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AVIATION SAFETY: FAA NEAR MIDAIR COLLISION REPORTS 

A n e a r  m i d a i r  c o l l i s i o n  r e p o r t  i s  a  r e p o r t  f i l e d  by a  p i l o t  o r  f l i g h t  c r ew  

member of  a  convnercial ( a i r  c a r r i e r ,  a i r  t a x i ,  o r  commuter) ,  m i l i t a r y  o r  

g e n e r a l  a v i a t i o n  a i r c r a f t ,  s t a t i n g  t h a t  a  n e a r  m i d a i r  c o l l i s i o n  h a s  o c c u r r e d .  

The re  i s  no minimum s e p a r a t i o n  d i s t a n c e  which t h e  e v e n t  must meet i n  o r d e r  t o  

by c l a s s i f i e d  a s  a  "nea r  miss." I f  a  p i l o t  of f l i g h t  crew member s u b j e c t i v e l y  

b e l i e v e s  t h a t  a  n e a r  mi s s  o c c u r r e d ,  t h e  r e p o r t  o f  t h a t  e v e n t  i s  a c c e p t e d  by t h e  

F e d e r a l  A v i a t i o n  A d m i n s t r a t i o n  (FAA) and coun ted  a s  a  n e a r  miss i n  t h e  FAA d a t a  

base  r e g a r d l e s s  of t h e  a c t u a l  s e p a r a t i o n  d i s t a n c e .  

While  no  p r o x i m i t y  l imi ts  a r e  p l a c e d  on n e a r  m i d a i r  c o l l i s i o n  r e p o r t s ,  t h e  

agency  d o e s  a t t e m p t  t o  c a t e g o r i z e  each  r e p o r t e d  e n c o u n t e r  by d e g r e e  of h a z a r d  

r e p r e s e n t e d  from a n  a v i a t i o n  s a f e t y  p e r s p e c t i v e .  A " c r i t i c a l "  n e a r  m i s s  i s  one  

i n  which t h e r e  i s  l e s s  t h a n  100 f e e t  of  s e p a r a t i o n  between two a  

I I p o t e n t i a l "  n e a r  miss i s  one i n  which a  c o l l i s i o n  would p r o b a b l y  

i f  n o  a c t i o n  had been t a k e n  by e i t h e r  p i l o t .  T h i s  would u s u a l l y  

r c r a f t .  A 

h a v e  r e s u l t e d  

i n v o l v e  a  

s e p a r a t i o n  of  no l e s s  t h a n  500 f e e t  between a i r c r a f t .  R e p o r t s  a r e  c l a s s i f i e d  

a s  "no haza rd"  when d i r e c t i o n  and a l t i t u d e  would have  made a  m i d a i r  c o l l i s i o n  

improbab le  r e g a r d l e s s  of e v a s i v e  a c t i o n  t a k e  by a  p i l o t .  

1985 CHANGE IN FAA'S REPORTING PROCEDURE 

The s u b j e c t i v e  n a t u r e  of  n e a r  m i d a i r  c o l l i s i o n  r e p o r t s  makes t h e i r  v a l u e  

a s  a  measure  o f  sys tem s a f e t y  somewhat s u s p e c t .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  f o l l o w i n g  t h e  

s t r i k e  and s u b s e q u e n t  f i r i n g  of  t h r e e - f o u r t h s  of t h e  a i r  t r a f f i c  c o n t r o l l e r  

work f o r c e  i n  1981, t h e  FAA f r e q u e n t l y  c i t e d  a  d e c l i n i n g  number of n e a r  m i d a i r  



c o l l i s i o n  r e p o r t s  a s  an  i n d i c a t i o n  t h a t  t h e  a i r  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  sys t em was a s  

s a f e  o r  s a f e r  t h a n  b e f o r e  t h e  s t r i k e .  S k e p t i c a l  of  t h e  a g e n c y ' s  c l a i m s ,  t h e  

A v i a t i o n  Consumer Ac t ion  P r o j e c t  o b t a i n e d  raw f i e l d  r e p o r t s  of n e a r  m i d a i r  

c o l l i s i o n s  under  t h e  Freedom of  In fo rma t ion  Act. I n  a  s ampl ing  of j u s t  t h r e e  

of FAA's n i n e  r e g i o n s ,  i t  found a  s i g n i f i c a n t  number of  n e a r  c o l l i s i o n s  t h a t  

were s imp ly  no t  put  i n t o  t h e  d a t a  b a s e . l  The P r o j e c t  proved ,  and FAA l a t e r  

acknowledged,  t h a t  t h e  number of n e a r  m i s s e s ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  d e c l i n i n g ,  had been 

r i s i n g  s t e a d i l y  s i n c e  t h e  c o n t r o l l e r s '  s t r i k e .  

