.
substance.dependence.on.the�r.Appl�cat�on.for.A�rman.
Med�cal.Cert�ficate ..P�lots.w�th.a.documented.h�story.
of.substance.dependence.may.st�ll.be.cert�fied.to.operate.
an.a�rcraft.through.an.Author�zat�on.for.Spec�al.Issuance.
(SI) .. Under. current. FAA. regulat�ons,. p�lots. who. are.
cert�fied.v�a.an.SI.may.be.subsequently.cert�fied.w�thout.
such.author�zat�on.after.a.documented.2-year.per�od.of.
abst�nence ..

A�rmen,.be�ng.a.small.subset.of.the.general.popula-
t�on,.are.subject.to.the.same.temptat�ons.as.anyone.�n.the.
general.publ�c ..Every.av�at�on.acc�dent.�s.trag�c ..However,.
from.an.av�at�on.safety.standpo�nt.the.most.ser�ous.cases.
are.those.caused.by.repeat.offenders.of.the.FAA’s.drug.
and.alcohol.pol�c�es ..The.purpose.of.th�s.study.was.to.
evaluate,.on.a.case.by.case.bas�s,.fatal.av�at�on.acc�dents.
between.the.years.2000.and.2007.�n.wh�ch.ethanol.was.
present.�n.the.p�lot,.and.the.p�lot.had.prev�ously.docu-
mented.alcohol.offenses.and/or.a.documented.h�story.of.
alcohol.dependence ..

METhOds

The. C�v�l. Aerospace. Med�cal. Inst�tute’s. (CAMI’s).
Forens�c.Tox�cology.Research.Laboratory.analyzes.post-
mortem.spec�mens.collected.from.p�lots.�nvolved.�n.c�v�l.
av�at�on.acc�dents .2,3.Tox�colog�cal.�nformat�on.for.cases.
�n.wh�ch.p�lots.had.elevated.ethanol.values.was.obta�ned.
from.CAMI’s.ToxFlo™.(D�scoverSoft.Development,.LLC,.
Oklahoma.C�ty,.OK). tox�cology.database ..The.p�lot’s.
med�cal.h�story.as.reported.�n.h�s/her.med�cal.cert�fica-
t�on.was.obta�ned.from.the.FAA’s.Document.Informat�on.

Workflow.System.(DIWS) ..Th�s. system.records.drug/.
alcohol.offenses.and.dependence.as.reported.by.the.p�lot.
to.the.Av�at�on.Med�cal.Exam�ner.(AME),.as.well.as.other.
�nformat�on.�nclud�ng.class,.cert�ficate.type(s).held.by.the.
p�lot,.and.�f.the.p�lot.was.formerly.a.SI.case.wh�ch.was.
d�scont�nued.after.the.2.year.mon�tor�ng.program .4.All.
�nformat�on.perta�n�ng.to.acc�dent.�nformat�on.and.the.
probable.cause.of.av�at�on.acc�dents.are.ava�lable.through.
the.Nat�onal.Transportat�on.Safety.Board.(NTSB) ..The.
NTSB’s.database.can.be.accessed.by.the.publ�c.v�a.the.
World.W�de.Web .

rEsulTs

Dur�ng. the. exam�ned. t�me. per�od. (2000-2007).
spec�mens.from.2,391.p�lots.�nvolved.�n.fatal.acc�dents.
were.rece�ved.by.CAMI.for.tox�colog�cal.analys�s ..Two.
hundred.fifteen.of.these.p�lots.(9%).had.a.documented.
alcohol.or.drug.related.offense.�n.the�r.past.(� .e ..dr�v�ng.
under. the. �nfluence,.dr�v�ng.wh�le. �ntox�cated,.publ�c.
�ntox�cat�on,. or. reckless. dr�v�ng. �nvolv�ng. alcohol),. a.
h�story.of.e�ther.alcohol.or.drug.dependence,.or.were.
formally.�ssued.an.Author�zat�on.for.Spec�al.Issuance.(SI).
for.alcohol.or.drug.dependence ..Alcohol-related.offenses.
were.the.most.commonly.encountered ..Out.of.the.215.
p�lots.w�th.a.past.substance.related.offense.117.(54%).
of.those.were.related.to.ethanol ..Forty.n�ne.of.these.215.
p�lots.(23%).had.been.c�ted.for.a.comb�nat�on.of.�ll�c�t.
drugs.and.ethanol,.wh�le.16.of.these.p�lots.(7%).had.been.
c�ted.for.offenses.related.to.�ll�c�t.drugs.only ..F�nally,.33.of.
these.p�lots.(15%).had.a.documented.h�story.of.alcohol.
and/or.drug.dependence ..

