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Air Accident Investigation Unit 
(Belgium) 

City Atrium 

Rue du Progrès 56 
1210 Brussels 

 

Safety Investigation Report 
 

Ref. AAIU-2015-07 
Issue date: 16 October 2017 

Status: Final 
 

SYNOPSIS 
 
Classification:    Serious Incident 
 
Level of investigation:   Standard 
 
Date and time:   11 July 2015 at 12:20 UTC 
 
Aircraft:   1) Avions Pierre Robin DR400-180R  

2) Burkhart Grob Flugzeugbau GMBH G103 Twin II  
 
Owner:   The association “Les Ailes Namuroises SCRL”  
 
Accident location:   Airfield of Namur/Suarlée (EBNM) 
 
Type of flight:   General aviation - Glider towing  
 
Phase:   Landing  
 
Persons on board:   One pilot 
 
Injuries:   None 
 
Abstract  
 
During glider towing operations, a Robin DR-400 towing airplane landed with the towing cable 
extended. The cable hit a parked sailplane (Grob Twin II) and caused damage to the tail section. 
 
Cause(s) 
 
Direct cause 
The failure of the pilot to visually check the full retraction of the tow cable after releasing the 
sailplane. 
 
Indirect cause(s) 

• The pilot’s decision to land on a runway and/or safety areas partially occupied by sailplanes 
involving a deviated flight path in final. 

• The airfield internal rules of procedure of both the airfield and the sailplane club mentioning 
that landing on an occupied runway is acceptable. 

 
Contributing factor(s):  
• The BCAA’s approval of the airfield without assessing the internal rules of procedure of the 

airfield. 
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FACTUAL INORMATION 
 
History of the flight 
 
The pilot stated that after releasing a glider at an altitude of 500 m, he operated the electrical 
winch of the towing cable and immediately after checked the rear-view mirror placed on the wing 
that the cable was actually retracting, but didn’t verify afterwards that the cable was fully retracted. 
 
In downwind, the pilot called the glider operations supervisor about the best way not to lose time 
for the next refuelling. During this conversation, no mention was made of the still extended launch 
cable. 
 
The aircraft came back in final for landing on the runway 24R, also known as the “glider runway”. 
The pilot elected to land on this runway instead of the parallel 24L runway, known as the 
“aeroplane runway” because another aeroplane was already in final of 24L, in front of him. 
 
On the airfield, a group of several gliders was standing close to the runway 24R threshold, inside 
the runway end strip1 and ‘Runway End Safety Area’ (RESA)2, on the right side of the runway 
axis. A Grob G103 Twin II was also standing on the left side of the 24R runway axis, at a distance 
well before the runway threshold and likely outside the RESA of both runways 24R and 24L. 
 
The pilot stated he managed to fly low in final to perform a short landing. He tried to avoid flying 
above both the Grob G103 Twin II and the other sailplanes waiting to be towed. 
 
When the airplane was in final, the glider operations supervisor saw that the towing cable was 
still extended. He, as well as the airfield commander, tried to notify the pilot by radio. The pilot 
afterwards stated that the radio emission was quite busy and that he did not hear any radio call. 
 
The towing cable hit the Grob Twin II glider, causing structural damage to the tail section. 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 Definition of Runway strip: A defined area including the runway and stopway, if provided, intended to reduce the risk of 
damage to aircraft running off a runway; and to protect aircraft flying over it during take -off or landing operations. 
 
2 Definition of Runway End Safety Area’ (RESA): An area symmetrical about the extended runway centre line and adjacent 
to the end of the strip primarily intended to reduce the risk of damage to an aeroplane undershooting or overrunning the 
runway. 
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Figure 1: Aerial view showing the gliders standing on the ground (in white) and the towing 

aeroplane (in black) in crabbed approach, slightly left of the centreline. 

 
Pilot information 
 
Belgian, male, 41 years-old. Holder of a Private pilot licence first issued in June 2000. Rating SEP 
(land) with sailplane towing endorsement. Holder of a glider pilot licence first issued in October 
1991. 
Total flight experience (PIC): 690 FH 
 
 
Meteorological information 
 
Wind: 320 degrees, 08 kt Gust 15 kt, Temperature: 27 °C, QNH: 1016 hPa 
 
 
Airfield information 
 
EBNM Namur airfield is located 7 km west-northwest of Namur. Geographical coordinates are 
50°29’17” N – 4°46’08” E and elevation is 594 ft (181 m). 
 
The airfield is equipped with two grass 24/06 bi-directional runways. The dimensions of runway 
06L/24R (primary runway for gliders and the towing aeroplane) is 630 m x 50 m while 06R/24L 
(primary runway for motorized aircraft) has the following dimensions 695 m x 31 m. Both runways 
with orientation 24 have a right-hand circuit. 
 
