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      Dedicated to the Tylor Johnson Legacy Foundation - honoring Tylor’s legacy of quiet leadership, professionalism, and a commitment to safety that continues to save lives in agricultural aviation.

      

      The Tylor Johnson Legacy Foundation honors the life of Tylor Johnson, a third-generation agricultural aviator from Minnesota who tragically lost his life in a wire-strike accident.

      Tylor’s family launched the foundation to help prevent future accidents by investing in what mattered most to Tylor - pilot safety and education.

      One of the foundation’s key contributions is its sponsorship of the “Flying in the Wire and Obstruction Environment” course at the annual NAAA Ag Aviation Expo. The full-day course, led by Utilities/Aviation Specialists Inc., trains ag pilots to recognize and avoid low-level obstacles through enhanced situational awareness, cockpit discipline, and mission planning.

      As Tylor’s family put it, “We can’t bring him back, but we can help bring someone else home.”
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            INTRODUCTION

          

          TOBY MCPHERSON, TALL TOWERS AVIATION

        

      

    

    
      I’ve been flying and spraying crops for over 40 years, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned in that time, it’s that agricultural aviation isn’t just a job—it’s a calling. It’s a life that chooses you as much as you choose it. I started Tall Towers Aviation back in 1980, naming it after the two massive broadcast towers that dominate the horizon of Traill County—symbols of connection, endurance, and perspective.

      The KVLY-TV mast near Blanchard, once the tallest man-made structure in the world, stands 2,063 feet above the plains. Just a few miles away, the KRDK-TV mast climbs to 2,060 feet, making it the second-tallest structure in the U.S. These towers are visible for miles and, to me, have always represented the kind of strength and purpose we try to carry in this business. They remind us that we’re rooted here—in the soil, the seasons, and the skies—and they’ve guided my flying more times than I can count.

      In 1980, Tall Towers Aviation was a one-plane operation—like most outfits back then. Now, we’re a multi-generational, family-owned business flying turbine aircraft, running a full-time crew, and serving a tight-knit rural community we’re proud to be part of.

      

      But, even now, after all these years, every time I take off, I carry the same feeling I had back when I was just a kid watching my older brother and the neighbor crop sprayers with wide eyes. By second grade, I knew I wanted to be in that cockpit.

      Flying came first. But being a great crop duster is about more than just the airplane. You’ve got to be the agronomist, the mechanic, the meteorologist, and sometimes the weatherman, all in one. You’ve got to know what you’re spraying, when you’re spraying, and why you’re doing it. You’re reading the wind, watching the terrain, anticipating drift, adjusting for airspeed and payload, and calculating risk every few seconds. Every pass matters. Every load counts. And every field is different.

      Back when I started, I flew a 150-horsepower aircraft that carried 100 gallons. Now I fly a 750-horsepower turbine machine with five times the capacity. The upgrades have been huge—air conditioning, GPS guidance, flow control, real-time tracking. The work’s gotten faster, smoother, and safer in many ways. But one thing hasn’t changed: the margin for error is still razor thin. Powerlines don’t forgive complacency. Turbulence can still surprise you. Weather can change on a dime. And these days, we’re sharing the skies with everything from wind turbines to drones.

      But it’s not just the flying that’s evolved—it’s the entire industry. I’ve always believed in staying curious and learning every day. That mindset has helped me survive some tough seasons. I’ve worked with and learned from some great people along the way. My brother Jerry was a mentor early on. The encouragement and mentorship of my friends Bob Odegaard and Gerry Beck, shaped a lot of who I became as a pilot. Losing both of them in accidents has been one of the hardest things I’ve faced. But even then, you’ve got to get back on the horse. That’s what we do in this line of work. You get back in the saddle, honor their memory, and keep flying smarter.

      I’ve tried to stay ahead of the curve by embracing change, especially in technology.

      

      I’ve taken a strong interest in drones and precision ag systems—because I see the direction we’re heading. Companies like Growings are investing millions into next-gen drones that might one day assist or even supplement some of what we do. I’ve even supported testing by providing GoPro footage from my own aircraft. I don’t see these innovations as threats—they’re tools. If used right, they’ll help us be even better at what we do: apply product with precision, protect yields, and do it safely.

      I’m proud to serve on the board of the National Agricultural Aviation Association (NAAA), where I’ve had the chance to help shape policy, improve pilot safety, and support the next generation of ag pilots. I’m also part of a team establishing the Fargo Air Museum, because preserving the legacy of this profession matters. Ag aviation has always played a vital role in food production, and we need to tell that story to the public, to the media, and especially to young people considering this path.