Follow�ng.tox�colog�cal.evaluat�on.of.the.215.p�lots.that.
had.a.prev�ous.drug.or.alcohol.related.offense.and.were.
�nvolved.�n.a.fatal.av�at�on.acc�dent.�t.was.determ�ned.
that.23.(11%).had.consumed.ethanol.pr�or.to.the.fatal.
�nc�dent ..Out.of.these.23.p�lots,.16.(70%).were.found.
w�th.ethanol.concentrat�ons.above.the.FAA’s.legal.l�m�t.
of.40.mg/dL ..The.rema�n�ng.7.p�lots.(30%).had.ethanol.
present.�n.the�r.system.at.a.concentrat�on.below.the.FAA’s.
legal.l�m�t.of.40.mg/dL,.but.above.20.mg/dL,.a.cutoff.for.
the.report�ng.of.the.presence.of.ethanol.by.the.NTSB ..For.
comparat�ve.purposes,.from.the.2,391.av�at�on.acc�dents.
evaluated.dur�ng.the.exam�ned.t�me.per�od.the.percentage.
of.all.p�lots.w�th.ethanol.concentrat�ons.above.40.mg/dL.
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at.the.t�me.of.the.acc�dent.was.approx�mately.5%,.wh�le.
the.percentage.of.p�lots.w�th.ethanol.values.between.20.
and.40.mg/dL.was.approx�mately.2% .

The. NTSB. attr�buted. �mpa�rment. by. alcohol. as. a.
cause.or.factor.�n.11.of.the.16.(67%).acc�dents.�nvolv�ng.
repeat.offenders.�n.wh�ch.the.ethanol.concentrat�ons.were.
above.40.mg/dL ..In.add�t�on.to.these.11.p�lots,.the.NTSB.
deemed.one.acc�dent.a.su�c�de.�n.wh�ch.the.ethanol.values.
were.elevated.and.the.p�lot.had.also.used.coca�ne ..In.3.of.
the.16.acc�dents.the.FAA.was.held.accountable.for.fa�l�ng.
to.�dent�fy.ex�st�ng.ev�dence.of.substance.dependence.and.
for.fa�lure.to.obta�n.add�t�onal.�nformat�on.concern�ng.a.
p�lot’s.self-reported.dr�vers.l�cense.suspens�on .

Case histories 
The.follow�ng.are.br�ef.descr�pt�ons.of.12.of.the.16.

fatal�t�es.�nvolv�ng.repeat.offenders.w�th.ethanol.values.
above.40.(mg/dL,.mg/hg).�n.wh�ch.the.NTSB.deemed.
�mpa�rment.by.alcohol.as.a.cause/factor.�n.the.acc�dent.
�nclud�ng.one.acc�dent.that.was.deemed.a.su�c�de ..Ethanol.
concentrat�ons,.other.compounds.found.�n.these.cases,.
and.the.NTSB’s.determ�nat�on.are.presented ..A.summary.
of.all.16.case.h�stor�es.�s.presented.�n.Table.1 .

Case 1
A.40-year-old.male.d�ed.after.h�s.rented.a�rcraft.crashed.

�nto.the.ocean ..As.descr�bed.�n.the.NTSB’s.final.report,.
the.v�ct�m.had.left.an.envelope.�n.a.fr�end’s.car,.and.had.
�nstructed.the.fr�end.not.to.open.�t.unt�l.after.the.plane.
had.departed ..The.envelope.conta�ned.a.power.of.attorney.
declarat�on,.transferr�ng.all.of.the.p�lot’s.property.to.h�s.
brother ..A.pass�ng.a�rplane.rece�ved.a.d�stress.call.from.the.
p�lot.stat�ng.the.he.had.lost.eng�ne.power,.and.that.he.was.
go�ng.down ..The.p�lot.had.a.h�story.of.substance.abuse.
w�th.two.reported.prev�ous.alcohol-related.offenses,.had.
prev�ously.been.conv�cted.of.first-degree.arson,.and.was.
be�ng.sought.by.local.pol�ce.for.a.recent.arson ..Ethanol.
was.found.�n.the.v�ct�m.at.concentrat�ons.of.42.mg/dL.
�n.the.blood,.and.27,.105,.98,.116,.69,.and.106.mg/hg.
�n.the.l�ver,.muscle,.spleen,.k�dney,.lung,.and.heart.re-
spect�vely ..Coca�ne.and.two.of.�ts.metabol�tes.were.also.
present.�n.the.p�lot’s.blood.as.well.as.several.benzod�az-
ep�nes. �nclud�ng;. d�azepam,. nord�azepam,. oxazepam,.
and.temazepam.The.NTSB.determ�ned.the.cause.of.the.
acc�dent.to.be.a.su�c�de ..

Case 2 
A.37-year-old.male.d�ed.after.h�s.plane.coll�ded.w�th.

power.l�nes ..The.p�lot.had.one.prev�ously.reported.alco-
hol-related.offense ..Ethanol.values.found.�n.the.v�ct�m.
were.124.mg/dL.�n.the.blood,.214.mg/dL.�n.the.ur�ne,.
125.mg/hg.�n.the.muscle,.and.74.mg/hg.�n.the.bra�n ..
Add�t�onally,. tetrahydrocannab�nol.was.present. �n. the.

v�ct�m’s.blood.and.tetrahydrocannab�nol.carboxyl�c.ac�d.
was.found.at.concentrat�ons.of.0 .006.µg/mL.�n.the.blood.
and.0 .04.µg/mL.�n.the.ur�ne ..The.NTSB.determ�ned.a.
factor.�n.the.acc�dent.to.be.the.p�lot’s.m�sjudgment.of.
h�s.alt�tude.and.d�stance.from.the.a�rport.due.to.�mpa�r-
ment.by.alcohol .