The use of the aerodrome is subject to prior permission from the operator. A mix of aircraft 
(aeroplanes, helicopters and gliders) are operating from the airfield and parachuting activities in 
VMC are authorized. Basic Information is provided on 118.000 MHz (“Namur Radio”) and radio 
equipment is mandatory in each aircraft. The internal rules of procedure has a chapter about radio 
communications stating, amongst others, that no personal conversation is allowed on the radio. 
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This standard restriction prevents overloading of the frequency by information not necessary for 
flight safety and possible pilot distraction. 
 
The runway strip borders (in yellow on figure 1) have an identical width of 60 meters for each runway 
and the end strips extend 30 meters beyond each runway end. 
The Runway End Safety Areas RESAs in red on figure 1 extend 30 meters further to each end strip 
and its width is, according to BCAA Circular GDF-04, twice the runways’ width i.e. 100 meters for 
24R/06L and 62 meters for 24L/06R. 
 
 
Regulation pertaining to the approval of an aerodrome 
 
In Belgium, the applicable regulation to approve the operation in VMC of a civilian airfield without 
Air Traffic Control is BCAA Circular GDF-04 Edition 5, dated 3 November 2009. This circular, largely 
based on ICAO Annex 14 (Volume 1), describes in detail the technical conditions an airfield must 
comply with. 
 
During the process of initial approval of an aerodrome, the applicant must provide an application 
file to the BCAA, describing all important information, the facilities and equipment, the operational 
procedures to be used and the organisation and management of the airfield. Amongst others, this 
file must also include a copy of the internal rules of procedure of the aerodrome. 
 
Before delivering the authorization letter, BCAA thoroughly examines the provided documents and 
performs on-site inspection(s) to verify that all the technical conditions as laid down in Circular GDF-
04 are fulfilled. However, the operational conditions described in the internal rules of procedure of 
the aerodrome are not examined by BCAA. 
The approval of the aerodrome is unlimited in time, but BCAA stated that they perform recurrent 
on-site inspection of the aerodrome and file verification at least once every 5 years. 
 
 
Aeroplane 
 
Identification: 
Manufacturer: Avions Pierre Robin – Centre-Est-Aeronautique 
Model: DR 400/180R 
Serial number: 1117 
 
The Robin DR400 is a wooden low wing 
monoplane. It has a tricycle undercarriage, 
and can carry four people. 
The DR400 aeroplanes have the 'cranked 
wing' configuration, in which the dihedral angle 
of the outer wing is much greater than the 
inboard. 
The DR 400/180R version is powered by a 180 
HP Lycoming O-360-A3A engine and is 
specifically equipped for towing sailplane. 

 

Figure 2: Drawing of DR400 aeroplane 

The towing equipment 
In addition to the originally installed towing hook, a retractable tow cable winch can be either 
installed by the aircraft manufacturer or by an independent manufacturer, as a retrofit kit.  
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The incident aeroplane was equipped with a retrofit kit manufactured in Germany and identified 
‘Feuerstein system’. This equipment, or a very similar one, is now manufactured and marketed 
by the company ‘Tost’. 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

Figure 3: drawing of the setting up of the retractable tow cable winch. 

 
Electrical switch unit: 
The retractable cable is controlled by means of a toggle switch fitted with a status light. The switch 
unit (switch, circuit breaker and cable set for standard 12 V on-board voltage) is mounted on the 
instrument panel in the pilot's line of sight. 
  
Once the glider has been released, the electrical switch is activated by the pilot to start the cable 
retraction. The operation can be checked with a rear-view mirror. After the cable has been fully 
retracted, a red marking on the cable’s end is visible. 
The toggle switch incorporates an auto switch-off function automatically activated when the cable 
has run to end position and in case of motor overload. 
 
Flight Manual 
Reportedly, the airplane was provided to the owner with a flight manual including a supplement 
prepared by ‘Flugservice Feuerstein’ and covering the installed tow cable winch system. Both the 
airplane flight manual and the flight manual supplement are written in German. 
 
Regulation (EC) N° 216/2008 states that the Flight Manual must be available to the crew and kept 
up to date for each aircraft. As no legal text was found specifying something else, the updating of 
the Flight Manual is deemed to be the responsibility of the owner or the operator of the aircraft. 
Moreover, PART-M AMC M.A.201(h)(1)(6) doesn’t include the updating of the Flight Manual in 
the list of tasks that the operator can subcontract. 
 