      Because here’s the truth: we need new pilots. The average age of an aerial applicator today is 54. If we don’t attract fresh blood into the industry, the expertise we’ve built over decades risks fading out. That’s why mentorship, training programs, and books like the Lessons from the Sky series are so important.

      This book isn’t just a collection of stories. It’s a flight log of lessons—some painful, some powerful, all worth remembering. The good landings, the close calls, unexpected engine failures, wind shear, the wrong field sprayed—they all have something to teach. Whether you’re in North Dakota, New Zealand, or Brazil, the fundamentals are the same: fly sharp, stay humble, and never stop learning.

      I’ve had the honor of flying historic aircraft across the Caribbean, flying warbirds with the Dakota Territory Air Museum, and taking part in commemorative flights like the Arsenal of Democracy (75th World War II Victory Commemoration) over Washington, D.C. I’ve been recognized with environmental awards from DuPont, and named North Dakota Operator of the Year more than once. But those aren’t the things I carry most proudly.

      What I carry is the responsibility of passing on what I’ve learned to my sons, my daughter, to my crew, and to you, the reader, the aviator.

      You can’t have a bad day in this profession. I smile every day I get to fly. There’s too much at stake. If you keep your edge, if you prepare for the worst and hope for the best, and if you never stop learning, then this life will reward you tenfold.

      We’ve come a long way from 55-gallon barrels with slide gates and hand-cranked dispersal systems. But we still have a long way to go. And if we keep sharing stories like the ones in this book—if we listen, reflect, and improve—we’ll make sure the next generation of pilots is even better prepared than we were.

      That’s what Lessons from the Sky is all about.

      

      
        
        Toby McPherson

        Founder, Tall Towers Aviation, Page, North Dakota, USA.

        Board Member, NAAA & Fargo Air Museum
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      As a kid, I was fascinated by aircraft - thanks largely to my dad. He passed down his passion for aviation through stories, model kits, and endless discussions about Boeing versus Airbus. I remember telling my mother she obviously named me after the Fletcher aircraft. As it turns out, “Fletcher” was a family name of French origin - meaning arrow maker. A good fletcher would shape and place the fletching (feathers) to ensure an arrow flew straight and true. I’ve always loved that metaphor. In some ways, this book is a modern fletching - helping pilots stay on course and fly safer.

      Growing up in New Zealand, I was drawn to the unmistakable silhouette of the FU24 Fletcher. Originally designed in California by John Thorpe - who also helped design the Piper Cherokee - the Fletcher became a rugged agricultural icon in New Zealand. With STOL performance and brute reliability, it transformed aerial topdressing and earned the respect of an entire generation of pilots.

      As New Zealand farming scaled up, the industry moved from Tiger Moths and PL-12 Airtruks to Crescos and, eventually, to the modern SuperPAC.

      

      I consider myself lucky to have played a role in working on marketing and selling the latest derivative of the Fletcher - bringing its legacy to a new generation of operators around the world. I asked Josh Calder, from Rural Air Work, to send a photo of his distinctive hot pink Fletcher derivative, the Cresco, for the cover.

      My obsession with aviation safety didn’t begin in the cockpit. It began with a high school maths project in 1990. I wanted to join the Royal New Zealand Air Force (RNZAF), so I focused my assignment on aircraft accidents in New Zealand. With no internet, I phoned the Civil Aviation Authority and ordered eleven thick journals that documented the nation’s crashes. As a teenager, it was sobering. These weren’t just numbers - they were real people. Pilots who didn’t come home. The project planted a seed: a lifelong desire to learn from what went wrong, so others might avoid the same fate.

      Years later, I read a pilot’s story titled, Seat Failure on Take-off. It described how a seemingly minor oversight - a seat sliding back on takeoff - could become catastrophic. I investigated my own Cessna seat. I’d assumed four legs held it firmly in place. Back at the aero club, I crawled under the seat and was stunned to discover the truth: only one 5mm steel rod, a single leg, was holding my 90kg frame in place. Not four. Not even two. One. I’d flown with passengers heavier than me. I couldn’t believe I had never questioned it.

      So I did what many pilots never do - I researched aftermarket seat locks. Eventually, I found one for the 172 and installed it immediately. It doesn’t hold the seat in place - it simply stops it from sliding all the way back. But it’s enough. It’s one more layer in the safety net. One less hole in the cheese.