Case 3
A.46-year-old.male.d�ed.after.h�s.Cessna.152.a�rcraft.

crashed .. A. w�tness. and. the. p�lot. of. another. a�rcraft.
travel�ng.a.s�m�lar.route.both.stated.to.the.NTSB.that.
the.v�ct�m.may.have.consumed.beer.or.w�ne.pr�or.to.h�s.
fl�ght ..In.add�t�on,.the.p�lot.had.two.prev�ous.alcohol-
related. offenses. l�sted. �n. h�s. a�rman. file .. Ethanol. was.
found.�n.the.v�ct�m.at.concentrat�ons.of.174.mg/hg.�n.
the.k�dney.and.180.mg/hg.�n.the.muscle ..The.NTSB.
determ�ned. the. factors. caus�ng. the. acc�dent. were. the.
p�lot’s.consumpt�on.of.alcohol�c.beverages.pr�or.to.the.
fl�ght.and.the.dark.n�ght .

Case 4
A.30-year-old.male. �n�t�ally.surv�ved.an.a�rcraft.ac-

c�dent. �nvolv�ng.a.Hel�copters.&.A�rplanes,. Inc ..Exec.
162F. hel�copter. �n. wh�ch. he. rece�ved. m�nor. �njur�es ..
A.passenger.who.flew.w�th.the.p�lot.earl�er.on.the.day.
of. the. �nc�dent. reported. smell�ng.vodka.on. the.p�lot’s.
breath.before.the.fl�ght.departed ..The.w�tness.stated.to.
the.NTSB.that.they.d�d.not.bel�eve.the.p�lot.was.drunk.
and.that.they.had.asked.the.p�lot.�f.he.had.been.dr�nk�ng ..
The.NTSB.report.states.that.the.p�lot’s.reply.was.that.
he.was.not.“drunk” ..Hosp�tal.records.�nd�cate.a.blood.
spec�men.taken.approx�mately.1 .5.hours.after.the.acc�-
dent.was.pos�t�ve.for.ethanol.at.a.concentrat�on.of.136.
mg/dL ..The.blood.ethanol.concentrat�on.determ�ned.by.
the.FAA.from.spec�mens.obta�ned.near.the.same.t�me.
was.105.mg/dL ..Add�t�onally,.c�talopram.(0 .017.µg/ml.
�n.the.blood).and.zolp�dem.(0 .433.µg/ml.�n.the.blood).
were. also. detected .. NTSB. personnel. d�d. not. have. an.
opportun�ty.to.d�scuss.the.c�rcumstances.of.the.acc�dent.
w�th.the.p�lot.due.to.the.fact.that.he.was.fatally.�njured.
�n.another.a�rplane.acc�dent,.�nvolv�ng.a.Cessna.172S,.
the. follow�ng. morn�ng. at. approx�mately. 0830. hours,.
wh�ch.was.approx�mately.10.hours.after.the.hel�copter.
acc�dent.and.6.hours.after.be�ng.released.from.the.hosp�tal ..
From.the.spec�mens.collected.at.autopsy,.c�talopram.was.
detected.at.a.concentrat�on.of.0 .205.µg/ml.�n.the.blood.
and.zolp�dem.at.a.concentrat�on.of.1 .54.µg/ml.�n.the.
blood ..The.ethanol.values.from.the.postmortem.samples.
were.69.mg/dL.blood,.84.mg/hg.k�dney,.and.105.mg/hg.
muscle ..The.NTSB.determ�ned.the.first.acc�dent.to.be.
the.p�lot’s.�ntent�onal.operat�on.of.the.hel�copter.wh�le.
�mpa�red.by.alcohol.and.a.drug.(zolp�dem).result�ng.�n.
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the.�n-fl�ght.coll�s�on.w�th.a.house ..The.second.acc�dent.
was.attr�buted.to.a.su�c�dal.act.by.the.p�lot.result�ng.�n.
the. �n-fl�ght.coll�s�on.w�th.trees.and.then.the.ground ..
A. contr�but�ng. factor. �n. the. acc�dent. was. the. p�lot’s.
depress�on ..F�nd�ngs.�n.the.�nvest�gat�on.were.the.p�lot’s.
consumpt�on.of.zolp�dem.and.c�talopram.before.the.ac-
c�dent.fl�ght.departed,.and.h�s.�ntent�onal.operat�on.of.
the.a�rplane.wh�le.�mpa�red.by.alcohol ..Th�s.a�rman.had.
two.prev�ously.reported.alcohol-related.offenses .

Case 5
A.50-year-old.male.d�ed.after.h�s.Rans,.Inc ..S-14.a�r-

craft.coll�ded.w�th.the.terra�n ..The.p�lot.had.a.h�story.of.
alcohol�sm.w�th.documented.ev�dence.of.sobr�ety.and.at.
least.one.alcohol-related.offense ..Ethanol.values.were.171.
mg/dL.�n.the.blood,.363.mg/dL.�n.the.ur�ne,.and.231.
mg/dL.�n.the.v�treous.humor ..The.NTSB.determ�ned.a.
phys�cal.�mpa�rment.due.to.alcohol.was.a.factor.�n.the.
acc�dent .

