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FATIGUE - THE HIDDEN KILLER

Author Unknown
Pilot fatigue, or tiredness, is not like other safety hazards.  Unlike drink driving or speeding, tiredness is not a crime - but it can be just as fatal.  However, like drink driving or speeding, flying when you are tired is a matter of choice and you can take steps to prevent it.
Pilot fatigue is known to be a factor in up to one third of serious crashes.  The problem with fatigue is that pilots often don't realise they're too tired to fly safely.  It's only when the rotor clips a tree or the revs get too low that the pilot realises they have lost concentration.  Sadly, this could well be too late to prevent a crash.  It's often only luck that the helicopter doesn't hit a tree or the ground.

Fatigue tends to creep up on you but you can feel it coming on.  
The only thing to do if you're feeling tired is to stop flying immediately and take a break.  
By trying to fight fatigue and continuing to fly, you are only reducing your concentration further, placing you even  more at risk.

WHAT TO WATCH OUT FOR

There are a number of easily recognisable warning signs that you're becoming fatigued and should be doing something about it.  Get to know what these are.  Be honest with yourself.  If you recognise any of them while flying, stop immediately and take a break.

You will know you are becoming fatigued if:
· you keep yawning

· your eyes feel sore or heavy

· your vision starts to blur or dim

· you start 'seeing things'

· you find you're daydreaming and not concentrating on flying

· you become impatient

· you feel hungry or thirsty

· your hands feel sweaty

· your reactions seem slow

· you feel stiff and cramped

· your temper gets frayed quickly

· you start making poor decisions

· you start "pushing the machine around"

· you hear a droning or humming in your ears

Once fatigue sets in, there is nothing you can do about it except stop immediately and take a break.

THE BEST SOLUTION

The best way to avoid fatigue is to:

· plan your flight well in advance 

· Plan to get a good night's sleep 

· plan where and when you will take regular rest/water/dewater breaks 

· plan to stay stop for an hour or so during the day if you have a big week of flying 

· in any event, plan to fly for no more than 8 hours in any one day.

MYTHS AND FACTS

There are many myths about pilot fatigue:

MYTH:

It's been a long day but I can make the trip to the next station just on dark using the GPS and have a 

good start the next day.

FACT:

The chances of killing yourself in the dark are very high.
MYTH:

Flight and Duty times are for low time pilots.
FACT:

This is the worst assumption you could make.  Fatigue builds up and so does your chance of  an 


accident.  Insurance companies might not pay if you are illegal in your duty times.

MYTH:

I'll take plenty of music cassettes to keep me awake, or turn the VHF up loudly.

FACT:

This might help in the short term but it won't help your concentration .... and might send you to sleep!

MYTH:

I'll take a flask of coffee to keep me awake.

FACT:

Coffee might make you feel more alert for a short while, but if you're tired nothing can improve your 

concentration.

MYTH:

Plenty of fresh air with the doors all off will help me stay awake.

FACT:

This might help for a while, but if you're tired, nothing can improve your concentration.
AVOIDING FATIGUE


There are a number of simple common sense ways of avoiding pilot fatigue which can be easily achieved.  Get to know and practice them to keep you and your passengers safe.

· Plan your day with a good night's sleep beforehand.

· If possible, start your flight early in the day (not before it's safely light) and don't fly till last light.  
    The chances of crashing are much higher in the gloom.

· Don't fly for more than 8 hours in one day.

· Take regular breaks, stopping along the way or at regular intervals.  Get out of the helicopter and walk around for a while.

· Share the flying if you can.

· Stay somewhere overnight for some quality sleep so you can arrive alive - even if it is the next day.

· Eat proper well-balanced meals - not too much and not too little - and at your usual meal times.

· Don't drink any alcohol at all for at least 12 hours before flight.   Alcohol can make you feel tired more  quickly, as well as putting you at risk of being over the legal limit to fly. 