      The phrase, the Swiss Cheese Model, is my favorite way to think about safety. Developed by James Reason and Dante Orlandella, it illustrates how accidents happen not because of a single failure, but because multiple layers of defense all happen to break down at once. Each layer - training, checklists, habits, equipment - has holes.

      

      And when those holes line up, the result is tragedy. But change one habit, add one safeguard, plug just one hole - and the entire trajectory of failure is blocked.

      That model became real when I almost killed my daughter.

      After a routine maintenance job, a grease pottle had been left loose inside the fuselage. Just before takeoff, it jammed under the aileron, rendering lateral control useless. At the point of the turn, we would have been 200 feet up - low, slow, and vulnerable - and control would have slipped into chaos. My mind spiraled. But because I did the final check I always do, “Are my controls full and free?”, I realized that they weren’t.

      I stopped, shut down, and sat there, stunned. Not because of what happened, but because my daughter was in the glider behind me.

      For months, I replayed that moment, telling myself that I’d nearly killed her. That maybe I shouldn’t fly again. But eventually I saw it differently: I had saved her life. Not by luck, but by being a pilot who always follows the checklist. That moment changed everything. I committed to becoming the best pilot I could be. I immersed myself in lessons from others - because sometimes, one habit, one decision, is the only thing standing between disaster and a second chance.

      Years later, it happened again - this time with my other daughter onboard. At 700 feet over water, our engine failed. Sixty seconds of silence. Sixty seconds to make it count. But this time, I wasn’t paralyzed - I was prepared. Weeks earlier, I’d practiced engine-out drills, stalls, and glide performance. I knew the aircraft. I trusted the training. I flew the aircraft. And I brought us both home.

      That flight reinforced what I had learned the hard way: the best chance we have is knowing the aircraft, respecting the process, and never assuming we’re immune.

      Complacency and fatigue are two of the most dangerous holes in the cheese. In Chapter 2 of my first book, 81 Lessons From The Sky, there’s a story about a pilot who mistook rough ground for a runway. They survived. The aircraft didn’t.

      Their words stayed with me: “My brain had locked into a decision, and my concentration was on the technicalities of making another smooth landing.” It sounded all too familiar.

      In 2009, after filming at the Classic Fighters Airshow in Omaka, New Zealand, I flew home in a Cessna 172. Clear skies. Good fuel. A straightforward VFR route - until it wasn’t. Entering Ohakea’s control zone, we encountered worsening cloud and turbulence. The compass spun. The ADF was useless. Still, I pressed on. When we broke through and saw a lake, I convinced myself it was Lake Taupo, New Zealand’s largest lake. The map had to match what I saw. But it didn’t. I’d been trying to force the facts to fit my assumptions. We were far off course.

      That experience rattled me. When I got home, I debriefed with an instructor. His advice was simple: “Write it down.” So I did. That story became the first of many. Writing turned to reflection. Reflection became a habit. And that habit became my first book, 81 Lessons From the Sky - General Aviation.

      This book is the ninth book I have published and, thanks to my short role working with the SuperPac750, I became more curious about the agricultural aviation sector globally.

      In the United States, aerial application was born out of necessity as early as the 1920s - a direct response to growing agricultural threats. The first recorded trial took place in the summer of 1921 at McCook Field in Dayton, Ohio. French-born aeronautical engineer Étienne Dormoy, along with U.S. Army test pilot Lieutenant John Macready, conducted an experiment that would launch a global industry. Dormoy mounted a crude, hand-cranked metal hopper onto a surplus Curtiss JN‑6 “Jenny” biplane and filled it with powdered lead arsenate. As Macready flew six low passes over catalpa trees infested with sphinx moth larvae, Dormoy manually dispersed the chemical from the cockpit.

      The results were immediate - the pests were suppressed, and a new era of agricultural aviation began.

      

      The choice of catalpa trees was no accident. Known for their durable, rot-resistant heartwood, they were widely used for telephone and utility poles, even railroad ties, helping support the U.S.’s rapidly expanding communications infrastructure. Protecting these trees was critical - and aviation proved it could get the job done faster and more effectively than ground-based methods.

      As agriculture scaled and pests continued to threaten vital crops, aviation offered a game-changing solution. By the 1930s, aerial spraying spread across the country, especially in the American South, where boll weevils were ravaging cotton fields. The aircraft evolved too - from war-surplus biplanes to purpose-built ag machines designed for low-level precision work. Aviation had found its place - not just in the skies, but in the fields.