Case 6
A.48-year-old.male,.who.was.not.rated.for.�nstrument.

ass�sted. fl�ght. d�ed. after. h�s. P�per. PA-24-180. a�rcraft.
was.destroyed.dur�ng.an.�n-fl�ght.coll�s�on.w�th.terra�n,.
at.n�ght,.�n.�nstrument.meteorolog�cal.cond�t�ons ..The.
a�rman.had.one.prev�ous.alcohol-related.offense ..Ethanol.
was.found.�n.the.p�lot.at.concentrat�ons.of.54.mg/dL.
�n.the.blood,.106.mg/dL.�n.the.v�treous,.and.95.mg/hg.
�n. the. muscle ..The. NTSB. determ�ned. a. contr�but�ng.
factor.�n.the.�nc�dent.to.be.the.p�lot’s.�mpa�rment.due.
to.alcohol .

Case 7
A.48-year-old.male.d�ed.after.crash�ng.a.Cessna.150L.

�nto.the.ground.at.a.h�gh.rate.of.speed ..Ethanol.values.
were.263.mg/dL.�n.the.blood,.235.mg/dL.�n.the.v�tre-
ous,.275.mg/dL.�n.ur�ne,.and.190.mg/hg.�n.the.bra�n ..
The.NTSB.report.stated.that.the.p�lot.had.a.h�story.of.
alcohol.abuse.beg�nn�ng.at. the.age.of.16,.as.well. as.a.
h�story.of.dr�v�ng.wh�le.under.the.�nfluence.of.alcohol.
w�th.one.alcohol-related.offense.documented.�n.h�s.a�r-
man.file ..He.rece�ved.�npat�ent.treatment.for.“alcohol.
dependence”.�n.1993.and.was.noted.to.be.“h�gh.r�sk.for.
relapse”. �n. documentat�on. prov�ded. to. the. FAA ..The.
p�lot’s.first.appl�cat�on.for.a.3rd.Class.Med�cal.Cert�ficate.
and.Student.P�lot.Cert�ficate.�n.1995.was.den�ed ..The.
p�lot. subsequently.obta�ned.a.val�d.med�cal. cert�ficate.
�n.1997,.but.was.caut�oned.by.the.FAA.that.any.further.
alcohol. related. offenses,. or. ev�dence. of. alcohol. abuse.
could.requ�re.re-evaluat�on.of.h�s.med�cal.cert�ficat�on ..
The.NTSB.determ�ned.a.contr�but�ng.factor.to.the.ac-
c�dent.was.the.phys�cal.�mpa�rment.of.the.p�lot.due.to.
an.elevated.blood.alcohol.level .

Case 8
A.42-year-old.male.d�ed.after.h�s.Raytheon.A�rcraft.

Company.G36.a�rcraft.coll�ded.w�th.the.terra�n.dur�ng.
an.aborted.land�ng ..A.bartender.reported.to.the.NTSB.
that.~5 .5.hours.pr�or.to.the.acc�dent.she.served.the.p�-
lot.four.alcohol�c.beverages.and.that.he.never.appeared.
to. be. �ntox�cated ..The. p�lot. and. two. passengers. were.
transported. to. the. a�rport,. by. a. des�gnated. dr�ver,. ~1.
to.2.hours.pr�or.to.the.acc�dent ..The.des�gnated.dr�ver.
reported.to.the.NTSB.that.the.p�lot.d�d.not.appear.to.
be.�ntox�cated ..On.the.a�rman’s.appl�cat�on.for.a.med�cal.
cert�ficate,.he.reported.one.Dr�v�ng.Under.the.Influence.
(DUI).conv�ct�on,.wh�ch.occurred.over.5.years.pr�or.to.
the.acc�dent.(2.years.pr�or.to.subm�tt�ng.the.appl�cat�on);.
FAA.med�cal.records.conta�ned.no.deta�ls.of.that.DUI,.
but. rev�ew. of. the. arrest. records. noted. that. the. p�lot’s.
blood. alcohol. content. (BAC). was. 0 .28%. dur�ng. that.
arrest ..Rev�ew.of.Federal.Bureau.of.Invest�gat�on.(FBI).
records.by.the.NTSB.�nd�cated.that. the.p�lot.actually.
had.three.add�t�onal.conv�ct�ons.for.drug.and/or.alcohol.
related.offenses,.�nclud�ng.another.DUI.about.12.years.
pr�or.to.the.acc�dent ..Ethanol.values.found.after.the.fatal.
�nc�dent.were.365.mg/dL.�n.the.blood,.357.mg/dL.�n.
the.ur�ne,.245.mg/hg.�n.the.muscle,.and.267.mg/hg.�n.
bra�n ..The.NTSB.determ�ned.the.cause.of.the.acc�dent.
to.be.the.p�lot’s.m�sjudgment.of.d�stance.and.speed.that.
led.to.a.long.land�ng,.and.h�s.�nadequate.recovery.from.
a.bounced.land�ng,.all.due.to.the.effects.of.�mpa�rment.
from.alcohol.consumpt�on ..A.contr�but�ng.factor.was.the.
FAA’s.fa�lure.to.�dent�fy.ex�st�ng.ev�dence.of.substance.
(alcohol).dependence.�n.the.p�lot.due.to.an.�nadequate.and.
�ncomplete.process.of.screen�ng.med�cal.appl�cat�ons .