P r i o r  t o  1985,  t h e  FAA n e a r  m i d a i r  c o l l i s i o n  d a t a  b a s e  c o n t a i n e d  o n l y  d a t a  

on n e a r  m i d a i r  c o l l i s i o n  r e p o r t s  t h a t  had been i n v e s t i g a t e d  by t h e  a g e n c y ' s  

f l i g h t  s t a n d a r d s  i n s p e c t o r s .  P r e l i m i n a r y  f i e l d  r e p o r t s  had t o  be  forwarded  t o  

FAA h e a d q u a r t e r s  i n  Washington,  bu t  were n o t  logged  i n t o  t h e  n e a r  c o l l i s i o n  

d a t a  b a s e  u n t i l  a f t e r  t h e y  had been i n v e s t i g a t e d .  Consequen t ly ,  t h e r e  was a  

b u i l t - i n  l a g  t i m e  f o r  each  i n c i d e n t  e n t e r e d  i n t o  t h e  d a t a  base .  Fo l lowing  t h e  

A v i a t i o n  Consumer Ac t ion  P r o j e c t  d i s c l o s u r e ,  t h e  FAA conducted  i t s  own 

i n v e s t i g a t i o n  and d i s c o v e r e d  t h a t  n o t  o n l y  were some p r e l i m i n a r y  r e p o r t s  n o t  

be ing  inves t iga t ed - - and  t h e r e f o r e  no t  g e t t i n g  i n t o  t h e  d a t a  base--but t h a t  some 

p r e l i m i n a r y  r e p o r t s  were n o t  g e t t i n g  t o  FAA h e a d q u a r t e r s .  

Recogniz ing  t h e  impor tance  of a  comple te  d a t a  b a s e ,  FAA a d m i n i s t r a t o r  

Donald Engen i n i t i a t e d  a  new p rocedure  i n  J anua ry  1985, r e q u i r i n g  a l l  

p r e l i m i n a r y  r e p o r t s  of n e a r  m i d a i r  c o l l i s i o n s  be forwarded  a s  soon a s  p o s s i b l e  

t o  Washington t o  a  c e n t r a l  p o i n t  and logged i n t o  t h e  d a t a  sys tem upon r e c e i p t .  

Each r e p o r t  i s  t h e n  r e q u i r e d  t o  be i n v e s t i g a t e d  w i t h i n  90 days  o f  r e c e i p t .  The 

new p r o c e d u r e s  a l l o w  FAA t o  a c c e s s  r e a l  t ime d a t a  on p r e l i m i n a r y  and comple ted  

n e a r  m i d a i r  c o l l i s i o n  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  r e p o r t s  a s  i t  c o n t i n u e s  t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  e a c h  

1 Consumer Group F a u l t s  Near-miss F i g u r e s .  A v i a t i o n  Week and Space  
Technology,  Feb. 1 1 ,  1985. 



r e p o r t e d  n e a r  mi s s .  The pr imary  b e n e f i t s  of t h e  change  i n  p r o c e d u r e  a r e  t h a t  

c u r r e n t  numbers of n e a r  m i d a i r  c o l l i s i o n  r e p o r t s  a r e  r e a d i l y  a v a i l a b l e  and t h a t  

a l l  p r e l i m i n a r y  r e p o r t s  a r e  c o n t a i n e d  i n  one d a t a  b a s e ,  making i t  l e s s  l i k e l y  

Eor d a t a  d i s c r e p a n c i e s  t o  o c c u r  i n  t h e  f u t u r e . 2  

COMPARING PRE- AND POST-1985 DATA 

Beg inn ing  w i t h  1985 d a t a ,  t h e  FAA n e a r  m i d a i r  c o l l i s i o n  s t a t i s t i c s  may 

i n c l u d e  r e p o r t s  of a i r  t r a f f i c  c o n t r o l  o p e r a t i o n a l  e r r o r s  and p i l o t  d e v i a t i o n s  

from a i r  t r a f f i c  c o n t r o l  i n s t r u c t i o n s ,  when t h e y  r e s u l t  i n  s e p a r a t i o n s  o f  l e s s  

t h a n  500 f e e t .  I n  1985 t h e r e  were a  t o t a l  o f  777 r e p o r t e d  n e a r  c o l l i s i o n s ,  o f  

which 758 a r e  from p i l o t  o r  crew member r e p o r t s ,  12 a r e  from a i r  t r a f f i c  

c o n t r o l  o p e r a t i o n a l  e r r o r  r e p o r t s ,  and 7 a r e  from p i l o t  d e v i a t i o n  r e p o r t s .  