      Few contributed more to that evolution than Leland Snow (1930–2011), widely regarded as the godfather of modern agricultural aviation. At just 21, Snow designed the S‑1, the first purpose-built spray aircraft, and by 1958 he had launched the Snow Aeronautical Company in Olney, Texas. He later developed the S‑2 series - over 500 of which were produced before the design became the foundation for the Rockwell Thrush. After selling his business to Rockwell in 1965, Snow went on to found Air Tractor in 1972, introducing the AT‑300/301 series and, later, turbine-powered models that would define the next generation of ag aircraft.

      Known for his humility and hands-on approach, Snow frequently visited operators, shared safety ideas, and championed innovations that improved performance and pilot protection. He remained dedicated to advancing the safety, reputation, and effectiveness of aerial application until his passing at the age of 80.

      From its earliest moments, aerial application has been driven by innovation and shaped by risk.

      And from those first hand-cranked hoppers to today’s powerful workhorses, one truth has remained: necessity may have created ag aviation - but it’s courage, engineering, and constant learning that keeps it alive.

      In 2024, I met ag pilot, Toby McPherson, at the National Agricultural Aviation Association (NAAA) conference in Fort Worth, Texas. I had come to learn about the ag aviation sector in the U.S., I was also curious to see whether my Lessons from the Sky books might offer value here too. Toby and others shared their world with me - the daily challenges, the long hours, the critical thinking required just to do the job and come home safe. He wasn’t alone. All across the U.S. and around the world, I began hearing stories. Some were close calls. Some were tragedies. All were deeply instructive.

      We met attending the “Flying in the Wire and Obstruction Environment” course - thanks to the generous support of the Tylor Johnson Legacy Foundation. Tylor Johnson was a third-generation aerial applicator who tragically lost his life in a wire-strike accident. A foundation was established in his memory to enhance pilot safety by funding critical training, especially in wire-obstacle awareness and avoidance. The full-day course, delivered by Utilities/Aviation Specialists Inc., focused on low-level flying hazards, wire detection, and decision-making under pressure. It was one of the most practical and eye-opening safety programs I’ve experienced - and a clear example of how learning from the past can save lives in the future.

      A later visit to Toby McPherson’s operation in Page, North Dakota, was inspiring and humbling. Standing alongside him in the Tall Towers Aviation hanger, I saw firsthand at how four decades of experience, adaptation, and grit shaped one of the region’s most respected ag aviation businesses.

      From his early days with a single aircraft to today’s turbine-powered fleet, Toby has built a legacy rooted in safety, precision, and community. As we walked the field, reviewed systems, and talked about pilot mentorship, it became clear that Toby isn’t slowing down.

      He’s focused on the future: embracing technology, mentoring young pilots, contributing to aviation policy through the NAAA, and helping preserve ag aviation’s history.

      

      His operation is an example of what happens when passion meets purpose. And I left Page with a deeper respect for both the past and the direction this industry is heading.

      While I’m not an ag pilot, I do tow gliders in a Piper Pawnee. I’ve flown long enough - and listened enough - to know that the risks are real. Low-level operations, fatigue, dispatch pressure, weather shifts, complex loading, unfamiliar terrain - this is flying on the edge. And too often, it’s done alone. That isolation makes it harder to learn from others’ mistakes. Harder to speak up. Harder to reflect.

      That’s where this book comes in.

      In January 2025, I decided to create a resource for agricultural pilots worldwide. I began collecting, curating, and rewriting accident reports and real-life stories from ag pilots across the globe. Names and genders have been removed. As Patty Wagstaff put it, “The airplane doesn’t know I’m a woman.” The aircraft doesn’t care how many hours you’ve logged or what you’ve flown - it just wants to fly. Preferably, not into anything.

      This book is not about judgment. It’s about staying alive. It’s about adding one more layer of safety, one more habit, one more lesson that might keep you from becoming a statistic. We don’t get better by hiding our mistakes. We get better by learning from them.

      I hope, like me, you’ll take something from these stories. Maybe you’ll double-check your fuel. Maybe you’ll pause when you feel pressured. Maybe you’ll install that seat lock. Maybe you’ll rethink what “just a short flight” really means. Every time we reflect, we close a hole in the cheese.