Case 9
A.66-year-old.male.d�ed.after.h�s.Arter.RV6.a�rcraft.

crashed.�nto.a.field ..The.p�lot.had.one.documented.al-
cohol-related.offense.as.well.as.one.drug-related.offense ..
Ethanol.values.were.61.mg/dL.�n.the.blood,.183.mg/dL.
�n.the.ur�ne,.and.112.mg/dL.�n.the.v�treous ..The.NTSB.
determ�ned.the.factors.�n.the.acc�dent.were.the.p�lot’s.
ostentat�ous.d�splay.and.�mpa�rment.due.to.alcohol .

Case 10
A. 50-year-old. male. d�ed. after. h�s. Brown. P�tts. S-1.

exper�mental.b�-plane.coll�ded.w�th.the.frozen.surface.of.
a.lake ..Located.w�th�n.the.p�lot’s.fl�ght.su�t.was.a.broken.
beer. bottle ..The. p�lot’s. dr�ver’s. l�cense. was. suspended.
10. months. pr�or. to. the. acc�dent .. Th�s. �nc�dent. had.
been.reported,.but.the.deta�ls.of.the.arrest.had.not.been.
obta�ned.by.the.FAA ..The.arrest.record.obta�ned.by.the.
NTSB.for.that.suspens�on.deta�led.that. th�s.p�lot.had.
been.dr�v�ng.a.veh�cle.w�th.a.BAC.of.more.than.0 .25% ..
In.add�t�on,.the.p�lot.had.a.least.one.other.documented.
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alcohol-related.offense ..Postmortem.tox�colog�cal.analys�s.
revealed. ethanol. concentrat�ons. of. 155. mg/dL. �n. the.
blood,.279.mg/dL.�n.the.ur�ne,.155.mg/hg.�n.the.heart,.
and.151.mg/hg.�n.the.muscle ..Add�t�onally,.the.seroton�n.
metabol�te. rat�o. was. establ�shed. �n. th�s. case. reveal�ng.
that.ethanol.was.consumed.pr�or.to.the.acc�dent .5.The.
NTSB.determ�ned.that.contr�but�ng.to.the.acc�dent.was.
the. p�lot’s. �ntent�onal. operat�on. of. the. a�rplane. wh�le.
�mpa�red.by.alcohol.and.the.FAA’s.fa�lure.to.obta�n.ad-
d�t�onal.�nformat�on.about.the.p�lot’s.self-reported.dr�ver’s.
l�cense.suspens�on .

Case 11
A.52-year-old.male.cert�fied.fl�ght. �nstructor. (CFI).

operat�ng. a. Cessna. 172S. w�th. a. student. p�lot. were.
perform�ng.touch-and-go.land�ngs.�n.the.v�c�n�ty.of.an.
uncontrolled.a�rport ..The.student.p�lot.surv�ved.the.ac-
c�dent ..The.student.p�lot.reported.to.the.NTSB.that.the.
CFI.fa�led.to.respond.to.the.a�rcraft’s.stalled.cond�t�on.
and.the.a�rcraft.crashed.due.to. �nsuffic�ent.alt�tude.to.
recover.from.the.stall ..Postmortem.tox�colog�cal.analys�s.
revealed.ethanol.at.a.concentrat�on.of.285.mg/dL.�n.the.
blood ..The.NTSB.report.stated.that.the.level.of.alcohol.
tolerance. exh�b�ted. by. the. p�lot. suggests. a. m�n�mum.
per�od.of.weeks.or.months.of.susta�ned.�ncreased.alcohol.
�ntake,.rather.than.a.s�ngle.b�nge.event,.part�cularly.g�ven.
that.w�tnesses.saw.the.�nstructor.consume.alcohol.before.
the.fl�ght,.a.pr�or.DUI.conv�ct�on,.and.the.l�ver.c�rrhos�s.
found.dur�ng.the.autopsy ..The.NTSB.deemed.the.p�lot’s.
judgment.and.performance.were.undoubtedly.�mpa�red.

by.alcohol ..The.NTSB.report.also.notes. that. the.CFI.
had.reported.to.the.FAA.h�s.pr�or.DUI,.but.the.FAA.d�d.
not.request.deta�ls,.nor.requ�re.an.add�t�onal.substance.
dependence.evaluat�on ..The.NTSB.found.the.cause.of.
the.acc�dent.to.be.due.to.the.fl�ght.�nstructor’s.fa�lure.to.
ma�nta�n.suffic�ent.a�rspeed.to.avo�d.a.stall.dur�ng.takeoff-
�n�t�al.cl�mb,.and.h�s.�mpa�rment.from.alcohol .

