The “One Hour Club”

Over the last 18 months there have been five reported occurrences in the UK of pilots passing estimates for their oceanic entry point which are out by one hour different.  In air traffic circles, this has become known as the “One Hour Club”.

It is true to state that given the volume of oceanic traffic entering the NAT each day, five reports does not constitute a statistically significant figure.  However, it does seem surprising that in this age of highly sophisticated aids to navigation, not to mention the highly versatile wristwatch, that these errors continue to occur.  Indeed, while only five occurrences have been reported, it is strongly suspected that there are many more which do nor hit the “press” as they are picked up by the controllers before they become an event of significance.

Clearly, the situation where a pilot informs ATC that the aircraft is going to be at the oceanic boundary at time X and doesn’t arrive at that time, will be discovered and apart from a red faced pilot and an inconvenienced controller, no real harm will have been done.  However, where a pilot informs ATC that the aircraft is planned to be at the boundary at time Y and subsequently arrives at time Y minus one hour, a potentially hazardous situation exists.  Three out of the five reported incidents referred to here were of the latter variety.

In November 2001, one of those three resulted in an Airprox report being filed when two aircraft ended up on reciprocal tracks at the same flight level.  Fortunately, the oceanic controller took prompt avoiding action and a more serious situation was averted. 

There is no doubt that the Clearance Delivery Officer failed to spot the discrepancy and indeed, had a clear duty under MATS Part 2 to “confirm any estimate which is more than one hour from the time of request”.  Furthermore, while under no obligation to check an aircraft’s boundary estimate for accuracy, the en-route planner, also missed the error.  Finally, the Shannon controller, who was passed an update of the oceanic entry time to relay to the oceanic controller, also failed to spot the mistake.

Accidents rarely occur as a result of a single mistake.  Invariably there is a chain of events leading to an accident or incident and if any one of the links can be broken, then the accident/incident can be averted.  In the example, the chain was broken but not until the very last link. Fortunately, this was sufficient to make it an incident and not an accident. It is, of course, better that the chain is never started and in this instance, the pilot of the westbound aircraft made the initial mistake and failed to spot it when he passed a revised oceanic entry time to the Shannon controller.  Furthermore, it became apparent from the company air safety report, filed after the event, that he was still unaware that he had twice passed an incorrect oceanic entry time estimate.

NATS has taken action to help prevent a re-occurrence of such an event but what can be done by the aircraft operators?  The short answer is to keep the human out of the loop as much as possible and datalink technology is helping to do this.  However, in the meantime, regardless of what operators may wish to put in the SOPs, flight crews first need to be made aware that a  “One Hour Club” exists and that becoming a member is easy and takes one simple R/T call.  No fee is payable at the time of joining!