      General Chuck Yeager once said, “It was my fear that made me learn everything I could about my airplane and my emergency equipment, and kept me flying respectful of my machine and always alert in the cockpit.”

      This book exists to honor that mindset.

      Here’s to straighter flying arrows and to safer skies.

      

      Fletcher McKenzie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GLOBAL AGRICULTURAL AVIATION OVERVIEW

          

        

      

    

    
      The U.S. leads the world’s global agricultural aviation in scale, technology, and infrastructure. Yet, the sector’s impact is truly international - with massive Brazilian operations, emerging European regulations, and increasing autonomy in Asia. As sustainability and precision become more important, ag aviation is evolving worldwide - leveraging turbine fleets in some regions and drone technologies in others - but one thing remains constant: its crucial role in feeding the world safely and efficiently.

      Around the world, agricultural aviation reflects the unique demands and regulations of each region. In the United States, fixed-wing aircraft dominate, treating over 127 million acres annually with high-output turbine fleets. In contrast, European Union regulations have sharply restricted aerial spraying - especially near urban areas - leading to significant declines in manned ag aviation operations.

      Countries like France and Germany have implemented near-total bans on fixed-wing crop dusting because of environmental and public health concerns. Meanwhile, Brazil boasts one of the world’s largest manned fleets, driven by vast agricultural zones and minimal urban conflict, while China and South Korea are scaling rapidly, mostly by using agricultural drones. In fact, China had over 120,000 agricultural drones in operation as of 2023, many deployed in rice and tea production across mountainous terrain. Drones offer lower cost and access to tight or hazardous areas, but their limited payload, shorter endurance, and regulatory constraints mean they complement rather than replace manned aircraft - especially for large-scale farms.

      The future of aerial application will involve a hybrid model, where manned aircraft continue to cover vast acreage efficiently, while drones take on precision tasks in sensitive or fragmented environments.

      Aviation safety in agricultural flying is a constant and evolving challenge. Ag pilots operate in one of aviation’s most demanding environments - flying low, fast, and often alone, with minimal margin for error. Hazards like power lines, changing weather, uneven terrain, mechanical stress, and fatigue all contribute to a higher-than-average accident rate.

      In the United States, wire strikes remain a leading cause of fatal accidents, despite improved training and technology. Programs like PAASS (Professional Aerial Applicators’ Support System), Operation SAFE, and wire-strike avoidance courses - many supported by organizations like the NAAA and the Tylor Johnson Legacy Foundation - are helping to drive awareness and reduce risk. GPS guidance, obstacle alert systems, and real-time telemetry have become essential tools, but safety still depends on pilot judgment, planning, and vigilance.

      As drones enter the scene and operations become more complex, the need for a strong safety culture - one built on experience sharing, incident debriefs, and continuous learning - has never been more vital in keeping ag pilots alive.

      Beyond the major ag aviation associations in the U.S., Brazil, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, several regions are experiencing rapid change or face unique limitations. In China, agricultural aviation is undergoing explosive growth - primarily through drones - driven by companies like DJI and supported by government-led modernization efforts. India is following a similar path, with initiatives like Drone Shakti promoting drone spraying in hard-to-reach or small-plot farms, although traditional aerial application remains rare.

      In Africa, countries like South Africa have active ag operations, particularly in crop spraying and pest control, though no formal national association exists. Meanwhile, the European Union has moved in the opposite direction: aerial spraying is heavily restricted or banned outright in many member states because of environmental regulations and population density.

      Despite these challenges, innovation continues, especially in unmanned systems and hybrid technologies - ensuring that agricultural aviation, in both manned and unmanned forms, remains a vital tool for feeding the world.

      Agricultural aviation is a critical, precision-driven sector that spans the globe, touching nearly every farming region.

      

      United States:

      
        
          	
        Around 1,560 ag aviation businesses support 3,400–3,500 pilots, operating small fleets of 2–3 aircraft each.
      

      	
        Each year, U.S. operators treat approximately 127 million acres of cropland - about 28% of the nation’s row crops - plus millions more in pasture, forest health, and public health missions.
      

      	
        The combined aerial application fleet flies over 830,000 hours annually, performing 30–100 takeoffs and landings per aircraft per day - primarily with turbine-powered fixed-wing planes.
      

      

      

      

      Global Landscape:

      
        
          	
        Worldwide, agricultural aircraft markets are valued in the billions of dollars, with growth projected through 2030; new electric and unmanned systems are emerging - especially in Brazil, China, and parts of Europe and Asia.
      