Case 12
A. 46-year-old. male. operat�ng. a. Cessna. 182Q. was.

perform�ng.a.fl�ght.to.patrol.a.p�pel�ne ..The.p�lot.was.
found.to.be.fly�ng.�n.an.errat�c.manner.away.from.the.
p�pel�ne.and.�n.telephone.commun�cat�ons.w�th.the.p�pe-
l�ne.company.a.w�tness.reported.that.he.seemed.“we�rd.
and.d�sor�entated .”.Post-acc�dent.tox�colog�cal.tests.on.
spec�mens. from. the.p�lot. found.a.blood.ethanol. level.
of.373.mg/dL.and.a.ur�ne.ethanol.level.of.556.mg/dL ..
Tox�cology.tests.also.detected.a.h�gh.level.of.c�talopram.
(0 .863. ug/mL),. a. prescr�pt�on. ant�depressant,. and. �ts.
metabol�tes.�n.the.p�lot’s.blood.and.ur�ne ..The.p�lot.had.
three.prev�ous.drug.and/or.alcohol.related.offenses ...The.
NTSB.found.the.cause.of.the.acc�dent.to.be.the.p�lot’s.
fa�lure.to.ma�nta�n.a�rcraft.control.due.to.the.effects.of.
�mpa�rment.from.alcohol.consumpt�on.result�ng.�n.the.
coll�s�on.w�th. the. trees ..A.contr�but�ng. factor.was. the.
Federal.Av�at�on.Adm�n�strat�on’s.fa�lure.to.�dent�fy.ex�st-
�ng.ev�dence.of.substance.(alcohol).dependence.�n.th�s.
commerc�al.p�lot.due.to.an.�nadequate.and.�ncomplete.
process.of.screen�ng.med�cal.appl�cat�ons .
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Table 1. Case Demographics  

Case Age Sex 

Blood Ethanol 
Concentrations 
(mg/dL) Unless 

Otherwise 
Noted

Other Compounds 
Detected 

Previous Alcohol or 
Drug Related 

Offenses
NTSB Findings 

1 40 Male 42 Cocaine 
Benzodiazepines 

Alcoholism/Alcohol
Related Offense Suicide

2 37 Male 124 Tetrahydrocannabino
l

Alcohol Related 
Offense

The pilot's misjudgment of his 
altitude and distance from the 
airport was due to impairment 

by alcohol. 

3 55 Male 41 (mg/hg 
Muscle) — Alcohol Related 

Offense

Failure of both pilots to 
maintain an adequate visual 

lookout.

4 46 Male 180 (mg/hg 
Muscle) — Drug and Alcohol 

Related Offenses 

Factors in the accident was the 
pilot's consuming alcoholic 

beverages before the flight and 
the dark night. 

5 30 Male 69 Citalopram  
Zolpidem 

Drug and Alcohol 
Related Offenses 

Suicidal act by the pilot, 
contributing factor was the 
pilot's depression. Findings 

were the pilot's consumption of 
zolpidem and citalopram and 
intentional operation of the 
airplane while impaired by 

alcohol. 

6 50 Male 171 — Alcoholism/Alcohol
Related Offense 

Physical impairment due to 
alcohol was a factor. 

7 50 Male 106 (mg/hg 
Muscle) Cocaine Alcohol and Drug 

Related Offenses 

Pilot's in-flight loss of control 
due to spatial disorientation, 

and failure to maintain 
airspeed, which resulted in a 

stall/spin. 

8 48 Male 54 — Alcohol Related 
Offenses

Contributing factors were the 
pilot's impairment due to 

alcohol 

9 48 Male 263 Doxylamine Alcohol Related 
Offenses

A factor contributing to the 
accident was the physical 

impairment of the pilot due to 
an elevated blood alcohol 

level. 

10 42 Male 365 — Alcohol Related 
Offense

The pilot's misjudged distance 
and speed that led to a long 
landing, and his inadequate 
recovery from a bounced 

landing, all due to the effects 
of impairment from alcohol 

consumption, which resulted in 
an in-flight collision with 
terrain during an aborted 

landing attempt. A 
contributing factor was the 

Federal Aviation 
Administration's failure to 

identify existing evidence of 
substance (alcohol) 

dependence in the pilot due to 
an inadequate and incomplete 
process of screening medical 

applications.
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Table 1. Case Demographics (Continued) 

Case Age Sex 

Blood Ethanol 
Concentrations 
(mg/dL) Unless 

Otherwise 
Noted

Other Compounds 
Detected 

Previous Alcohol or 
Drug Related 

Offenses
NTSB Findings 

11 66 Male 61 — Alcohol and Drug 
Related Offenses 

Factors in the accident were the 
pilot's ostentatious display and 

impairment due to alcohol. 

12 50 Male 155 — Drug and Alcohol 
Related Offenses 

Contributing to the accident 
was the pilot's intentional 

operation of the airplane while 
impaired by alcohol and the 

FAA's failure to obtain 
additional information about 

the pilot's self-reported driver's 
license suspension. 