This suggests that the owner or the operator is primarily responsible for making available the 
appropriate flight manual to the pilots, including possible supplements, and updating it regularly. 
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The procedure for retraction of the cable: 
 
German : 

 

Translation : 
After the sailplane had been released, the push button 

w ill be operated for retracting the tow  cable. Duration 
about 60 – 70 seconds, depending on the speed. A short 
glance into the mirror w ill show  whether the redmarked 
end part has been fully w ound-up, i.e. the cable is 

completely retracted. 
It is recommended to descend w ith fully extended flaps 
at a RPM of approx 1700 to 2000 and a speed indicator 
display about 170 km/h. These f low n values have a 

favourable effect on the cylinder head temperature and 
on the descent noise. 
Now  landing can occur directly. If  it w as not possible to 
retract the cable completely or not at all, landing w ould 

be allow ed w ith landing cable w hen the runw ay is of 
suff icient length. Only in an emergency or in case of 
obstacles the tow  cable should be cut for safety 

reasons. 

Figure 4: Flight manual supplement regarding the operation of the ‘Flugservice Feuerstein’ tow 
cable winch  

 
The supplement gives instructions on what to do in case of malfunction: 
 

German : 

 

Translation: 

 
 

Figure 5: Flight manual supplement regarding possible tow cable winch malfunctions 

 
The investigators were told that the flight manual of the airplane, being written in German, was 
not actually used by the pilots, as most of them don’t understand German. 
 
There was an original French version of “Avions Robin” flight manual on board (Edition 12 - Sept. 
1986). This manual describes the (not installed) Robin type cable winch operation and nothing 
was stated about the ‘Feuerstein system’ that was actually installed. 
 
 
The association “Les Ailes Namuroises” 
 
The DR 400 airplane was owned and operated by “Les Ailes Namuroises SCRL”, a cooperative 
association whose main purpose would be to make a towing aeroplane available, including pilots, 
to both sailplane clubs located at the airfield. 
“Les Ailes Namuroises” prepared an operations manual[1] largely based on (EU) 965/2012, Part 
ORO “Organization Requirements for Air Operations” and containing check lists as per 
(EU) 800/2014 Part NCO “Non-commercial operations with other-than complex motor-powered 
aircraft”. 
 

                                                 
[1] This manual is entitled: “MANUEL D’EXPLOITATION – Remorquage des planeurs – Vols Privés - Edition 1 - 15 mars 
2015 
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When the incident occurred, the above regulation was not yet applicable[2], however the operation 
manual was internally used, as a guide for the operation of the towing aeroplane. 
It includes, amongst others, instructions – mostly in French – pertaining to the operation of the 
towing airplane as well as check lists. 

 

 
 Figure 6: Extracts of “Les Ailes Namuroises” operation manual 

 

 
Figure 7: Extract of check list from the Operation Manual 

 

                                                 
[2] The regulation is applicable since August 2016 
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Figure 8: Warning regarding the danger of overflying sailplanes.  

 
 
Damage 
 
Both aeroplanes were inspected after the event. 
 
Towing aeroplane: The tow cable winch was found undamaged and in working condition. 
 
Sailplane: The tail of the Grob Twin II sailplane showed several impact damages. The right side 
elevator was cut and the horizontal and vertical stabilizers showed structural damages. 
 

  
Figure 9: Left: sailplane vertical stabilizer - Right: sailplane stabilizer and elevator 
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ANALYSIS 
 
The event 
 
The pilot operated the switch for the retraction of the tow cable, but did not check whether the 
cable effectively fully retracted. 
 
The flight manual of the tow cable winch indicates that the electrical drive motor can stop in case 
of electrical anomaly or overload. The drag force acting on the retraction cable increases with the 
airspeed and the resulting torque may eventually cause an overload of the electrical winch motor. 
The same applies in case the cable gets stuck because it wraps itself on the rotating drum or 
outside the aeroplane during retraction. The operations manual insists on limiting the airspeed 
during the retraction of the cable to avoid the winch cable stopping operating due to winch motor 
overload. Performing abrupt manoeuvres when the cable is not retracted may have the same 
effect and may even cause the cable to unroll in flight due to the centrifugal force applied to the 
part of the cable still outside. The inspection performed after the event did not reveal any anomaly 
to the retractable towing system and the aeroplane was returned to service without any problem. 
This suggests that the towing cable system stopped operating due to an operational cause that 
could not be determined by the investigation. 
 