      	
        In Brazil, a single pilot might spray over a million acres annually, reflecting the massive scale of South American operations.
      

      	
        While UAVs and electric ag-drones are gaining traction - pioneered in Japan, South Korea, and increasingly in parts of Africa - they remain complementary to manned systems; most global acreage is still treated by traditional ag aircraft.
      

      

      

      Why It Matters:

      
        
          	
        Globally, about 1.58 billion hectares of arable land are farmed - and aerial application plays a vital role, especially in regions with large-scale crops, challenging terrain, or time-sensitive pest outbreaks.
      

      	
        In the U.S., ag pilots directly contribute to managing pests, boosting yields (~8% higher vs ground spraying), seeding cover crops, forestry and mosquito control, and rapid disaster response. Agriculture experts estimate this prevents the conversion of more than 27 million acres of wetlands or forests into farmland annually.
      

      

      

      In putting together the Lessons from the Sky: Agricultural Aviation edition, we made a clear decision from the start: to only include incidents where no one was killed or seriously injured. This was about learning from close calls - not reliving tragedy - and shining a light on the moments where better decisions, awareness, or training made all the difference.

      We’re incredibly grateful to the people and organizations who made this work possible. With special mention to the following organizations:

      

      ASRS: Aviation Safety Reporting System

      Run by NASA in partnership with the FAA, ASRS is a voluntary reporting system where pilots, controllers, and aviation professionals share real incidents to help make flying safer. Their public database - and especially their monthly CALLBACK newsletter - is packed with honest, de-identified stories that capture exactly the kind of situations we wanted to highlight. Many of the stories featured in this book started with insights drawn from ASRS reports. You can explore more at asrs.arc.nasa.gov.

      

      CAROL Database: Case Analysis and Reporting Online

      The NTSB’s CAROL system gave us access to official U.S. accident and incident reports. It was a powerful tool for fact-checking, understanding the bigger picture, and getting the wording and context right. We relied on it heavily to make sure each story was accurate and responsibly told. You can browse it at carol.ntsb.gov.

      

      NAAA: National Agricultural Aviation Association

      Thank you to the team at the NAAA, who helped guide us and pointed us toward valuable material. Their commitment to safety and support for this project meant a lot, and we’re thankful for their help.

      The NAAA represents over 1,500 aerial application businesses and over 3,400 ag pilots across the US. It advocates for pilot safety, science-based policy, and industry innovation. NAAA leads programs like PAASS and Operation SAFE, hosts the annual Ag Aviation Expo, and works with federal agencies on regulatory issues that affect aviation, environmental safety, and public health.

      www.agaviation.org

      

      AAAA: Aerial Application Association of Australia

      The AAAA supports Australian ag pilots and operators across spraying, fertilizer application, firefighting, and pest control. It champions safety, compliance, and professionalism through programs like SpraySafe and represents the industry to CASA and state regulators. The AAAA also promotes sustainable aerial practices and the use of new technology in Australian agriculture.

      www.aaaa.org.au

      

      NZAAA: New Zealand Agricultural Aviation Association

      A division of Aviation New Zealand, the NZAAA advocates for the country’s aerial application operators, who play a key role in fertilizer spreading, pest control, and pasture management - especially in remote and rugged terrain. It works with the CAA, EPA, and WorkSafe to maintain safety and environmental standards, while supporting training and industry events.

      www.aviationnz.co.nz/nzaaa

      

      CAAA: Canadian Aerial Applicators Association

      The CAAA represents Canada’s aerial application industry, focusing on safety, efficiency, and environmental care. It works with Transport Canada and the PMRA to develop sound, science-based regulations and best practices. The CAAA also operates Operation S.A.F.E., promoting precision and drift control across diverse Canadian regions.

      www.canadianaerialapplicators.com

      

      SINDAG: Sindicato Nacional das Empresas de Aviação Agrícola (Brazil)

      SINDAG is Brazil’s national agricultural aviation association, representing the world’s second-largest ag aviation fleet, with over 2,300 aircraft. A lead in industry training, research, environmental advocacy, and public engagement. Through events like the Brazilian Agricultural Aviation Congress, SINDAG promotes excellence and innovation in a country where aerial application is vital to large-scale crop production.

      www.sindag.org.br

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART 1 - WIRE STRIKES / OBSTACLE STRIKES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Mistakes are inevitable in aviation, especially when one is still learning new things. The trick is to not make the mistake that will kill you.”

