
EASYJET INCIDENT HIGHLIGHTS 'OPEN DESCENT' 
MODE RISK

News /  Airlines 

UK investigators have reiterated the need to understand aircraft behaviour in various 
modes after the stall-protection system intervened on an EasyJet Airbus A320 during a 
visual approach to Paphos.

It had been conducting a left-hand circuit to runway 29, following a service from London 
Luton on 7 January last year.

The aircraft had been cleared to descend from 4,000ft to 1,500ft and the crew was using 
‘open descent’ mode on the A320, with the engines at idle thrust and the autopilot 
maintaining a target speed using pitch.

When the first officer, who was flying, started the base turn he disconnected the autopilot. But the 
captain was pre-occupied by a radio call and a subsequent instruction to turn off the flight director 
was “overlooked”, says the UK Air Accidents Investigation Branch.

With the flight director left on, the aircraft crucially remained at idle thrust. To maintain airspeed the 
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pilot needed to follow the flight director’s pitch commands.

“Thrust will not increase when the pitch commands are not followed and there is a decay in speed, 
until the low-speed protections activate,” says the inquiry.

“Flight crew are accustomed to the speed protections afforded by the [autothrust] and…if 
misunderstood, there can be an expectation that the [autothrust] will vary the thrust to maintain the 
target speed.”

The A320 had turned onto the base leg while descending through 3,100ft at 165kt.

But as the aircraft turned, the first officer stated that the airspeed was decaying. It descended 
through 2,680ft with airspeed just 5kt above the lowest selectable – a threshold which provides a 
margin to the stall speed – at 12° nose-up pitch and a high angle-of-attack.

The airspeed continued to decay, to 2kt below lowest selectable, and the first officer focused on 
the speed situation.

“In the turn, the pitch attitude increased and the rate of descent decreased, leading to a further 
reduction in airspeed,” says the inquiry, adding that this triggered the automatic stall-protection 
system.

The inquiry notes that the first officer had made aft sidestick inputs despite the reduction in 
airspeed, indicating that he was losing situational awareness.

With the aircraft pitched 10.5° nose-up and climbing through 2,900ft, the first officer handed control 
to the captain. The captain was startled by the decision, and had to assess an unexpected 
situation, but the crew subsequently initiated a missed approach and regained control of the 
aircraft.

Although the pilots had received specific training on automation modes, and the first officer had 
been made aware of risks associated with ‘open descent’, the inquiry says the crew demonstrated 
a “breakdown in procedures” and a “lack of appropriate reaction” to the airspeed reduction.

EasyJet had previously provided a programme of automated flight-mode awareness simulator 
training but, following the Paphos incident, additional procedures involving mode announcement 
have been introduced.
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