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Article Text:

A midair collision between a helicopter and a light plane at Reid-Hillview Airport in May was the
result of an air-traffic control error that permitted the two craft to cross paths as they were taking
off, according to the Federal Aviation Administration.

No one was injured in the collision, and both craft were able to land safely. Neither pilot
was cited. And the controller, now stationed at San Jose International Airport, also did not
receive a sanction, although he did undergo mandatory retraining after the mishap.

As a result of the incident, however, the supervisor of the tower and helicopter operators at the
airport, situated in what is now a heavily developed area, have agreed on new safety measures for
handling fixed-wing airplanes and helicopters.

"The mix is very tough to work with," said tower supervisor Denise Sanchez. "We had to set up
procedures to keep these guys separated. They are currently in place, and there has not been one
complaint."

In the May incident, the plane -- a Cessna 172 embarking on a sightseeing flight over San
Jose -- had a half-inch of its propeller tips bent back when it hit the helicopter's right
landing skid. "Given the fact two aircraft collided in flight while under Air Traffic Control .
. . this incident involved an FAA Air Traffic Control operational error," the FAA report
declared.

The author of that report -- obtained by the Mercury News under a Freedom of
Information Act request -- was not identified, and the FAA was unable to say who made the
findings. According to the report, the helicopter had been cleared by the tower to take off to the
northwest from the north end of runway 31L (left) at about the same time that the Cessna was
given permission to depart from the south end of runway 31L. Under flight rules in effect at Reid
Hillview, both aircraft should have stayed parallel and maintained visual contact until they were
clear of the airport and able to turn safely. But the report said that from the front left seat of the
helicopter, "(1)t would be impossible for the flight instructor to see the Cessna" coming up from
behind and below. Further, "The Cessna pilot was not advised that a helicopter was ahead of him
and off to his left side."

Other details

The report also noted that to proceed to San Jose, the Cessna would have had to take a slight left
turn (in the direction of the helicopter), but added, "It was unknown whether the Cessna pilot
turned. What is known is the aircraft did collide in flight while under air traffic control."