        –Stephen Coonts

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CLIPPED BY THE POLE

          

          AIR TRACTOR AT-602

        

      

    

    
      The run was supposed to be simple. I’d done it a hundred times before - maybe more. Midday, sunny skies, light winds out of the northwest, and the air thick with summer heat. I launched from Winnie and climbed out to set up for an application pass just outside Beaumont. The field was wide open, familiar, and forgiving.

      Or so I thought.

      As I circled in low to establish my starting line, I swept across the edge of the field in a right bank. I knew the layout, or I believed I did. But just as I was lining up, I felt it. A sudden, dull jolt - more felt than heard. The airplane shuddered slightly but stayed airborne.

      In that split second, I knew I’d hit something.

      I leveled the wings and made a beeline back to the strip. The airplane felt off, but controllable. No engine issues. No hydraulic surprises. Just that sinking feeling in my chest.

      Back at the airstrip, I lined up for landing. As I touched down, I knew I was in trouble. The left main gear collapsed beneath me. The airplane sagged and veered, the wing dragging across the asphalt, scraping and twisting. I brought it to a stop and shut everything down.

      When I got out, I could see the damage clearly. The right wing was torn up, and the fuselage had taken a serious hit. But I was standing. I was unhurt.

      Later, the investigation confirmed what I already knew: the right main landing gear had struck a power line pole during that low maneuver. That impact had compromised the gear and set the stage for the collapse on landing.

      No mechanical failure. No weather issue. No surprise squall or system malfunction. It was me. I had misjudged the environment - missed a pole I should’ve seen. Or at the very least, planned around.

      

      Lessons Learned:

      

      Familiarity can dull your edge.

      I knew the field. I knew the terrain. But in that moment, confidence became carelessness. Power lines and poles don’t always show themselves. They blend in. And when you’re focused on spraying patterns and wind drift, it’s easy to let your awareness drop a notch.

      That’s when it happens.

      From that day on, I’ve treated every pass like it’s the first. I take a moment longer on setup. I trace the edges. I ask myself: “What’s new? What’s hidden? What haven’t I seen yet?” Because sometimes, it’s the thing you think you’ve accounted for that takes you down.

      And when you’re this low, there’s no such thing as a minor mistake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BLINDED BY THE FAMILIAR

          

          UNSPECIFIED AGRICULTURAL AIRCRAFT

        

      

    

    
      It was a hazy evening in Illinois, with visibility around eight miles and the sun hanging low on the horizon - just enough to blind you if you caught it wrong. I was out applying insecticide to a cornfield about 26 miles south-southwest of SQI. With 6,900 hours under my belt, including 2,700 in type, this wasn’t my first time working close to obstacles. But sometimes, even familiarity can betray you.

      Before beginning my runs, I surveyed the field. I flew the perimeter and spotted a set of high-tension electric lines crossing the field from northeast to southwest. I assessed the safest way to apply the spray would be to fly under the wires - something I’d done before.

      The first pass went as planned. I dipped beneath the lines and treated the northern rows. Then I repositioned to begin spraying from the south edge. But this time, whether it was fatigue, shifting light, or just a misjudgment, I didn’t drop low enough.

      My top right wing clipped the lowest line. The wire snapped.

      I immediately lowered the aircraft further to avoid further entanglement and maintained control. There was no crash, no injuries, and no major damage beyond what had already occurred.

      

      This same power line had been struck before - back in 1968 - by another ag pilot. The low clearance, even with prior awareness, remains a significant hazard.

      The FAA investigated. No action was taken against me, and the flight was deemed appropriate for the situation. Still, I know what went wrong: sun glare, haze, and a momentary lapse in visual judgment. I’d flown under those wires once that day, but it was on the second pass - fighting the sun - that I made the mistake.

      

      Lessons Learned:

      

      This incident reminded me that even familiar fields can become dangerous under shifting light.

      I’d flown under those wires once that day. But the second time, haze and low sun conspired to hide them in plain sight. A safe first pass isn’t a guarantee the next will be. Wires don’t move, but visibility does.

      In ag flying, sun angle can erase your margin in a heartbeat. Now, I reassess wire paths before every run, regardless of how recent the last one was. When you combine obstacles with environmental variables, repetition isn’t safety - it’s risk disguised as routine.

      Trust your eyes, but only after giving them a fresh, honest look.
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