The number o f  n e a r  m i s s e s  r e s u l t i n g  from o p e r a t i o n a l  e r r o r s  and p i l o t  

d e v i a t i o n s  i n  1986 i s  12 and 15 ,  r e s p e c t i v e l y ;  t h rough  June  30 ,  1987,  FAA's 

p r e l i m i n a r y  coun t  i s  12 and 4 ,  r e s p e c t i v e l y .  T a b l e s  1  and 2  on  page 5  o f  t h i s  

r e p o r t  show p i l o t - r e p o r t e d  n e a r  m i d a i r  c o l l i s i o n s .  Near m i s s e s  r e s u l t i n g  f rom 

o p e r a t i o n a l  e r r o r s  o r  p i l o t  d e v i a t i o n s  a r e  n o t  i n c l u d e d  because  t h e  FAA d o e s  

n o t  c a t e g o r i z e  them. A l so ,  s i n c e  t h e  FAA changed p r o c e d u r e s  and g a v e  new 

emphas is  t o  r e p o r t i n g  n e a r  m i d a i r  c o l l i s i o n s  i n  1985,  i t  i n s i s t s  t h a t  p r e -  and 

post-1985 d a t a  a r e  n o t  comparable.  D e l e t i n g  o p e r a t i o n a l  e r r o r s  and p i l o t  

d e v i a t i o n s  from t h e  1985-1987 s t a t i s t i c s  improves t h e i r  c o m p a r a b i l i t y  w i t h  

p r i o r  y e a r s .  

U.S. Congress .  House. Committee on P u b l i c  Works and T r a n s p o r t a t  i o n .  
Subcommittee on I n v e s t i g a t i o n s  and O v e r s i g h t .  Near Mida i r  C o l l i s i o n s .  
H e a r i n g s ,  9 9 t h  Cong., 1 s t  S e s s .  J u n e  26,  1985. S t a t e m e n t  o f  Donald D. Engen, 
A d m i n i s t r a t o r ,  FAA. 
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Fo l lowing  t h e  adop t  i on  of new r e p o r t i n g  p r o c e d u r e s  i n  J a n u a r y  1985,  t h e  

agency  d e c i d e d  t h a t  i t  had s u b s t a n t i a l l y  u n d e r r e p o r t e d  t h e  number of n e a r  

misses i n i t i a l l y  r e p o r t e d  f o r  1983 and 1984. The agency s u b s e q u e n t l y  r e v i s e d  

t h e  1983 f i g u r e s  upward t o  475 from t h e  286 e a r l i e r  r e p o r t e d ,  and t h e  number o f  

r e p o r t e d  n e a r  mi s se s  i n  1984 was r a i s e d  t o  589 from 299. A s  t a b l e  1  shows,  t h e  

number of  n e a r  m i d a i r  c o l l i s i o n  r e p o r t s  has  i n c r e a s e d  a n n u a l l y  i n  e v e r y  y e a r  

s i n c e  1982. The t a b l e  a l s o  shows a  r i s i n g  t r e n d  between 1982 and 1987 i n  t h e  

number o f  n e a r  m i d a i r  c o l l i s i o n  r e p o r t s  i n v o l v i n g  c o m e r c i a l  a i r c r a f t .  

The N a t i o n a l  T r a n s p o r t a t i o n  S a f e t y  Board i s  d i s t u r b e d  by a  r i s i n g  t r e n d  i n  

c r i t i c a l  n e a r  m i d a i r  c o l l i s i o n s  i n v o l v i n g  comnerc ia l  a i r c r a f t  ( t a b l e  2 1 ,  

c a l l i n g  t h e  33 p e r c e n t  i n c r e a s e  i n  1986 (48 )  o v e r  1985 ( 3 6 )  "most 

s i g n i f i c a n t  . "3 Un l ike  many r e p o r t e d  e n c o u n t e r s ,  presumably t h e s e  a i r c r a f t  were  

under  t h e  d i r e c t  c o n t r o l  of  t h e  a i r  t r a f f i c  c o n t r o l  sys tem which i s  supposed  t o  

p r o t e c t  them from such e n c o u n t e r s .  Consequent ly ,  an i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e s e  

e n c o u n t e r s  c o u l d  be an  i n d i c a t i o n  of a  d e t e r i o r a t i n g  a b i l i t y  i n  t h e  a i r  t r a f f i c  

c o n t r o l  sys tem t o  p r o v i d e  e f f e c t i v e  s e p a r a t i o n .  The r i s e  i n  c r i t i c a l  n e a r  

m i s s e s  i n v o l v i n g  commercial a i r c r a f t  was one  of  s e v e r a l  f a c t o r s  c o n s i d e r e d  i n  

t h e  ~ o a r d ' s  May 13 ,  1987,  r e c o r n e n d a t i o n  t o  t h e  FAA t o  r e d u c e  t r a f f i c  i n  t h e  

a i r  s p a c e  sys tem t h i s  ~ u m n e r . ~  

S a f e t y  Recommendation A-87-52 Through -55. N a t i o n a l  T r a n s p o r t a t i o n  
S a f e t y  Board,  May 1 3 ,  1987. 