The pilot didn’t hear the radio warning calls about the presence of the cable remaining extended 
likely because there was a lot of broadcasting at that time. 
During the final approach, he flew above a narrow strip of terrain located to the left of an imaginary 
extended runway centre line that was, from his point of view, free of obstacles. However, the pilot 
assumes that the crosswind and the gusts (up to 15 kt) could have made the aeroplane deviating 
more to the left than the intended path and also that the towing cable hanging rear of the 
aeroplane was itself also pushed to the left by the crosswind. That combined with the fact that the 
pilot chose to perform a low final has made it possible that the cable hit the standing sailplane.  
 
The sailplane towing operation is quite repetitive and the part of the flight after releasing the 
sailplane is “non-productive”. There might be a tendency for pilots to speed-up this portion of the 
flight, to get to the ground as soon as possible for towing another sailplane. This assumption is 
supported by the pilot stating that he elected to land on the glider runway (24R) instead of 24L 
runway because an aeroplane was already flying in final in front of him on the other runway (24L). 
However, the pilot always has the possibility to extend the downwind leg in order to integrate into 
the aerodrome circuit behind another aircraft. The pilot also stated he performed a flat approach 
in order to land short and proceed as soon as possible to the next towing. 
 
However, when asked about flying under time pressure, the pilot clearly responded that it was not 
the case, but there was a lot of traffic and activities on the airfield on this day, causing a possible 
distraction. The operator of the towing aeroplane said the same thing, certifying that there is no 
pressure on pilots, nor any recording, or statistics, to compare the time needed by each pilot for 
a complete towing flight.  
 
 
The towing aeroplane flight manual 
 
The aeroplane was registered in Germany and therefore it is quite normal that its documentation, 
including the flight manual, is written in German. The flight manual was properly updated and 
consistent with the aeroplane equipment, i.e. with the ‘Feuerstein system’ retractable tow cable 
winch. However, the correct documentation for the ‘Feuerstein system’ tow cable winch was not 
incorporated in the DR400R French flight manual found in the aeroplane. 
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However, the pilot was well aware of the procedure to apply with the ‘Feuerstein system’, 
described in the Club Operations Manual and in the airplane check list. Therefore the absence of 
the correct flight manual on board the aeroplane cannot be considered as a contributing factor in 
this event, but more a general safety issue. 
 
 
Airfield and the sailplane clubs internal rules of procedure 
 
The applicable internal rules of procedure of the aerodrome3 was consulted, amongst others to 
assess if instructions were provided to ensure that an active runway remains obstacle free. No 
instruction was found, other than a taxiing limitation applicable to aircraft taxiing towards the 
threshold of runway 24 L when another aircraft is in final on this runway. 
 
A specific chapter for sailplane operations requests that a dedicated person named “Le Chef de 
Piste”, the operation supervisor, would be present before starting the sailplane operations. This 
person acts under the authority of the airfield’s commander and must make sure that both the 
airfield internal rules of procedures and the sailplane clubs internal rules of procedures are properly 
applied. 
 
The instructions for sailplane operations found in the airfield internal rules of procedure, don’t 
provide any specific instruction avoiding, as much as possible, the presence of standing sailplane(s) 
on the runway and its associated safety areas. On the contrary, it states amongst others the 
following: 
 

 
 
 

Chapter A.6.5.13 of the towing aeroplane operator manual also suggests that the landing of the 
towing aeroplane when the runway, or the runway safety area, are occupied by sailplanes is an 
acceptable situation requiring only a special attention from the pilot in order to avoid overflying the 
sailplanes awaiting take-off: 
 

 
 

 
This gives the airfield’s users the impression that the presence of sailplanes on the runway, and by 
extension on the safety areas, is a normal situation. 
 
Moreover, as the runway edges are clearly marked on the ground, it is easy for the pilot in approach 
to determine that the runway is free of obstacles, and to reject the landing on an occupied runway. 
By contrast, because the runway strip and the runway end safety area borders are not materialized 

                                                 
3 The  applicable internal rules of procedures of the aerodrome laid down by the airfield’s operator and provided to the 
BCAA was identified as Edition 2014, updated on 27 April 2015. 
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on the ground, it is not easy for the pilots flying in the landing circuit to determine whether obstacles 
(standing sailplanes in this case) are located inside or outside the runway strips or RESA. 
 
We can conclude that both the airfield and the operator manuals tolerate the landing of the towing 
aeroplane when non-frangible obstacles - the sailplanes awaiting take-off, and sailplanes that just 
landed - are present on the runway or on the safety areas. 
Normally, should a runway and its associated safety areas be engaged, the airfield’s commander 
through the glider operations supervisor should declare the runway (temporary) non-active because 
not clear of obstacle. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
 
 
Findings 

• The pilot was duly qualified and licenced for piloting the towing aeroplane. 