13 45 Male 48 (mg/hg 
Muscle) —

Drug Abuse/Alcohol 
and Drug Related 

Offenses

The pilot's failure to maintain 
sufficient altitude above the 
surface of water during an 

intentional buzzing maneuver. 
Contributing to the accident 
was the nighttime lighting 

environment.

14 25 Male 270 Citalopram Drug and Alcohol 
Related Offenses N/A

15 52 Male 285 Atropine Alcohol Related 
Offense

The flight instructor's failure to 
maintain sufficient airspeed to 

avoid a stall during takeoff-
initial climb, and his 

impairment from alcohol. 

16 46 Male 373 — Drug and Alcohol 
Related Offenses 

The pilot's failure to maintain 
aircraft control due to the 

effects of impairment from 
alcohol consumption. A 

contributing factor was the 
Federal Aviation 

Administration's failure to 
identify existing evidence of 

substance (alcohol) dependence 
in this commercial pilot due to 
an inadequate and incomplete 
process of screening medical 

applications.
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dIsCussION

The.use.of.alcohol.and.drugs. �s.not.uncommon.�n.
the.p�lot. commun�ty ..The.FAA.has. stud�ed. th�s. top�c.
extens�vely.and.has.made.tremendous.str�des.�n.develop-
�ng.programs.to.help.p�lots.w�th.substance.abuse.�ssues ..
Per.“Alcohol.Rehab�l�tat�on.of.A�rl�ne.P�lots,”.by.Russell.
et.al ..the.Spec�al.Issuance.(SI).program,.�mplemented.�n.
1976,.was.developed.to.mon�tor.a�rl�ne.p�lots.suffer�ng.
from. ethanol. dependence .6. The. FAA. �n. conjunct�on.
w�th.the.A�rl�ne.P�lots.Assoc�at�on.(ALPA).and.several.
a�rl�ne.compan�es.�n�t�ated.a.plan.for.the.cert�ficat�on.of.
rehab�l�tated.alcohol�c.p�lots ..The.study.evaluated.587.
records.of.a�rl�ne.p�lots.that.were.granted.spec�al.�ssuance.
after.treatment.for.alcohol�sm.from.1972.to.1984 ..The.
researchers.found.that.the.SI.program.had.an.85%.suc-
cess.rate ..It.also.noted.that.�f.a.p�lot.exper�enced.a.relapse.
they.were.�mmed�ately.removed.from.the�r.fl�ght.duty.and.
recycled.through.the.program ..Russell.et.al ..stated.that.
�n.no.case.that.�nvolved.a.relapse.was.�t.felt.that.av�at�on.
safety.was.comprom�sed .6

There. �s. a. h�gh. probab�l�ty. that. a. p�lot. conv�cted.
for.dr�v�ng.wh�le.under.the.�nfluence.of.alcohol.and/or.
other.drugs.had.dr�ven.under.s�m�lar.cond�t�ons.before ..
The. Nat�onal. H�ghway. Traffic. Safety. Adm�n�strat�on.
(NHTSA).est�mates.that.on.average,.an.�nd�v�dual.makes.
approx�mately.1,000.drunken.dr�v�ng.tr�ps.pr�or.to.be�ng.
arrested .7.As.stated.�n.the.NTSB.Safety.Alert,.“Hard.Core.
Dr�nk�ng.Dr�vers”,.repeat.offenders.represent.about.one-
th�rd.of.all.dr�vers.arrested.or.conv�cted.of.dr�v�ng.wh�le.
�ntox�cated.or.under.the.�nfluence.of.alcohol ..Add�t�onally,.
the.NTSB.found.that.�n.2006,.people.�dent�fied.as.“hard.
core.dr�nk�ng.dr�vers”.—.wh�ch.was.defined.as.those.w�th.
blood.alcohol.concentrat�ons.(BACs).of.0 .15%.or.greater.
or.who.were.repeat.offenders.w�th.a.drunk.dr�v�ng.arrest.
or.conv�ct�on.�n.the.past.10.years.—.were.�nvolved.�n.
more.than.53%.of.the.alcohol-related.fatal�t�es.and.more.
than.22%.of.all.h�ghway.deaths ..The.NTSB.recommends.
that.DWI.offenders.ma�nta�n.a.zero.BAC.level.as.these.
measures.have.resulted.�n.a.25%.reduct�on.�n.the.propor-
t�on.of.repeat.offenders.�nvolved.�n.fatal.crashes .7

Cl�n�cal. d�agnos�s. of. substance. dependence. �s. d�s-
qual�fy�ng.for.a�rmen.dut�es,.except.under.certa�n.spec�fic.
c�rcumstances ..For.a�rmen.who.do.not.meet.the.regulatory.
cr�ter�a.for.med�cal.cert�ficat�on.for.any.reason,.�nclud�ng.
substance.dependence,.the.FAA.may.perm�t.cert�ficat�on.
under.a.t�me-l�m�ted.Author�zat�on.for.Spec�al.Issuance.(14.