I b i d .  



TABLE 1.  P i l ~ t - R e p o r t e d  Near Mida i r  C o l l i s i o n  R e p o r t s  

A i r l i n e r  Number P e r c e n t  
Year Tot a 1  Invo lved  C r i t i c a l  C r i t i c a l  

NOTE: A i r l i n e r  d e n o t e s  a l l  commercial c a t e g o r i e s  ( a i r l i n e r ,  a i r  t a x i  and 
commuter).  P i l o t  d e v i a t i o n  and c o n t r o l l e r  o p e r a t i o n a l  e r r o r  r e p o r t s  
have  been dropped from 1985-1987 s t a t i s t i c s  f o r  t h e  pu rpose  o f  
c o m p a r a b i l i t y  w i t h  p r i o r - y e a r  s t a t i s t i c s .  

SOURCE: 1973-1982 FAA from an  a r t i c l e ,  " ~ i r  T r a f f i c :  t h e  P a i n  of ~ e g r o w t h , "  
by Douglas B. Feaver .  The Washington P o s t ,  May 29,  1983. 
1983-1987 FAA, A v i a t i o n  S a f e t y  D i v i s i o n .  

TABLE. 2. P i lo t -Repor t ed  Near Mida i r  C o l l i s i o n  R e p o r t s  I n v o l v i n g  A i r l i n e r s  

A i r 1  i n e r  Number P e r c e n t  
Year Involved  C r i t i c a l  C r i t i c a l  

SOURCE: FAA, A v i a t i o n  S a f e t y  D i v i s i o n .  



NEAR M I D A I R  COLLISION REPORTS AND SYSTEM SAFETY 

The s t e a d y  r i s e  i n  n e a r  m i d a i r  c o l l i s i o n  r e p o r t s  has  r e c e i v e d  h e i g h t e n e d  

media a t t e n t i o n  i n  r e c e n t  months a s  an i n d i c a t i o n  t h a t  s a f e t y  i n  t h e  U.S. a i r  

t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  sys t em i s  on t h e  d e c l i n e .  However, s a f e t y  s p e c i a l i s t s  g e n e r a l l y  

a g r e e  t h a t  n e a r  miss s t a t i s t i c s  a r e  n o t  a  p a r t i c u l a r l y  good measure of a i r  

s a f e t y  o r  r i s k  because  of  t h e i r  s u b j e c t i v e  n a t u r e  and because  t h e y  u s u a l l y  f a i l  

t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  between n e a r - c a t a s t r o p h i c  i n c i d e n t s  and t h o s e  which posed l i t t l e  

a c t u a l  dange r .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  r i s e  i n  n e a r  miss  r e p o r t s  may n o t  be  a  d i r e c t  

i n d i c a t i o n  of  t h e  per formance  of t h e  a i r  t r a f f i c  c o n t r o l  sy s t em s i n c e  many 

e n c o u n t e r s  i n v o l v e  v i s u a l  f l i g h t  r u l e s  (VFR) t r a f f i c  no t  under  t h e  c o n t r o l  of  

an a i r  t r a f f i c  c o n t r o l l e r .  

The FAA n o t e s  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no s t a t i s t i c a l  c o r r e l a t i o n  between n e a r  m i d a i r  

c o l l i s i o n  r e p o r t s  and a c t u a l  c o l l i s i o n s .  For  i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  24 m i d a i r  

c o l l i s i o n s  i n  1985, none of  which involved  a i r  c a r r i e r  a i r c r a f t ,  was t h e  second 

lowes t  t o t a l  i n  20 y e a r s .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h e r e  does  seem t o  be a  c o r r e l a t i o n  

between t h e  r i s e  i n  a i r  t r a f f i c  and t h e  r i s e  i n  n e a r  mi s s  r e p o r t s .  With 

commercial  a i r  t r a f f i c  expec t ed  t o  grow a t  a  r a t e  of abou t  f i v e  p e r c e n t  p e r  

y e a r  f o r  t h e  remainder  of  t h e  20 th  c e n t u r y ,  t h e  number of n e a r  m i s s  r e p o r t s  

cou ld  r i s e  a c c o r d i n g l y  i f  t h i s  c o r r e l a t i o n  h o l d s .  


