
A319 FLEW LOW OVER TERRAIN AS CREW LOST 
POSITION AWARENESS

News /  Airlines 

Pilots of an EasyJet Airbus A319 overflew a ridge at less than 500ft after losing awareness of 
their position while attempting a visual night landing at Bristol earlier this year.

The aircraft was arriving from Glasgow and needed to perform a sharp right turn to line up with 
Bristol’s runway 27.

But the captain executed the turn prematurely and did not realise that the aircraft was north of the 
extended centreline and tracking an oblique course to the threshold.

As the jet descended through 1,800ft the first officer told the captain that he believed the aircraft 
was out of position.

The captain subsequently reassured him that they were on the glidepath. But the first officer 
noticed ground landmarks – including communication masts – which confirmed the aircraft was 
north of the centreline.

By this point the captain had halted the descent at 1,200ft, and was also looking for visual 
reference points, and the first officer instructed him to conduct a go-around. The A319 was 2.75nm 
from the threshold but still 1nm north of the centreline.
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Flight-data recorder information showed that the aircraft was flying at 1,200ft for about 25s, during 
which the profile of the underlying terrain meant its radar altimeter height reduced from 950ft to a 
minimum point of 488ft as it crossed a 700ft ridgeline.

The UK Air Accidents Investigation Branch points out that the crew had originally briefed for an 
approach to runway 09, and that the captain had placed a 5nm range ring – centred on the 09 
threshold – on his navigation display.

In its analysis of the 13 May 2015 incident, the AAIB says the captain “probably” did not change 
this display when accepting a late change to the opposite-direction runway 27 approach. His 
subsequent use of the display when manoeuvring might have resulted in his unintentionally 
positioning too close to the runway 27 threshold.

“Both crew members then lost situational awareness but neither communicated this to the other,” 
says the AAIB.

It states that the crew did not update their brief following the runway change, which meant the first 
officer was “not fully aware” of the captain’s plan for flying the visual approach and “not properly 
able” to monitor it.

The AAIB adds that the crew did not set the missed-approach altitude until after the go-around 
commenced, suggesting the landing checklist had not been satisfactorily completed.

EasyJet carried out its own investigation into the event and made three safety recommendations 
regarding its procedures, the AAIB says.
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