• The aeroplane was in an airworthy condition which means registered, covered by a valid 
airworthiness certificate and a valid Airworthiness Review Certificate. 

• The aeroplane was equipped with a ‘Feuerstein system’ retractable tow cable winch and the 
flight manual, in German, was properly updated and consistent with the aeroplane equipment.  

• Another flight manual, in French, was on board and was not consistent with the ‘Feuerstein 
system’ equipment (Safety issue). 

• Both the airfield and the operator manuals tolerate the landing of the towing aeroplane when 
sailplanes are present on the runway or on the safety areas. 

• The pilot of the towing aeroplane did not realize that the tow cable was still extended during 
approach. 

• The pilot flew low in final, above a free of obstacles strip, while trying to avoid overflight of the 
sailplanes standing on the beginning of the runway and in the safety areas. 

• The towing cable hit the Grob Twin II glider, causing structural damage to the tail section. An 
evaluation of the position of this sailplane shows it was likely standing on the ground at a place 
located outside the runway safety areas, while respecting the applicable   regulation. 

• The manual of procedure of the airfield tolerates that the towing aeroplane lands on a partially 
occupied runway and safety areas. 

• The manual of procedure of the towing aeroplane operator, partially based on the airfield’s 
manual of procedures also tolerates landings on runway 24R when occupied by standing 
sailplanes (Safety issue). 

• During the approval of airfields (without ATS and operated in VMC), the airfield internal rules 
of procedure manuals, although part of the documents requested by BCAA, are not verified 
by BCAA. 

 
 
Cause(s) 
 
Direct cause 
 
The failure of the pilot to visually check the full retraction of the tow cable after releasing the 
sailplane. 
 
Indirect cause(s) 
 

• The pilot’s decision to land on a runway and/or safety areas partially occupied by sailplanes 
involving a deviated flight path in final. 

• The airfield internal rules of procedure of both the airfield and the sailplane club mentioning 
that landing on an occupied runway is acceptable. 

 
Contributing factor(s): 
  

• The BCAA’s approval of the airfield without assessing the internal rules of procedure of the 
airfield. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 
Safety issue: Presence of an inadequate flight manual on-board aircraft. 
 
As a consequence of another investigation regarding a helicopter accident that occurred in 
Belgium on 13 June 2014, AAIU(Be) issued the recommendation BE-2015-0013 regarding the 
flight manuals to the BCAA. 
The BCAA reacted positively to the recommendation and issued the “Communication- 
Mededeling” letter n°39 revision 1 on 7 June 2016, so after this incident with the DR400 towing 
aeroplane, to remind the owners, operators and CAMO’s of the basic principles and 
responsibilities related to flight manuals (Letter is in appendix at the end of this report). 
 
Considering that the publication by BCAA of “Communication- Mededeling” letter n°39 revision 1 
is an adequate action to remedy this safety issue, AAIU(Be) determines that no further action is 
needed. 
 
 
Additionally, the operator of the towing aeroplane stated that he ordered a new adequate 
supplement to the flight manual in order to update the flight manual that was actually made 
available to the pilots (placed on board the aircraft). AAIU(Be) also supports this safety action and 
has no further recommendation on this issue. 
 
Safety issue: Inadequate airfield internal rules of procedure. 
 
The internal rules of procedure of both the airfield and the towing aeroplane association tolerate 
the landing of the towing aeroplane on an occupied airfield. 
As the BCAA approval letter of the airfield doesn’t state that the internal rules of procedure are 
not assessed and are not approved during the airfield approval process, this can give the airfield 
operator the confidence that all the procedures incorporated in his manual are fully compliant with 
the applicable regulation (Circular GDF-04 …). Therefore: 
 

Recommendation BE-2017-0015 
It is recommended that BCAA puts in place a system that ensures, although it is the ultimate 
responsibility of the airfield operator, that the airfield internal rules of procedure are in 
compliance with the prevailing regulations (Cir. GDF-04, …). 

 
 
AAIU(Be) believes that the safety of the sailplane operation at the Namur airfield could be 
improved by a constructive dialogue between all the parties concerned. Therefore:  
 

Recommendation BE-2017-0016 
It is recommended that the airfield operator undertakes a dialogue with the operator of the 
towing aeroplane, the sailplane clubs and the BCAA in order to make sure that the applicable 
regulation regarding aerodromes (Circular GDF-04) is properly implemented during the 
operation of sailplanes and the towing aeroplane at and around the airfield. 
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APPENDICES 

 
BCAA “Communication - Mededeling” letter n°39 revision 1 (Dutch version) 
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BCAA “Communication - Mededeling” letter n°39 revision 1 (French version) 
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