CFR.67 .401) .1.Per.14.Code.of.Federal.Regulat�ons.(CFR).
67 .107(a)(4)(��),. 67 .207(a)(4)(��). and. 67 .307(a)(4)(��),.
alcohol. and. other. substance. dependence. �s. defined. as.
ev�denced.by.(A).�ncreas�ng.tolerance,.(B).man�festat�on.of.
w�thdrawal.symptoms,.(C).�mpa�red.control.of.use,.or.(D).
cont�nued.use.desp�te.damage.to.phys�cal.health.or.�mpa�r-
ment.of.soc�al,.personal,.or.occupat�on.funct�on�ng .1

Accurate.h�story.of.dr�v�ng.wh�le.under.the.�nfluence.
or. �ntox�cat�on. can. be. l�m�ted. by. what. �s. reported. by.
a�rmen.on.the.Appl�cat�on.for.A�rman.Med�cal.Cert�fi-
cate.(FAA.Form.8500-8),.what.�nformat�on.�s.ava�lable.
through. NDR. �nqu�r�es,. and. ver�ficat�on. through. the.
state/mun�c�pal�ty. of. record .. It. �s. requ�red.by. the.FAA.
that.Av�at�on.Med�cal.Exam�ners.(AMEs).suspend.�ssu-
ance.of.a.med�cal.cert�ficate.for.a�rmen.w�th.a.h�story.of.
substance.abuse.or.dependence ..Also,.p�lots.w�th.a.h�story.
of.substance.dependence.or.abuse.who.des�re.cert�ficat�on.
are.requ�red.to.subm�t.to.the.FAA.a.current.status.report.
from.a.phys�c�an.cert�fied.�n.add�ct�ve.d�sorders.and.fam�l�ar.
w�th.av�at�on.standards ..Author�zat�on.for.Spec�al.Issuance.
(SI).�s.granted.when.an.a�rmen.has.shown.ev�dence.that.
the.publ�c.�s.not.endangered.by.the.performance.of.the.
dut�es.perm�tted.under.the.cert�ficate .1.W�thout.accurate.
med�cal.h�story,.�nclud�ng.legal.act�ons.that.ar�se.from.the.
use.of.alcohol.and.other.drugs,.a.p�lot.could.be.granted.
a.med�cal.cert�ficate.that.they.are.not.qual�fied.for.and.
could.put.l�ves.�n.jeopardy .

In.2007,.the.NTSB.made.three.recommendat�ons.to.
the.FAA.concern�ng.a�rcraft.acc�dent.�nvest�gat�ons.where.
the.p�lot’s.h�story.of.substance.dependence.was.relevant.to.
the.cause.of.the.acc�dent ..As.a.result.of.the.�nvest�gat�on.
the.NTSB.recommended.that.the.FAA.requ�re.a�rmen,.
follow�ng.a.traffic.conv�ct�on.or.adm�n�strat�ve.act�on,.to.
prov�de.a.complete.copy.of.the.relevant.arrest.report.and/or.
court.records.wh�ch.would.be.placed.�n.the.a�rman’s.FAA.
med�cal.file.pr�or.to.cl�n�cal.evaluat�on.for.cert�ficat�on ..It.
was.also.recommended.that.a.copy.of.an.a�rman’s.complete.
med�cal.record.be.prov�ded.to.any.�nd�v�dual.perform�ng.
a.cl�n�cal.evaluat�on.related.to.the.a�rman’s.appl�cat�on.for.
med�cal.cert�ficate.to.help.establ�sh,.rule.out,.or.mon�tor.
a.h�story.or.d�agnose.substance.dependence.pr�or.to.the.
complet�on.of.such.an.evaluat�on ..F�nally,.�t.was.recom-
mended.that.all.a�rmen.cl�n�cally.d�agnosed.w�th.substance.
dependence,.who.were.med�cally.cert�fied.by.the.FAA.pr�or.
to.the.d�agnos�s,.be.mon�tored.under.the.gu�del�nes.for.SI.
of.med�cal.cert�ficates.for.the.per�od.�n.wh�ch.they.hold.
these.cert�ficates .1.
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CONClusION

The.number.of.p�lots.�nvolved.�n.av�at�on.acc�dents.
from.2000.to.2007.who.had.a.h�story.of.alcohol.offenses.
accounted.for.9%.(215.of.2391).of.the.av�at�on.acc�dents.
dur�ng.that.t�me.per�od.that.were.rece�ved.at.CAMI.for.
tox�colog�cal.analys�s ..Of.the.p�lots.w�th.prev�ous.alcohol.
offenses,.11%.(23.of.215).had.consumed.ethanol.pr�or.
to. the. fatal. �nc�dent .. Prov�d�ng. more. deta�led. docu-
mentat�on.to.Av�at�on.Med�cal.Exam�ners.to.a�d.�n.the.
determ�nat�on.of.el�g�b�l�ty. for.med�cal.cert�ficat�on. �s.
�mportant.and.could.potent�ally.save.the.l�ves.of.p�lots,.
the�r.passengers,.and.people.on.the.ground ..Add�t�on-
ally,.�dent�fy�ng.p�lots.w�th.substance.abuse.problems.�s.
not.only.paramount.for.prov�d�ng.a.safe.env�ronment.to.
fly.but.also.benefits.p�lots.who.may.not.have.prev�ously.
addressed.these.�ssues .
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